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Effective instructional practice has a significant impact on student learning.  Shared 

personal practice within a professional learning team (PLT) is one of the key elements in 

consistently improved instructional practice.  However, this PLT characteristic is often the least 

evident and the hardest to absorb into PLT culture.  This study examined the relational 

characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice within a PLT.  Two 

PLTs in core subject areas across two Texas high school campuses were included in this 

comparative case study.  Data from document analysis, PLC observations, focus group 

interviews, and in-depth individual interviews were examined thematically to answer the 

research questions guiding this study.  The results of this study revealed that building strong 

relationships and an emphasis on collective creativity were strong predictors of sharing personal 

practice.  Collective clarity on PLT practices and the purpose of sharing personal practice 

increased the success and occurrence of sharing personal practice.  The results also revealed that 

the copious tasks of teaching and negative perceptions of being observed by colleagues hindered 

consistent sharing of personal practice.  This study describes the current context of shared 

personal practice as a foundation for future studies to examine how practice can be transformed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Topic Overview 

Educators are committed to student success.  However, despite our best efforts, students 

in the United States continue to lag behind academically when compared to students from other 

countries (National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES), 2014).  School leaders attempt to 

mitigate the international lag by adopting various reform efforts with the hope of improving 

student achievement.  Such reform efforts are known in education circles as theories of change.  

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are one example of a change framework and reform 

structure.  This framework seeks to move an organization from a bureaucratic machine towards a 

learning organization through the adoption of new materials, instructional strategies, and 

systemic beliefs (Fullan, 2007).  Sustained change happens as learning organizations focus on 

defining and refining these three primary tools of improved student learning (Fullan, 2007).  The 

PLC framework serves as a conduit for such definition and refinement of practices and beliefs.  

The PLC framework espouses a belief in collaborative learning, problem-solving, data-

driven decision making, and action research (DuFour, 2010; Hord & Hirsch, 2008; Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010; Louis, 2008; Killian & Roy, 2009).  Such beliefs manifest within the 

professional learning team (PLT).  Within districts or schools where the PLC framework has 

been adopted, the PLT is the localized interpretation and application of the PLC attributes 

(SEDL, 2016).  The PLT is often organized around content areas or role specification such as 

teachers, paraprofessionals, or administrators.  The PLC framework provides a structure for 

collegial dialogue within the PLC to focus on improving not only the quality of instruction, but 

the quality and depth of learning for both teachers and students (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

DuFour, 2010).  With a shift in focus away from the instructor and towards student learning, the 
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immediate impact of professional learning is made more apparent.  A fertile PLT collects, shares, 

and examines student growth data consistently and continuously.  By establishing a culture of 

shared responsibility and problem-solving, teachers are able to effectively identify and respond 

to student issues that impede learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Working collectively to solve 

instructional and student-related issues increases the likelihood that solutions will be found, and 

results will be evident (DuFour, 2010).  Within the PLC framework educators do not function in 

isolation where the solution source is confined to their own cognitive ability.  PLCs throw the 

door to possible solutions wide open, and consequently, the ability to improve student learning in 

a meaningful way.  

The PLC conceptual framework is a relational model that promotes a coaching and 

mentoring model of growth (Blankstein, 2004, Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  New teachers are 

immediately able to benefit from the experience and expertise of their colleagues through 

exchanges in regular meetings within the PLT (Killion & Roy, 2009).  Experienced teachers 

benefit from the vibrancy and resiliency of novice teachers.  Teacher leaders are easily identified 

in the PLT as members who willingly share successes and failures for the collective benefit of 

the group.  Thus, the effective PLT creates a space for members to naturally develop 

mentor/mentee relationships that provide deeper professional relationships for all members.  The 

deep engagement with colleagues creates an environment where members are “encouraged, 

rewarded, and pressed” to share and improve instructional practice (Fullan, 2007, p.55). 

A tapestry of shared learning and improved practice is created as a common vision, trust, 

and relationship-building are weaved together within the PLT.  This tapestry reveals the pathway 

for effective shared personal practice.  Shared personal practice is the purposeful exchange of 

best instructional practices through observation, film, demonstration, or discussion of student 
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work (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Leverett, 2008).  Shared personal practice occurs when effective 

teachers are observed by colleagues in search of insights as to the effectiveness of that teacher.  

Data-driven discussions within the PLT will reveal instructional strengths and weaknesses of its 

members.  Based on those honest conversations, teachers struggling to help students be 

successful on a particular concept will observe teachers who have demonstrated success on that 

same concept.  Shared personal practice is one of five dimensions of the PLC framework:  shared 

and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning and application, shared 

personal practice, and supportive conditions (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Shared personal practice 

is an elaboration of collective learning and application.  As PLTs learn together and apply 

learning in the classroom, a desire for deeper instructional knowledge and improvement happens.  

When PLTs collectively learn through book study, conversation, or conferences, the stage is set 

for more intentional shared personal practice.  Effective shared personal practice has a 

constructive, non-judgmental feedback component (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hipp & Huffman, 

2010; Killion & Roy, 2009).  Constructive feedback involves a reflective discussion after the 

observation to pose questions and discuss what has been observed.  When the feedback is 

incorporated into practice and the effect re-evaluated, the distinction between the collective 

learning and application and the shared personal practice dimensions is evident.  The cycle of 

teaching, sharing, modifying, and re-teaching is an essential and highly-rated component of PLT 

work (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012).  In spite of the myriad of benefits of consistently sharing 

personal practice, this fruitful characteristic appears to be the least evident in mature PLTs (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2003).  The lack of shared personal practice in developed PLTs suggests that shared 

personal practice is the hardest characteristic to acquire.  This further implies that certain 
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relational characteristics and facilitating factors must be present within a school culture before 

shared personal practice can take root.  

Research Problem 

Effective instructional practice has a significant impact on student learning (Kruse, Louis, 

& Byrk, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Hord, 2009; Killion & Roy, 2009).  Effective 

instructional practice is nurtured and developed in collaborative contexts founded on trust and 

support (Hord, 2009; Owen, 2014).  The external influences and technologies that impede 

student success overwhelm the desire to learn.  Public schools are obligated to meet the needs of 

all students, yet many of the issues impeding learning are beyond the control of the teacher. 

However, educators do have creative control over their instructional practice.  With the myriad 

of problems plaguing the schoolhouse, the collegial commitment to improving instructional 

practice is crucial.  PLCs serve as a conduit for sharing instructional practice and its effects on 

student learning (Killion & Roy, 2009).  The learning dynamic created by an authentic PLT 

provides rich resources of creation, implementation, and evolution of instructional strategies.  

Shared personal practice is one of the five dimensions of an effective PLC, and it is the least 

apparent in most organizations (Hord, 1998; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

Blacklock, 2009).  The successful and consistent sharing of instructional practice in PLTs may 

yield greater results than any other characteristic of PLCs.  The honest dialogue of shared 

personal practice within the PLT will lead to individual and community refinement of skills and 

a collective identity (Hord, 1998; Wenger, 1998).  Therefore, many PLTs currently spend the 

least amount of time and energy on a practice that would improve instruction the most: shared 

personal practice.  
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of the current study was to analyze the conditions or systems inherent within 

an organization that facilitate or impede shared personal practice through a social constructivist 

lens.  Specifically, this study will look at the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or 

barriers that affect shared personal practice.  Facilitating factors in light of social learning theory 

would be all the elements of mutual engagement within a community of practice that move that 

community towards the joint enterprise of shared personal practice.  By contrast, barriers within 

a community of practice would be elements that prevent mutual engagement of members in a 

mutually beneficial activity and successful pursuit of a joint enterprise.  Wenger (1998) 

suggested that such facilitating factors are a result of the interdependence of the community 

where they act as resources to each other.  As a result of the interdependence of group members, 

relations can be more than simply collaboration in a group, relations can be “conflictual as well 

as harmonious, intimate as well as political, competitive as well as cooperative” (Wenger, 1998, 

p.56).  Thus, the purpose of this study is to understand the relational characteristics, facilitating

factors, or barriers to shared personal practice in the social context of a PLT.  

The consistent practice of sharing instructional strengths, experiences, conflicting 

opinions, and weaknesses develops a group of teachers into a more effective instructional team.  

In identifying the conditions or systems that nurture collaboration and conversation around 

instruction, PLTs are more likely to achieve this practice.  The collaboration and collegial 

dialogue focused on improving instructional practice has a significant impact on student learning 

(Kruse, Louis, & Byrk, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Hord, 2009; Killion & Roy, 2009).  

However, the intimate and vulnerable dialogue necessary to affect instructional practice evolves 

slowly and reluctantly over time for PLT members.  This study seeks to define the relational 

characteristics and facilitating factors that expedite successful and consistent shared personal 
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practice.  In addition, this study seeks to identify the barriers that prevent successful shared 

personal practice. 

Conceptual Framework 

A conceptual framework is a visual that describes the main concepts, ideas, and beliefs 

guiding a study.  Conceptual frameworks are created rather than found, based on a review of the 

literature (Maxwell, 2005).  The conceptual framework guiding this research reflects the beliefs 

and rationale of this study (Figure 1).  The conceptual framework has three major constructs:  

social learning theory, communities of practice, and the five dimensions of a successful PLC:  

shared and supportive leadership, shared vision and values, collective learning and application, 

shared personal practice, and supportive conditions (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).   
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework based on the literature review. 

The research problem contained in this study was analyzed through the lens of social 

learning theory as defined by communities of practice.  Social learning theory espouses the belief 

that learning is essentially a social function.  Through the collective and social nature of learning, 

we establish our identity as members of informal and formal communities of practice (Wenger, 
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Collective Learning and 
Application 

Supportive Conditions 

Shared Personal 
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Communities 
of Practice 

Social learning 
theory 
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1998).  Wenger challenges institutions and organizations to conceptualize learning for the 

individual as an engagement in communities of practice rather than in isolation through reading 

or computer time (Leverett, 2008; Wenger 1998).  As individuals participate in communities of 

practice, their individual practice is refined and improved.  Through this lens, the organization or 

institution evaluates its effectiveness based on the degree to which the communities of practice 

continue to thrive and exchange learning with other communities (Wenger, 1998).  

 The dimensions of a community of practice in social learning theory are connected to the 

five dimensions of an effective PLC.  Communities of practice share three dimensions:  (1) 

mutual engagement, (2) a joint enterprise, and (3) a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998, p.73).  

Mutual engagement is the common pursuit of a goal or action taken by a community where 

members are actively and interdependently engaged in their work.  Mutual engagement is more 

than being present and sharing space, rather it is the relational nature of common practice that 

develops over time.  Mutual engagement occurs as the community engages in a joint enterprise.  

The joint enterprise continues to develop as it is undertaken by the group.  Joint enterprise is 

negotiated by and belongs to the group exclusively as its members determine the work to be 

achieved.  As mutual engagement and joint enterprise evolve, a shared repertoire of artifacts, 

common vocabulary, and tools are developed.  The shared repertoire becomes the thread that 

binds the group together as they learn to communicate and document their work (Wenger, 1998). 

The conceptualization of PLCs expressed through the five dimensions is constructed on 

the foundation of social learning theory.  Shared personal practice is a practical example of a 

product of collective learning within a community of practice.  For shared personal practice to 

occur within a PLT, the members must have achieved a degree of interdependence and 

interconnectedness.  Where PLT members recognize the value of PLT dialogue, and cherish the 
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time spent in joint enterprise with each other, shared personal practice is more likely to occur.  

As PLT common practices develop, social learning theory suggests that both explicit and tacit 

knowledge reverberate throughout the dialogue and culture of the PLT (Wenger, 1998).  As a 

community of practice grows, evolves, and learns together, the social relationships, unspoken 

codes, assumptions, and tasks undertaken reflect the culture of the community (Wenger, 1998). 

Negotiation of meaning within communities of practice is central to the continued 

evolution of that community (Wenger, 1998).  Individualized perspectives of PLT members are 

shared and negotiated by the group forming a shared understanding.  The creation of a shared 

understanding within a PLT allows for new learning and new ways of thinking not as easily 

accessed in isolation.  The nexus between old and new patterns is where shared personal practice 

is birthed and classroom practice refined.  Both the individual and community practice are 

influenced and shaped as meaning, information, knowledge, practice, and skills are negotiated.  

As community members share and learn within the PLT, learning is applied and action taken.  

Wenger (1998) refers to this process as reification or “thingness” (p.58).  As instructional 

practice is shared, influenced, and improved, tangible products resulting from collective learning 

become artifacts of the community.  These shared artifacts contribute to the individual and 

collective identity of the community of practice creating further interdependence and propelling 

the PLT forward.  

  The literature in chapter 2 has been analyzed through the lens of the conceptual 

framework guiding this study.  Guiding principles in current research revealed that all elements 

of a successful and effective PLC are related to one of the five dimensions.  As a result of this 

analysis, the guiding principles in current research have been categorized under the related 

dimension creating a secondary analysis tool described in chapter 3.  The guiding principles of 
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current research provide evidence of the dimensions and explain how the dimensions manifest in 

PLT culture (Maxwell, 2005).  Shared personal practice is less evident and less likely to occur if 

the PLT is under-developed in the other four dimensions (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  The degree 

to which learning is a social phenomenon within a PLT has been analyzed through thematic and 

discourse analysis of PLT dialogue and reported in chapter 4.  A description of how social 

learning theory is manifested within the observed PLTs in relation to shared personal practice is 

included in the chapter 5.  This study is based on the belief that the presence of the dimensions 

may reveal the relational characteristics and facilitating factors that facilitate shared personal 

practice.  Where evidence of the dimension is weak, barriers to shared personal practice are 

identified.  

Research Questions 

This study investigated shared personal practice to answer the research questions outlined 

below.  Thematic, discourse, and document analysis of the data sources were employed in light 

of the research questions.  Shared personal practice was examined in core subject PLTs at two 

Texas high schools.  This study investigated answers to the following questions: 

1. What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal practice

to occur within a PLT? 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 

3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 
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Significance of Study 

Shared personal practice is the most difficult and least evident characteristic of even the 

most advanced PLTs (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  However, this study proposes that sharing 

personal practice consistently and openly within a PLT has a greater impact on student learning 

than any other characteristic of PLCs.  In spite of the abundance of research related to PLCs, 

there is little research examining shared personal practice in isolation and in depth.  This study 

fills the gap in the literature by examining the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or 

barriers to shared personal practice.  In identifying these elements, this study has provided 

insights of campus factors that are either facilitating or preventing shared personal practice.  In 

addition, data collected in this research provided insights as to how campus leadership can 

support PLTs in their pursuit of shared personal practice.  Based on the information reported in 

this study, administrators will be able to highlight contributing factors and remove barriers to 

shared personal practice. 

Definition of Terms 

Professional learning community (PLC) - A PLC is a framework to guide and structure reform 

within a district.  The PLC guides systemic decision-making, actions, and improvements that 

lead to improved student learning district-wide (Fullan, 2007; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; SEDL, 

2016). 

Professional learning team (PLT) - A PLT is a group of colleagues who engage collaboratively 

to discuss data, instruction, student learning and adult learning.  PLTs are generally organized 

around common content or role specialization.  Collegial dialogue involves collective inquiry 

followed by action.  PLT members continuously seek improved student learning through this 
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collaborative context (DuFour, 2010; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord & Hirsch, 2008; Killion & 

Roy, 2009; SEDL, 2016). 

Shared personal practice - PLT members observe each other’s practice through classroom 

observations, video-taped lessons, lesson demonstration, or review of student work during PLT 

time.  Non-judgmental feedback is offered following the observation or demonstration.  As part 

of the shared personal practice process, the teacher reflects on his or her instructional practice as 

well as the comments and questions received from the PLT.  Shared personal practice also 

involves the informal discussion of instructional ideas and application (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

Hord, 2004) 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter 1 articulates the problem statement addressed by the research questions and 

resolved in the purpose and significance of this study.  In addition, chapter 1 provides context for 

the study in relation to PLCs and shared personal practice.  Chapter 1 also describes the 

conceptual framework and its function in the research design of this study.  Chapter 2 reviews 

the current literature in relation to the five dimensions of an effective PLC including an 

elaboration of shared personal practice.  Chapter 3 describes the research design including 

participants, data collection, and data analysis.  Chapter 4 presents the results of data analysis 

through themes and organized by the research questions.  Chapter 5 discusses the implications 

for policy and practice and recommendations for future research emerging from the results. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

A 2011 NCES report comparing 50 countries in international assessments of reading, 

math, and science revealed that 5 international school systems had higher averages in reading, 8 

systems in mathematics, and 6 systems in science when comparing 4
th

 grade students in the

United States (NCES, 2013).  As our students age, the international achievement gap widens 

with 11 systems scoring higher averages in 8
th

 grade math, and 12 systems in 8
th

 grade science.

However, the NCES study does reveal growth from 2001-2011 for US 4
th

 grade students when

compared internationally.  Defensively, educators attribute the international academic deficit to 

the collective value of educating all students, regardless of skill or intelligence.  Given the 

minimal growth in scores revealed in the NCES study as students’ progress in the school system, 

the incentive for school leaders to accelerate reform efforts is intensified.  Accelerated reform 

efforts seek to motivate stakeholders to change through shared meaning based on a moral 

commitment (Fullan, 2007).  

At the national level, student achievement continues to improve incrementally, but the 

statistics provide a cautionary tale of the state of education as a whole.  American students 

progressed more on reading and mathematics assessments in 2013 in grades 4 and 8 than all of 

the previous years’ assessments since 2011.  According to the National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP), the average scale score for 8
th

 grade mathematics increased one

point, and reading for the same grade increased three points since 2011.  The White-Hispanic 

and White-Black score gaps in mathematics and reading did not change significantly from 2011 

to 2013, but there was some evidence of lessening from the first assessment.  A 2009 NCES 

report of high-school dropout and completion rates indicates that the minority student dropout 
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rate is 4.8% for African-American students and 5.8% for Hispanic students, as compared to the 

White student dropout rate of 2.4% (NCES, 2009).  Although the achievement gap continues to 

slowly close, school leaders must continue to search for innovative ways to positively affect 

change and improve student achievement.  Many educators believe that PLCs are the key to 

reconciling inequities and deficiencies within our schools (Hargreaves, 2007).  

The international and national gaps exist because many teachers do not have access to the 

skills and knowledge necessary to ensure the success of all students (Hord & Hirsch, 2008).  

PLCs offer the conduit for acquiring such skills and knowledge (Hord & Hirsch, 2008).  In 

recent years, reform implementation has been preoccupied with the conceptual model of PLCs.  

In many progressive districts, successful implementation and sustainment of PLCs has yielded 

great results.  In adopting a theory of change or reform effort, districts spend vast financial and 

human resources in innovating change, but without focusing on reforming the culture of the 

school (Fullan, 2007).  Without changing the culture and shared belief system of a school, the 

theory remains imprisoned in the hypothetical realm.  

Much of the current research in educational reform is focused on the quality of teaching 

and learning.  Contemporary reform efforts focus on teaching and learning because this is the 

point at which student achievement is affected the most (Hord & Hirsch, 2008).  PLCs focus 

members’ attention on how instructional practice affects student learning.  This study reviewed 

the current research to establish a case for the PLC framework as a conduit for change, to 

highlight the importance, evolution, and significance of the PLC process, to offer a common 

definition and characteristics of a PLT with a focus on collaboration and coaching and 

mentoring, to articulate a definition of shared personal practice, and to evaluate the impact of 

shared personal practice on student achievement.  The analysis of current research regarding 
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these topics reveals crucial insights into PLC implementation and development.  In addition, 

information is offered about consistent sharing of instructional practice through open and honest 

dialogue within the PLT. 

Historical Context of Reform Efforts 

Contemporary educational reform dates back to the publication of A Nation at Risk by 

The National Commission on Excellence in Education for the U.S. Department of Education in 

1983.  This document intended to communicate the current state of education in the United 

States through revealing the hard realities of public education to a complacent and ignorant 

general public.  The document’s objective was achieved.  Public outrage at the deteriorating 

conditions of public education was loud and angry.  The hostile and exaggerated language of the 

document accused the public of allowing “unthinking, unilateral educational disarmament” by 

allowing the continued decline of public education (U.S. Department of Education, 1983, p.4).  

School leaders found themselves at the mercy of public scrutiny and criticism and forced to not 

only react to the public outcry, but to look closely at the conclusions in the document.  While the 

document was egregiously erroneous in its findings, the objectives of the research by the 

Commission on Excellence in Education were commendable and pertinent, then as now.  The top 

two objectives of the research conducted in A Nation at Risk, were: “assessing the quality of 

teaching and learning in public schools” and “comparing American schools and colleges with 

those of other advanced nations.” 

Education reform efforts continued to gain momentum into the nineties with the 

increased focus on accountability.  This increased commitment to high-stakes testing was 

reflected in the 2001 passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation that primarily sought 

to improve student achievement through increased assessments in mathematics, science, and 
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reading throughout K-12 education systems.  School districts were held accountable for students’ 

performance on these tests by requiring acceptable average yearly progress and meeting a final 

acceptable standard in 2014.  School districts were required to publicly post all test results and 

disaggregate the data based on certain sub-populations: English language learners, minority 

status, special education, and socio-economic status.  As with the education reform of the 

eighties, NCLB focused reform efforts on increasing student achievement nationally to remain 

competitive internationally, and lessening the achievement gap among minorities and students of 

lower socio-economic status.  The focus on the relationship between poverty, minority status, 

and student achievement remains fertile ground for education research.  Students of lower socio-

economic status and minority urban students in the United States continue to struggle to achieve 

the same results as middle-class, white students (Berliner, 2005; Ladd, 2012).  Reform efforts 

have highlighted an undeniable need for change to ensure our students are successful, regardless 

of geography, race, or income in national and international spheres.  The PLC framework is a 

tool to identify gaps in student learning, and intervene before students fall too far behind.  

Educators agree that reform is needed.  Educators agree that for reform to be effective, it 

must create a clear vision that is embraced by all members of the organization to truly influence 

student performance (Ravitch, 2010).  A reform effort is only as effective as its ability to 

improve student achievement.  Given the immense expenditures associated with reform, this 

critical proof of efficiency and effectiveness is more relevant than ever.  As districts look for 

innovative, yet cost-effective ways to inspire change, a shared understanding must be articulated 

and perpetuated throughout the organization (Fullan, 2007).  Shared meaning as defined by 

Fullan (2007) is the intersection of personal and organizational goals in an individual, thereby 

creating the impetus to actively participate in the change effort.  The juncture of personal and 
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professional vision is a localized event.  No two districts will reflect the same unified vision of 

change.  Adopting a framework of change such as PLCs will materialize in different ways and at 

different rates in different environments (Louis, Marks & Kruse, 1996).  While the underlying 

characteristics of the adopted theory are common to all adopting districts, the realistic 

interpretation of that theory will differ (Sleegers, 2013).  Every district has different needs based 

on the community it serves.  However, the success of reform efforts, regardless of the theory of 

change adopted, greatly depends on building capacity in teachers both individually and 

collectively.  PLCs have proven to be a successful vehicle for building capacity within a learning 

organization (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006).  

Organization of the Review 

Chapter 2 examined current research providing a case for the PLC framework as a theory 

of change and reform structure.  The review of literature highlights the importance and evolution 

of the PLC framework, a common definition and characteristics of a PLC with a focus on 

collaboration and coaching and mentoring, a definition of shared personal practice, the 

characteristics of shared personal practice, and the benefits of shared personal practice.  The 

review of literature reveals a gap in current research related to shared personal practice.  Shared 

personal practice is mentioned in relation to the PLC framework in various ways such as peer 

observation and examining student work during PLT time.  However, there is little research 

examining shared personal practice independently and the long-term benefits of consistently 

incorporating this practice into PLT work.  

Definition of a Professional Learning Community 

The definition of a PLC varies contextually, but several characteristics are common to all 

successful PLCs.  PLCs focus on adult and student learning.  PLCs are described as 
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“collaborative professional learning which is results-driven and content-rich, focused on 

increasing student learning” (Killian & Roy, 2009, p.20).  Improved teaching and learning are 

the focus of all collegial dialogues in an effective PLC.  Not only are the conversations centered 

on learning, but action is taken in the classroom with individual students and whole class 

instruction to address deficits (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010).  The action is followed 

by a report to and reflection with the team.  The PLC is a continuous stream of dialogue, action, 

and reflection where members are constantly evolving in their ability to learn together 

(Thompson, Gregg & Niska, 2004).  Growth of the individual member is experienced in the 

friction that exists between what the individual member believes and what the group challenges 

that member to believe.  A willingness to be vulnerable and open to opposing view-points is 

essential in the quest for improved instructional practice (Thompson et al., 2004).  

Transformational change occurs as dilemmas of practice manifest and are addressed (Jacobs & 

Yendol-Hoppey, 2010).  The primary organizational structure of a PLC is at the campus level 

therefore, transformation occurs systemically and visibly. 

The knowledge acquired through the PLC is unique, individual, and multi-faceted 

depending on the skills, personality and interactions of the group members (Hord, 2009).  The 

creation and evolution of an authentic learning community is an organic process that cannot be 

orchestrated, replicated, or forced by administrators.  Collaborative and transformational 

leadership can influence and develop PLC work, but the momentum forward is sustained from 

within (Huffman & Jacobson, 2015).  Every PLC reflects a unique portrait of collective learning 

and application, but all PLCs reflect a desire to continuously learn and improve.  Much of the 

multiplicity of interpretations results from educators needing clarification about the ingredients 

of a PLC in a practical context. 
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Importance and Evolution of Professional Learning Communities 

Much of the current research and discussion revolving around PLCs has its roots in the 

work of Senge (1990) and his text The Fifth Discipline.  In this book, Senge called for a return to 

systems’ thinking; seeing organizations as a whole and how interrelationships contribute to that 

whole.  This contrasted greatly with the tradition in organizations of focusing on “static 

snapshots” or small pieces of an organization (p.68).  Systems’ thinking focuses on the future 

rather than the present, on power that is localized rather than centralized, and on members of 

learning organizations as active participants, not reactive drones (Senge, 1990).  The notion of 

feedback in an organization was an important underlying concept in systems thinking.  However, 

Senge’s definition of feedback is more inclusive than our traditional definition of giving positive 

or negative opinions based on an action already taken.  Senge’s definition of feedback revolved 

around circles of influence or interrelationships where actions or influence are exchanged 

reciprocally.  Feedback is exchanged as members of the organization learn how “to [expand] the 

ability to produce results” collectively at every level of the learning organization (p.142).  

According to Senge, as members of a learning organization learn together in teams and exchange 

feedback, a shared vision is created that propels the organization forward.  Every aspect of 

Senge’s vision of learning organizations is present within the PLC framework and his vision laid 

the groundwork for the evolution of professional learning communities in the business and 

education sector. 

PLCs as defined by Kruse, Louis, and Bryk (1995) consist of five elements:  shared 

values, a focus on student learning, collaboration, deprivatized practice, and reflective dialogue.  

The primacy of the notion of “sharing” within the community is evident throughout the evolution 

of the PLC concept.  DuFour et al. (2010) defined PLCs through shared mission, shared vision, 
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shared values, and common school goals.  Communities of practice support this notion of 

complete interdependence of beliefs, practice, and objectives (Wenger, 1998).  The proliferation 

of PLCs over the last thirty years is marked by the move away from individual contributions and 

a movement towards collective engagement in the learning organization. 

As campus and district leadership promote PLCs as a conduit for change, an awareness of 

how PLCs develop is important.  At the initiation phase of PLC implementation, resistance and 

resentment are normal responses for many members.  Wells and Feun (2013) found that in 

comparing the implementation of PLCs across two campuses, that significant levels of 

frustration and negativity impeded the development of PLCs.  The sense of frustration and 

confusion is often related to and exacerbated by a lack of clarity of how to proceed as a PLC 

(Wells & Feun, 2013).  The relational component of PLCs can be both a positive and negative 

experience for members at the initiation phase of PLC implementation (DuFour, 2004; Killion & 

Roy, 2009) 

As PLCs become increasingly the choice for driving change, a shift in focus is evident in 

the literature addressing PLCs.  While the notion of community and relationships is crucial to the 

creation of a PLC, an understanding of the work and the conditions necessary for that work 

become the focus of PLC research.  Hord (1997) referred to PLCs as “communities of 

continuous inquiry and improvement” in a time when the knowledge and practices of PLCs were 

beginning to permeate the professional and educational vernacular (p.10).  Hord (1997) defined 

seven attributes of a PLC: (1) Supportive and shared leadership, (2) Collective creativity, (3) 

Shared values and vision, (4) Supportive conditions, (5) Physical conditions, (6) People 

capacities, and (7) Shared personal practice.  Hord’s seven characteristics of PLCs elaborated on 
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previous definitions of community by including the specifics of PLC work and the conditions 

necessary to support that work. 

As PLCs have become more prevalent in schools through the beginning of the 21
st

century, research identifies the structures or constructs that facilitate PLC reform efforts.  

Kilbane (2009) found that leadership can promote or hinder reform initiated through the PLC 

process.  The inability of campus leadership to filter reform efforts through the PLC and 

streamline those efforts results in resources and efforts being pulled in many directions (Kilbane, 

2009).  Campus leadership has the primary burden of creating, assessing, and supporting 

collaborative structures that promote PLC work.  Without the active support of campus 

leadership, teachers’ resiliency and commitment to push forward are weakened.  In schools 

where the PLC culture is emphasized by campus leadership, initial resistance to change can be 

overcome creating space for PLCs to impact the campus culture (Harris & Jones, 2010).  

However, the campus leadership role in promoting change through PLC work is more than 

emphasizing the work.  Campus leadership must embrace and model collaborative leadership 

that solicits input and shares the work load.  Such leadership will be more successful in creating 

and sustaining PLCs as an integral part of the campus climate (Huffman & Jacobson, 2010). 

The ubiquitous nature of technology and online platforms has both advanced and 

expanded the PLC concept to reach outside of campuses and districts for professional support.  

Specialized course teachers such as the fine arts or visual graphics struggle to find appropriate 

opportunities to collaborate.  Often, these specialized teachers are the only teacher on campus or 

in the district with the content knowledge they possess.  Online PLCs have offered an innovative 

alternative to traditional face-to-face PLCs and have increased teacher collaboration on 

instructional issues in districts where no other option is available (Battersby & Verdi, 2014).  
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While most PLC research is focused on teacher-centered PLCs, a growing body of research is 

highlighting the need for campus leadership PLC support.  Principals working in small districts 

often lack professional support and resources for creative problem-solving.  Online communities 

have evolved such as the Canadian Principal Learning Network (CPLN) to provide 

administrators the resources to problem-solve and increase knowledge and skills through a wider 

socio-political audience (Chitpin, 2014). 

Characteristics of a Professional Learning Community 

The study contained in this paper is based on the PLC framework first defined by Hord 

(1997) and later elaborated on by Hipp and Huffman (2010).  Hipp and Huffman’s definition of 

PLCs outlined five essential characteristics of effective PLCs:  supportive and shared leadership, 

shared values and vision, collective learning and application, shared personal practice, and 

supportive conditions.  The five characteristics or dimensions of a successful PLC are evident 

and prolific in communities where student learning is impacted the most.  The five dimensions 

exist in relation to each other and are developed over time as PLCs learn together.  

Supportive and Shared leadership 

Supportive and shared leadership in a learning organization seeks input from all 

stakeholders: teachers, paraprofessionals, the community, administrators, parents, and students.  

Bureaucratic organizations with top-down, managerial mentalities limit creativity and innovation 

as they mandate rules and regulations that are not dependent on or responsive to individual 

contexts (Owens & Valesky, 2011).  The bureaucratic model is impersonal and standardized.  By 

contrast, PLCs embrace individuality as the foundation for change.  Shared leadership exposes a 

multiplicity of interpretations.  PLCs view shared leadership as sharing information, decision-

making, responsibility, commitment, and accountability (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Leadership 
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becomes “a position and an action” taken by all stakeholders, not just administration (Hipp et al., 

2008, p.186).  Hord (1998) referred to this leadership as “leading from the center” where leaders 

are present, accessible, and avoid authoritative power plays.  On campuses where campus 

leadership is leading from the center, teachers are leading teachers and the administrators are the 

“lead learners” (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Dufour, 2010).  Administrators no longer serve as the 

instructional impetus of a campus.  The campus leaders maintain order, provide resources for 

instructional maneuverings, and hold teachers and students accountable.  Thus, the teaching 

professionals are afforded the space and time to focus on their practice and student learning 

(Hipp, et al., 2008).  Group autonomy is critical if PLCs are to flourish and expand.  While 

administrators may guide some PLC work, the direction and focus of the PLC must be born from 

within (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012). 

Coaching and Mentoring 

Supportive and shared leadership builds leadership capacity and is developed as new 

teacher leaders emerge.  A persistent focus on coaching and mentoring new teacher leaders 

ensures that an organization will not remain stagnant.  New leaders are folded into the 

community identity as they absorb the beliefs, values, and practices of the group (Owen; 2014; 

Wenger; 1998).  New leaders bring fresh insights and original perspectives that invigorate PLC 

work.  As new leaders emerge and are influenced by experienced teachers, the organization is 

able to evolve and grow with fresh perspectives and ideas.  In addition, veteran teachers have 

numerous opportunities to share experiences and expertise with novice teachers, and in return are 

invigorated with innovative strategies and learning.  The coaching and mentoring model within a 

PLC provides collective benefits to its members as learning and revelations are shared with the 

group (Mullen & Shunk, 2014).  The PLC model offers a unique opportunity to provide coaching 
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within and without the community.  New teacher leaders are coached as part of the community in 

meetings, and separately when invited to observe the effectiveness of the experienced teacher in 

the classroom.  The reflective conversation after observing the seasoned teacher allows for both 

the seasoned teacher and new teacher leader to learn from each other.  However, the supportive 

and shared leadership within a PLC provides the opportunity for new teacher leaders to share 

their practice with seasoned teachers in the same way.  The recognition that all PLC members, 

new and old, have valuable knowledge and skills promotes inclusiveness and facilitates sharing 

personal practice.  

 The collectivity of the organization creates camaraderie and trust as all members feel 

ownership in the direction and action of the campus or district.  The degree to which trust is 

developed and established within an organization will determine the degree of trust shared 

among its members (Tschannen-Moran, 2001).  Through shared leadership, teachers are given a 

voice and permitted to express their opinions on matters concerning the vision of the campus.  

The interdependence created through supportive and shared leadership evolves into a shared and 

common language of instructional discourse (Battersby & Verdi, 2015).  The empowerment felt 

by teachers as they are heard and understood by colleagues validates the work being 

accomplished within the PLC.  The proliferation of a common language prevents 

misunderstanding, dichotomous values, and ensures a unified focus on student learning.  Without 

a common language and understanding of PLC terms, a campus risks a cacophony of PLC 

interpretations and implementations of those terms.  Thus, the shared vision is compromised and 

unachievable.  
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Shared Values and Vision 

The success of a rich and effective PLC resides in the articulation of and adherence to a 

shared vision and value system (Blankstein, 2004).  PLC members who participate in the 

creation of the shared vision and values have increased ownership and motivation to move 

forward and pursue established goals (Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Hord & Hirsch, 2008).  The 

group is both accountable to and responsible for mobilizing itself towards the vision.  The shared 

vision is an ideal that perpetually motivates the group to move forward.  In spite of the idealistic 

nature of the PLC vision, that same vision must reflect a realistic picture of where the group is 

headed (Hipp & Huffman, 2003).  A thriving PLC is in constant flux; moving, changing, 

reacting, and evolving.  PLCs are an effective reform effort when members willingly acquiesce 

in pursuit of a common goal: increased student achievement.  

Shared vision and values are essential characteristics of an effective and transformative 

organization (Owen, 2014; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; DuFour, 2010).  Without a shared 

understanding of what the community desires for the future, chaos ensues and a community 

becomes a gathering of individuals with personal agendas.  When members are not unified in 

their vision, frustration sets in as individuals struggle and resist the cacophony of ideas and foci. 

Killian and Roy (2000) referred to this as “shared ignorance” where teachers inadvertently 

perpetuate the status quo because they are immobilized by the lack of shared understanding.  

Often the “shared ignorance” is a result of structures or systems currently operating within a 

district or on a campus (Harris & Jones, 2010).  Lack of structural and systemic support creates 

barriers to communication and the ability to implement innovative practices.  For reform efforts 

to progress, the system must create facile and accessible pathways for administrative approval 

and teacher action.  Consistent administrator attendance at PLCs facilitates decision-making and 
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action.  When administrators consistently attend and contribute to the development and 

articulation of the shared vision and values, administrative approval and input are immediate.  

Trust 

Shared values of a PLC guide how the PLC members will behave and what they believe 

about what students should be doing and learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  An essential value 

for effective PLC work and growth is trust.  Collective learning and successful change evolve out 

of trusting relationships (Blankstein, 2004; Pascal & Blankstein, 2008; Louis, 2008).  PLCs 

promote trusting relationships leading to supportive conditions for risk-taking and innovation 

(Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Fullan, 2007). The maturation of a PLC is largely dependent on the 

degree to which members both trust each other and are willing to be vulnerable.  The open and 

honest admission of a PLC member that the current practices are ineffective allows for relational 

walls to be torn down and relational bridges to be built.  Such vulnerability removes judgment 

and competition, and instead maintains a laser-like focus on student achievement.  Trust without 

vulnerability will not sufficiently facilitate collaboration and growth (DuFour et al., 2010). 

Current education research increasingly reveals the importance of social capital in the 

improvement of teachers and school culture (Allen, 2013).  Social capital as defined by Allen is 

the quality of relationships existing within a school context that thrive on trust and respect. 

Louis (2008) explained that “trust is a precondition for developing PLCs”, and yet too often lack 

of trust is the very barrier that prevents PLCs from taking root (p.50).  Many organizations 

struggle with how to model and develop the trust-based relationships so essential for PLCs 

(Louis, 2008).  

As PLC members build trust and become clear about what students should be doing and 

learning, classroom doors are opened for peer observation and student work is carefully 
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examined.  Transformational leaders know the real expertise in schools rests with the teachers, 

and the knowledge of those teachers must be excavated and showcased.  Teachers instinctively 

understand that other teachers possess knowledge that can be shared with the PLC and create 

fresh insights on teaching and learning that improves instructional practice (Rismark & Sϕlvberg, 

2011).  Transformational leaders have a greater likelihood of achieving sustained change through 

the PLC framework by designing and encouraging knowledge-sharing activities (Rismark & 

Sϕlvberg, 2011).  By creating and promoting a safe environment to share learning, ideas, and 

concerns, instructional practice is enhanced and campus culture is shaped (Huffman & Jacobson, 

2003).  The trust built between members within the PLC becomes contagious and spreads 

throughout the organization (Hipp & Huffman, 2003).  

Collective Learning and Application 

DuFour et al. (2010) pointed out that collaboration is futile unless the PLC operates 

interdependently and serves as a “catalyst for action” (p.12).  The notion of experiential learning 

is the heart of the PLC machine.  Linked to action is the desire and pursuit of continuous 

improvement of practice and student learning.  The cycle of continuous improvement progresses 

through learning, analysis, action, and reflection with the support and participation of the PLC at 

each step in the process.  A willingness to disrupt current instructional practices and implement 

new practice creates a learning space where individual and community improvement is possible 

(Hord, 1998; Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012).  Action-oriented PLCs disrupt the traditional 

complacency of teachers working in isolation as the collective accountability of the PLC 

compels forward motion (Lalor & Abawi, 2014).  Converted PLC members understand that 

continuous improvement is more about the journey than the destination.  There is an unspoken 
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awareness that the destination will never be reached because it represents an ideal that 

perpetually propels the PLC forward (Hipp et al., 2008). 

The cycle of reflective dialogue and inquiry is the driving force behind PLC work (Allen, 

2013).  Teachers who are provided space and time to be deeply reflective about their practice 

become better learners (Prytula, 2012).  The time spent in reflection on instructional practice 

provides true professional learning in a collective context.  All members benefit from the 

reflections and feedback given to each member.  PLC members discover that the collective 

learning and application of the group is a rich alternative to traditional staff development and 

viewed by many teachers and researchers as a more legitimate means of growing professionally 

(Allen, 2013).  As PLCs move from the initiation phase into the implementation phase of change, 

superficial conversations based on simple activity sharing morph into deeply interrogative 

processes of instructional refinement (Fullan, 2007; Lalor & Abawi, 2014).  As action is taken, 

practice is refined, and results achieved.  The clarity of purpose articulated through consistent 

reflection and action, ensures that specific, attainable goals will be reached (DuFour et al., 2010). 

Collective learning leads to collective responsibility.  Collective responsibility is an 

inherent characteristic of a thriving PLC and its journey towards school improvement (Owen, 

2014).  Members understand that all teachers are responsible for the learning of all students and 

adults.  This collective responsibility is manifested in the PLC through the empathetic and 

emotional qualities of PLC dialogue (Allen, 2013).  As PLCs evolve, personal and individual 

improvement is replaced by the desire to advance collectively as a department, campus, and 

district.  A sense of responsibility evolves as PLC members become cognizant of areas in need of 

improvement throughout the organization (Lalor & Abawi, 2014).  As the cycle of continuous 

improvement begins to inhabit practice and discourse PLC members increasingly take ownership 
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in the learning of every adult and student.  Shared personal practice is a natural byproduct of 

collective responsibility.  Effective teachers open their classrooms to other teachers because they 

want to share knowledge, experience, and strategies to improve practice.  The traditional notion 

of the teacher cloistered in the classroom concerned with only the successes and failures of those 

students is shattered.  The collective learning of the group nurtures a sense of responsibility for 

the success of all teachers and students.  

Supportive Conditions 

Collaboration 

The foundational characteristic of a PLC is the concept of collaboration within a 

community of learners.  Collaboration describes both the structure and the relationships of PLC 

members and their pursuit of a common vision (Hipp, Huffman, Pankake & Olivier, 2008).  

According to some teachers, collaboration, increased confidence, increased willingness to 

challenge others’ ideas and increased consideration of unconventional methods are all valuable 

components of a community (Leavitt et al., 2013).  The sense of community created through 

open, honest dialogue allows for members to feel valued and to participate in something beyond 

their normal sphere of influence (Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012).  The deprivatization of 

teaching is a slow and sensitive process.  For years teachers have functioned in isolation and 

privacy in their classrooms, performing the same repertoire for each new group of students 

(Allen, 2013; Prytula, 2012).  However, the development of collegial relationships within the 

PLC encourages teachers to share their instructional practice thus, paving the way for shared 

personal practice to occur. 

 Louis (2008) argued that a successful PLC maintains a balance between professionalism 

and community.  Too much community can result in stagnation by excluding external resources 
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and alternative opportunities for learning.  An internally preoccupied community may become 

overly self-reliant and self-satisfied.  Too much professionalism leads to regressive practices that 

accentuate the individual talents of a teacher and produce fragmentation within the culture 

(Louis, 2008).  The nexus gains momentum out of differing opinions and solutions.  Thus, the 

contradictory nature of PLCs is revealed in the disharmony of opinions within the group 

allowing movement towards harmony as a learning culture.  The harmony of the community is 

anticipated through the exchange of skills and knowledge that would not have occurred outside 

of the collaborative context (Killian & Roy, 2009).  Collaborative conversations must be focused 

on student learning, not perfunctory issues of grades and compliance (DuFour et al., 2010). 

Ensuring supportive conditions are present includes consideration of the physical 

structures and logistics of instructional practice.  Teacher proximity is a key element in 

facilitating collaboration and collegiality (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Teachers need facile access 

to each other’s classrooms to facilitate the sharing of personal practice and collegial dialogue.  

Many of the physical obstacles that prevent access can be overcome by perseverance and a 

determination by teachers that sharing practice is a priority.  However, campus leadership bears 

the burden of finding ways to help teachers meet by removing obstacles and innovating with 

time and space to make sure that happens.  Schools where teacher classrooms are arranged in 

teams or houses grouped around common meeting spaces are more likely to overcome the 

physical obstacles that traditionally impede shared personal practice (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  

Proximity to PLC members increases collaboration, communication, and the occurrence of those 

informal and immediate instructional conversations.  

The issue of time inevitably reverberates throughout the conversations and work of the 

PLC.  As the demands of the teaching profession increase, teachers are afforded less and less 
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time to truly focus on issues of teaching and learning.  Collegial dialogue of sharing personal 

practice easily becomes a lesser priority as issues of compliance and state mandates push to the 

forefront.  On campuses where leadership has designated common planning time for PLCs to 

meet, instructional discussion is a higher priority (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Time as an obstacle 

should be minimized by campus through building PLC time within the workday and making that 

time a top priority.  

Shared Personal Practice 

Definition of Shared Personal Practice 

The five dimensions of the PLC framework provide the foundation for the occurrence of 

shared personal practice within the PLT.  On campuses where the PLC framework is guiding 

PLT work and conversation shared personal practice is more likely to occur and more frequently.  

Shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning and application, 

and supportive conditions must be modelled and emphasized globally at the district and campus 

level, for shared personal practice to occur locally at the level of the PLT.  Without active pursuit 

of any of the dimensions, shared personal practice is difficult to achieve. 

Educators easily accept the guiding principles of working in a collaborative community.  

However, research confirming the effects of such community at the classroom level is required 

for complete buy-in.  Marks and Louis (1999) found that professional community has a positive 

relationship on classroom organization and achievement in examining the social and technical 

organization of the classroom.  Social organization referred to the supportive learning 

environment created by the teacher and technical organization was defined as the evidence of 

authentic pedagogy occurring in the classroom.  The findings in this study revealed a defining 

moment in PLC research; “school professional community strongly predicts the school’s level of 
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teaching quality as measured by authentic pedagogy” (p.550).  Therefore, it is no coincidence 

that in the schools where authentic pedagogy was highly correlated with professional 

community, a conduit for shared personal practice was present.  Two of the schools examined in 

the study used teamed pairs of teachers to observe and critique practice.  Sharing personal 

practice was so engrained in the culture of the two schools that teachers openly expressed the 

desire and need for colleague feedback as a means of professional learning. 

 Louis, Marks and Kruse (1996) referred to the sharing of personal practice as 

“deprivatized practice” where teachers begin to open the classroom door to colleagues (p.760).  

As conceptualized at this departure point in PLC theory, shared personal practice is not a fully 

developed concept.  The deprivatization of practice alludes to the movement towards each other 

within the community and away from solitary practice confined to the classroom.  As teachers 

increasingly become involved in collaborative activities that improve instruction, how teachers 

view and share their work is significantly impacted (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2007).  While the 

mutual engagement of members is evident, the joint enterprise of communities of practice has 

not yet materialized (Wenger, 1998).  Wenger proposes that joint enterprise is achieved as 

communities of practice collectively negotiate meaning and through the active pursuit of that 

meaning.  To fully achieve shared personal practice that innovates and improves practice, a PLT 

must go beyond simply deprivatizing practice.  

 Hord (1997) defined shared personal practice as a “peer helping peers process” where 

teachers visit each other’s classrooms regularly and discuss what has been observed through non-

judgmental feedback and questioning.  Shared personal practice is not evaluative, but formative 

in design (Hord, 1997).  Teachers are eager to improve their own practice as well as the practice 

of their colleagues through classroom visits.  The collective burden of an authentic PLT is 
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ensuring and promoting continuous improvement of practice of all members.  As a PLT matures 

within the PLC framework, the superficial conversation of shared activities gives way to rich 

dialogue based on whole-lesson observations.  Teachers share successes and failures with non-

judgmental feedback in a safe environment (Hord, 1997). 

Other Models of Shared Personal Practice 

A similar construct to shared personal practice is the notion of instructional rounds in 

education.  Like shared personal practice, instructional rounds are based on observation and are 

formative rather than punitive (City, Elmore, Fiarman & Teitel, 2009).  Instructional rounds are 

presented as an alternative to walkthroughs and PLCs where all participants are working on 

improving their practice.  While the instructional round model can be folded into PLC work, 

proponents of instructional rounds suggest that traditional instructional improvement strategies 

often focus on “isolated pockets of good teaching in the midst of mediocrity” (City et al., 2009, 

p.5).  By contrast, instructional rounds provide support for global improvement plans that are a

prerequisite for the success of instructional rounds as a reform effort. 

 City et al. (2009) described a framework to identify problems of practice, observation of 

that practice, observation debrief, and the next level of work.  The framework of instructional 

rounds has two primary purposes:  to improve teacher skills based on “a common understanding 

of effective practice” and “[supporting] instructional improvement… by sharing and building 

skills at the local level” (p.100).  Instructional rounds differ from shared personal practice as they 

begin with identifying a problem of practice that is specifically observed and described during 

and after the observation.  Shared personal practice views instructional observation from an 

inductive position where observers enter the observed classroom without an agenda.  Shared 

personal practice observes the entire classroom experience and lesson cycle to identify successes 
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and areas of potential improvement.  While both modes of classroom observation are fruitful, the 

concept of instructional rounds is more applicable for campuses focusing on one particular 

aspect of teaching and learning.  The specificity of instructional rounds works well as part of the 

debrief or feedback step of the process.  Instructional rounds challenge participants to give 

targeted suggestions for action that address the problem of practice (City et al., 2009). 

Japanese lesson study is another form of peer observation that shares similar attributes to 

instructional rounds and shared personal practice.  Japanese lesson study includes four elements:  

(1) School-wide goals related to student learning (2) Collaborative planning of a research lesson 

that addresses school goals (3) Colleague observation of the research lesson when implemented 

and (4) Follow-up discussion and reflection on the success of the implemented lesson (Groves, 

Doig, Widjaja, Garner & Palmer, 2013; Perry & Lewis, 2008).  Similar to instructional rounds, 

the research lesson focuses on a specific problem-solving activity that students are asked to 

complete during the research lesson.  The concept of lesson study began in the mathematics 

classroom where teachers searched for ways to engage students more creatively in problem-

solving tasks.  Once teachers have identified a problem-solving activity to research, the teachers 

anticipate the students’ solutions to the problems.  In anticipating student responses, teachers 

participating in lesson study learn more about how students think and the many strategies 

students might use to solve a problem.  The practice of anticipating student thinking 

distinguishes lesson study from instructional rounds and shared personal practice.  The 

preoccupation of lesson study with understanding how students think and approach a task 

provides rich insights for teaching and learning.  Unlike instructional rounds or shared personal 

practice, teachers participating in lesson study spend a vast amount of energy and time 

researching the area of study prior to lesson implementation.  Teachers will comb through 
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textbooks, curriculum, and instructional resources in search of information related to the area of 

study in the research lesson (Groves et al., 2013). 

Characteristics of Shared Personal Practice 

Consistent shared personal practice within a PLT leads to greater instructional 

improvement as teams open their classrooms to colleagues and give each other feedback.  The 

primary characteristic of shared personal practice is classroom observation in real time or 

through video.  Shared personal practice occurs where data have revealed a particular teacher is 

having marked success in a certain area and colleagues desire to learn from that success through 

observation.  Classroom observation followed by colleague non-judgmental feedback is an 

authentic means of professional learning.  In schools where instructional observation and follow-

up discussion is prevalent, practice improves.  Shared personal practice through observation is 

facilitated by the creation of “deliberate structures where people can challenge each other about 

the level at which they do their work” (Owen, 2014, p.69).  Both the observer and the observed 

are involved in professional learning as the observer reflects on what they are seeing and how 

that relates to their own professional practice (Owen, 2014).  As the PLT begins to inspect and 

expect high-quality teaching, a collective responsibility evolves for the depth of learning 

occurring daily in classrooms (Marks & Louis, 1999). 

Post-observation, non-judgmental feedback promotes probing questions and deeper 

analysis of personal practice.  Probing as part of the feedback process forces the instructional 

analysis beyond the “what” of teaching and learning and into the “why” and “how” of that 

process.  As teachers learn to think critically about their practice, the PLT develops tools to 

probe and reframe dilemmas of practice (Jacobs & Yendol-Hoppey, 2010).  DuFour et al (2010) 

noted that, “the capacity of teams to achieve their goals improves dramatically when members 
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have access to feedback that informs their individual and collective practice” (p.183).  The 

willingness to access and exchange feedback nurtures a productive and improvement-oriented 

learning environment (Harris & Jones, 2010).  As conversation and instructional analysis deepen 

through observation followed by feedback and questioning, group conflict can arise (Hord, 

1997).  A mature PLT embraces the conflict as an opportunity to learn and grow individually and 

collectively.  In such developed PLTs, conflict is acknowledged as a tool for sharpening practice.  

Structured conversation around student work in the form of protocols permits focused 

and intentional conversation (Schlechty, 2002).  As teachers collectively examine student work 

and identify learner errors, teachers reflect on and share their practice and pedagogical 

knowledge (Brodie, 2014).  If the examination of student work reveals areas where students are 

not learning what is expected, instruction is modified and improved.  Changing instruction 

without basing it on actual student production is a futile effort based on whims rather than hard 

data.  Supovitz and Christman (2003) point out that teachers “need blocks of protected time 

together in order to engage in conversations about standards for student performance and how 

their instruction produces the student learning they find represented in their students’ work” (p. 

7).  Therefore, it is the connections made between curriculum, standards and the learning as 

evidenced in student work that has the greatest impact on instructional practice.  Making such 

connections is the essence of shared personal practice. 

As shared personal practice becomes engrained in the work of the PLT, members feel 

obligated to take risks in the classroom and share those experiences with the group (Owen, 

2014).  Teams determine essential knowledge for students and how students will best acquire 

that knowledge (Marks & Louis, 1999).  In schools where this sense of obligation to innovate is 

evident, deprivatization of practice is valued and pursued (Owen, 2014; Wells & Feun, 2012).  
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The traditional wall of privacy and isolation of instructional practice that has weakened schools 

for decades crumbles (Wells & Feun, 2012; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).  As the wall that 

divided comes down, communities are strengthened through numbers and the multiplicities of 

perspectives now available to the group.  Instructional practice previously ritualistic and routine 

now becomes responsive and focused on resolving issues of deficient teaching and learning 

(Marks & Louis, 1999). 

Benefits of Shared Personal Practice 

The guiding force behind successful shared personal practice is feedback that informs and 

improves practice and supports as new practices are implemented (Hord, 1998; DuFour et al., 

2010).  The practice of observing and exchanging non-judgmental feedback serves as an 

authentic and relevant means of staff development (Hord, 1998).  New practice or knowledge is 

achieved when groups solve problems together.  Rismark and Sϕlvberg (2011) suggested that 

much of the knowledge possessed by teachers is tacit knowledge that is difficult to communicate 

verbally.  Tacit teaching knowledge includes all of the intuitive and unspoken actions taken by 

teachers that facilitate learning.  Such actions are not always easily described or verbalized and 

therefore, must be observed (Rismark & Sϕlvberg, 2011).  

 Successful problem-solving would likely not occur to the same degree on an individual 

level as transformative knowledge is a social phenomenon (Prytula, 2012; Wenger, 1998).  The 

social interaction of collective reflection on instructional practice provides a meaningful space 

for teachers to experience metacognition.  As teachers become increasingly proficient at thinking 

about their thinking as it relates to instructional practice, learning is expedited and deeply 

engrained (Prytula, 2012).  Specific feedback following classroom observations or given during 

discussion of student work motivates teachers to push further and expect more of themselves and 
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each other (Little, 1982).  Teachers find that the habit of sharing practice creates close 

professional bonds sustaining the group’s commitment to best instructional practices for students 

(Louis & Mark, 1998). 

Shared personal practice involves first-hand observation and interaction with instruction 

as it actually happens.  While PLT dialogue before and after instruction is beneficial on many 

levels, observing the multi-dimensional components of active instruction will reform practice at 

a deeper level (Prytula, 2012).  Post-implementation conversations on instruction are diluted and 

subjective.  The teacher in the midst of teaching is understandably consumed with teaching and 

is unable to fully assess the delivery and receipt of a lesson.  However, an objective observer is 

able to watch from a detached position that allows the identification of weaknesses and strengths.  

The improvement of teaching and learning happens at the juncture of identified weaknesses and 

the desire to amend those weaknesses (Barber & Mourshed, 2009).  

As apprentice teachers are folded into the practice of the PLT, shared personal practice 

allows for the novice teacher to see effective practice in an authentic context (Barber & 

Mourshed, 2009; Harris & Jones, 2010).  Wenger (1998) indicated that one of the predominant 

characteristics of a community of practice is the introduction of new members who desire to 

“become proficient in their practice” (p.123).  Sharing personal practice with one colleague as an 

alternative to the collective group may be less intimidating for a novice teacher and therefore, 

facilitate more growth.  While joint enterprise and collective interactions are common in 

communities of practice, not all PLT activities will involve the group (Wenger, 1998).  Shared 

personal practice encourages the coaching and mentoring model of collegiality inherent in PLCs.  

Hipp et al. (2008) referred to the “teaching wisdom of critical friends” and how the sharing of 

that wisdom “ignites a fire” of sharing instructional practice.  Both the wisdom and innovation 
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received from sharing personal practice become valuable assets to novice teachers as they 

navigate the complexities of teaching and learning (Hipp et al., 2008).  

The ability of a PLT to set and achieve goals collectively is enhanced through consistent 

shared personal practice (Little, 1990).  Group pressure becomes a prime commodity and 

motivator as the PLT observes and discusses real practice rather than an idealized version of 

classroom practice shared and experienced by only the teacher (Blanchard, 2007; Fullan, 2008; 

Lencioni, 2005).  Teachers who frequent colleagues’ classrooms feel a deeper sense of 

accountability to the group and a burden to facilitate effective instruction in all classrooms 

(Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996) 

Summary of the Literature Review 

The continued acknowledgement of American schools that our students lag behind 

internationally and the achievement gap still exists necessitates a radical and innovative approach 

to education.  Research suggests that collaborative professional learning and collective problem-

solving accomplished through the PLC framework has a greater impact on teaching and learning 

than previous reform efforts (DuFour, 2010; Hord & Hirsch, 2009; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

Louis, 2008; Killian & Roy, 2009).  

PLCs incorporate a coaching and mentoring model to develop novice teachers and reveal 

new teacher leaders.  As information, expertise, and ideas are shared within the PLT, all 

members are challenged to affect practice in the classroom.  The positive pressure of a group of 

professionals sharing learning and taking action on that learning yields a high-performing 

campus culture.  Results-oriented actions to be taken are revealed in the purposeful and reflective 

dialogue that inculcates the PLT.  PLT work involves a cyclical process of reflection, dialogue, 

and action (Allen, 2013). 
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The work of the PLT is founded on trust.  Trusting relationships are fostered in the PLT 

as teachers collaborate around issues of teaching and learning.  As PLT members share ideas, 

innovate together, and create engaging lessons, action is taken in the classroom.  Action in the 

classroom is followed by personal and collective reflection.  PLT members grow and evolve as 

effective instructors because of the support and pressure provided by a community of learners.  

The support and pressure provided by the group challenges all members to continuous learning 

and improvement. 

The collaborative nature of PLT work decreases the traditional privatization of teaching.  

PLT members become interconnected and dependent on each other creating an atmosphere of 

vulnerability.  Through the vulnerability of the group, teachers become honest about 

shortcomings and failures and are better able to affect student learning.  The historic veil of 

posturing and pretense that has plagued the teaching profession for so long is lifted.  The honesty 

necessary for PLT work allows teachers to be realistic about where they need help to reach every 

student, every day, in every class.  The PLT is seen as a resource of knowledge and fresh insights 

for impacting student learning. 

While relationship built on trust and collaboration is an essential ingredient of PLT 

efficacy, a delicate balance must be maintained between professionalism and community.  PLT 

members should not sacrifice the necessary courageous conversations in an effort to maintain a 

friendly atmosphere.  Much of the important learning that occurs within a PLT happens when 

teachers challenge and disagree with each other.  As teachers share dissenting opinions and 

question each other’s motives, all PLT members are provided the opportunity to become clear 

about their shared belief system.  PLT members do not always agree on every point; however, 
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the core values, beliefs, and vision must be continuously verbalized.  The shared vision of the 

group is the guiding force behind PLT work and is refined as the group evolves. 

Shared leadership is an inherent component of the value system of the PLC.  Shared 

leadership values all members’ skills, opinions, and knowledge.  PLT members are empowered 

to make changes in the classroom without feeling obliged to make everything work perfectly.  

Failures or weaknesses of PLT members are shared with the group and viewed as a source of 

learning to improve practice.  The collective responsibility of the PLT shares in the successes 

and failures of each group member.  All PLT members feel a sense of accountability for every 

teacher and student’s successes and failures. 

While mature PLTs share many of the characteristics mentioned, PLTs acclimate to the 

school culture they inhabit.  As the needs of students vary from campus to campus, so does the 

localized interpretation of the PLC model.  The PLT morphs and change in response to campus 

and societal needs.  Thus, the PLC framework has evolved over several decades in response to 

the ever-changing education climate.  Continued research on the impact and essential elements of 

PLCs creates clarity for educators striving to implement a culture of professional learning.  A 

common thread throughout the evolution of the PLC framework is supportive campus and 

district leadership.  Without the support of administration, teachers will struggle to grow into a 

true community of learners.  

As the community of learners grows together and becomes honest about their 

instructional practice, the conversations within the PLT are no longer sufficient to stimulate 

improvement.  Mature PLTs eventually see a need to share personal practice through peer 

observation and critique.  Sharing personal practice through peer observation, discussing student 

work, or filming lessons is where the real growth of instructional expertise happens.  Shared 
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personal practice involves positive feedback and suggestions for improvement in instructional 

practice.  Conversations centered on sharing personal practice ask probing questions and 

encourage honest reflection about the quality of teaching and learning in the classroom.  

Structured conversations in search of evidence of learning in student work challenges PLT 

members to reflect on and analyze instructional practice.  Such conversations draw PLT 

members closer together and allow for a realistic assessment of what is actually happening in 

their classrooms. 

Despite the acknowledged benefits of habitual shared personal practice within a PLT, 

there is little research that examines this practice specifically.  While many PLC researchers 

mention the importance and advantage of deprivatizing practice, little research has been done to 

understand the progression towards or sustaining effects of deprivatized practice.  This study 

explored the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice.  

In identifying these three elements, the results and implication of this study may encourage PLTs 

to adopt shared personal practice as part of their essential PLT work.  Chapter 3 describes the 

methodology of this study to examine shared personal practice in-depth across two high school 

campuses. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

The methodology presented in this chapter restates the research questions and describes 

the participants chosen for the study including a campus profile of each school.  In addition, this 

chapter includes a detailed description of data collection, instrumentation, and how data were 

analyzed in relation to the research questions and conceptual framework guiding this study.  To 

provide transparency, this chapter outlines possible threats to validity and reliability, 

assumptions of the study, ethical considerations of the study, weaknesses of the study, and how 

trustworthiness was established.  To conclude, an explanation of the significance of this study 

and a summary of the key components of the research design are restated.  

This study was a comparative case study of PLTs on two Texas high school campuses:  

Arbor High School and Meadow High School.  Qualitative methodology was used for this study.  

A qualitative analysis allowed for a more holistic picture of PLTs where shared personal practice 

was successful and consistent.  This study identified where shared personal practice was already 

occurring and why personal practice is shared more successfully in some PLTs and not in others.  

A qualitative methodology was used to investigate the following questions: 

1. What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal practice to occur

within a PLT? 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?

3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?

The results of this study were seen through a social constructivist lens that seeks to 

describe practice rather than transform the practice (Kor-Ljungberg, Yendol-Hoppey, Smith & 
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Hayes, 2015).  Social constructivist epistemologies create knowledge through constructing and 

creating new meaning based on experience and observation (Liu & Chen, 2010).  Knowledge is 

produced where experience and ideas intercept within a social context.  Social constructivism is 

an epistemology that is commonly used as a way of producing knowledge within qualitative 

research.  Qualitative research is “rich in description of people, places, and conversations and not 

easily handled by statistical procedures” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p.2).  Therefore, data were 

collected through investigation of a particular subject, shared personal practice, in a particular 

context, the PLT, in order to observe teachers in their natural element (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

The qualitative research design of this study described the context being examined from the 

participants’ point of view through words rather than numbers as in quantitative research 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Therefore, the qualitative research paradigm allowed for a more 

inductive approach to investigation where I entered the context with questions rather than 

answers to be proved or disproved. 

This study is an original study that examined shared personal practice on two high school 

campuses.  Based on the originality of this study, a description of current PLC practices related 

to shared personal practice is the first natural step in examining this phenomenon.  This study has 

attempted to understand individual and group experiences, perspectives and beliefs related to 

shared personal practice within a PLT (Kor-Ljungberg, et al., 2015).  Future studies may add to 

the results of this study by conducting research to transform PLC practice and understand the 

socially constructed roles that result from shared personal practice (Kor-Ljungberg et al., 2015).  

This study was not interested in frequency or quantity of occurrence, thus negating the need for a 

quantitative component. 
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Participants 

Data for this study were obtained over a six-month period, September-February, during 

the 2016-17 school year on two Texas high school campuses:  Arbor High School and Meadow 

High School.  These two high schools were chosen based on the following criteria:  comparable 

size, comparable sub-populations, and PLCs in the fifth-tenth year of implementation.  Each 

campus is comparable in size of staff and student body (Appendix A).  Specific content areas 

were identified on each campus to participate in the study.  Content areas were identified through 

administration of the PLCA-R (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Focus group interviews were 

conducted with each identified PLT using concepts maps to facilitate discussion (Novak, J., & 

Cañas, 2006).  Focus group interviews were video-recorded.  Two PLT members of each 

participating PLT were identified for individual in-depth interviews.  Individual interviews were 

scheduled with the Department Chair or Team lead and the newest teacher in each PLT.  

Individual in-depth interviews were audio-recorded. 

Overview of Schools 

Arbor High School is a large 6A suburban high school in central Texas.  In 2014, this 

high school campus, serving 10
th

-12
th

 grade students, had a student population of 4411.  While

the student population is predominately white and middle class, the percentage of economically 

disadvantaged, African-American, and Hispanic students has grown incrementally over the last 

few years.  In 2014, Arbor High School served a population of 15.2% economically 

disadvantaged, 11.1% African-American, and 14.1% Hispanic.  This compares to 2010 with a 

student population of 3671, 14.3% economically disadvantaged, 12.6% African-American, and 

11.7% Hispanic students.  This high school has a consistently high graduation rate with 98.5% in 
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2015.  Arbor High School met all four indices on the state accountability index report in 2015 

and earned distinctions that year in science, social studies, and top 25% student progress.  

The PLC framework was initiated five to six years ago on the Arbor High School 

campus.  From its inception, PLTs have met departmentally on a weekly basis to discuss 

curriculum and instruction.  The degree of PLC implementation varies by content area based on 

staff turnover, commitment by department chairs, and supervising assistant principals.  

Scheduling common planning periods has been the primary means for facilitating regular PLC 

meetings.  Instructional leaders from each core content area meet monthly with instructional 

specialists and supervising assistant principals to discuss PLC work and share instructional 

concerns.  Much of the work within in the PLT is facilitated by the department chair and the PLT 

itself.  Supervising assistant principals attend PLTs on a regular basis and act as supportive 

observers.  Instructional specialists for each core content area provide the greatest support and 

intervention for PLT work and its impact on instruction. 

Meadow High School is a large 6A suburban high school in central Texas.  Meadow 

High School is slightly smaller than Arbor High School.  In 2014, Meadow High School, serving 

9
th

-12
th

 grade students, had a student population of 3039.  A large percentage of the student body

is white and middle class, but this high school campus serves a slightly higher percentage of 

economically disadvantaged students at 16.7%.  In 2014, Meadow High School had a higher 

Hispanic student population of 20.1% than Arbor High School, but a lower African-American 

population of 10.1%.  In 2014, Meadow High School had a graduation rate of 94.9%.  These 

population statistics compare to 2010 with a student population of 2914, 17.9% economically 

disadvantaged, 10.5% African-American, and 16.2% Hispanic students.  Meadow High School 
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met standard on all four indices of the state accountability index report, but earned no 

distinctions. 

Meadow High School has supported and promoted PLCs since its inception in 2006.  The 

original principal, who was the first of two principals, hired teachers with an understanding that 

PLCs were a key component of the nascent vision of the school.  The new staff set a vision for 

the campus together and PLCs were the conduit presented by the original principal for achieving 

that vision.  Part of the nascent vision of Meadow High School was weekly PLT meetings in core 

content areas during common planning periods.  In addition, the principal met weekly with 

instructional leadership of core content areas to discuss instruction, learning, and challenges.  

Both of those practices have continued with the current principal at Meadow High School.  After 

PLT meetings have taken place, department chairs are responsible for reporting minutes of the 

meeting to district administration. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected simultaneously on both campuses.  On both campuses data were 

collected via document analysis, PLT observations, PLT focus groups, and individual in-depth 

interviews.  As much as scheduling would allow, PLT observations were conducted prior to the 

focus group and individual in-depth interviews.  Table 1 shows the timeline for data collection 

over a six-month period.  Most of the data were collected during the fall semester with final 

observations, focus groups, and individual in-depth interviews being completed in January and 

February based on scheduling issues and conflicts during the fall semester. 
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September October November December January February 

Arbor 

High 

School 

PLCA-R PLCA-R/ 

Observati

ons 

Observations/ 

Focus Groups 

Individual 

interviews 

Observations 

Meadow 

High 

School 

PLCA-R PLCA-R/ 

Observati

ons 

Observations/ 

Focus Groups 

Individual 

Interviews 

Individual 

interview/Focus 

group 

Observation 

Table 1 

Data Collection Timeline 

Instrumentation 

PLCA-R Administration 

This study was based on the belief that shared personal practice is the least evident 

characteristic of mature PLTs.  Therefore, the complete PLCA-R was administered to all 

participants to confirm or deny the presence of shared personal practice as it compares to the 

other characteristics of a PLC (Hipp & Huffman, 2003).  The PLCA-R was administered to PLT 

members of sophomore, core classes on both campuses:  social studies, English II, chemistry, 

and geometry.  The English II team at Arbor High School declined to participant after the initial 

explanation and invitation were sent through email (Appendix B).  The AP History team at 

Meadow High School was asked to complete the PLCA-R, but declined to do so.  The choice of 

sophomore core classes was based on the belief that sophomore core class PLTs would have a 

larger membership than junior or senior core classes.  With a larger PLT membership, the data 

obtained through the PLCA-R was more reflective of a wider spectrum of experiences. 

 The PLCA-R was administered individually within each PLT over a four-week period.  

Prior to PLT participants completing the PLCA-R, a brief description of the intent of this 

research study, the research questions guiding this study, and the requirements of the study if the 

PLT elected to continue participation were presented (Appendix C).  PLT participants were 
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advised of the confidentiality and anonymity of their responses in the PLCA-R.  Consent for 

participation in the study was explained, questions answered, and consent forms signed.  

Participants were later provided with a copy of their signed consent form including the 

researcher’s signature. 

 Participants completed the PLCA-R on laptops with a provided link in the researcher 

presentation (Appendix C).  Once participants had successfully accessed the assessment, and all 

questions had been answered, I left the PLT to prevent my presence from influencing or 

pressuring the completion of the survey.  The results of the PLCA-R were analyzed the first 

week of October to identify two PLTs on each campus with the highest shared personal practice 

score (Appendix D).  The English II and Chemistry PLTs at Meadow High School had the 

highest shared personal practice scores and both PLTs agreed to participate in the study.  The 

Advanced Placement (AP) World History and Pre-Advanced Placement (PAP) Chemistry teams 

at Arbor High School had the highest shared personal practice scores.  The Chemistry (PAP) 

team elected to not continue in the study.  The Arbor High School PLT with the next highest 

shared personal practice score was the Geometry team.  Both the AP History and Geometry 

PLTs elected to participate in the study. 

PLT Observations 

As much as scheduling would allow, PLT observations were conducted as the initial step 

in the data collection process.  However, due to scheduling conflicts, meeting cancellations, and 

researcher availability, this was not possible with each PLT.  All of the PLTs identified for this 

study met around the same time in the morning and towards the end of the week making 

scheduling extremely difficult.  PLT observations occurred during the common planning period 

for the PLT and generally lasted an hour. 
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My role was to listen and observe weekly PLT meetings while taking field notes as a 

non-participant observer (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  I recorded field notes during each PLT 

observation reflecting on what I had seen, heard, and experienced (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Field notes included specifics about PLT members’ interactions, what they were doing during the 

meeting, the PLT meeting environment, the group dynamic, personalities of PLT members, and 

how the conversation flowed between PLT members.  To the extent possible, field notes were 

objective and descriptive and I refrained from making judgements or conclusions (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007).  

Focus Group Interviews 

Focus group interviews are a common source of data for qualitative analysis due to the 

collaborative nature of the conversations within a focus group.  The focus group interviews 

included in this study revealed how individual perspectives were exchanged providing variety 

and dynamic dialogue.  The presence of other members in the group elicited different responses 

from PLT members than in individual interviews.  The possible effect of the group on the extent 

of sharing by the individual member can be positive or negative (Carey & Smith, 1994).  Some 

members depending on their individual personality shared more with the group because they 

were energized by the ideas of other members.  These group members enjoyed the exchange of 

information and to some degree, the exchange of power as members battled to share ideas.  By 

contrast, other members were more reserved in the presence of members with stronger 

personalities (Carey & Smith, 1994).  

The moderator of the focus group plays an important role in the focus group discussion. 

As moderator, I facilitated conversation without significantly influencing the flow of that 

conversation (Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012).  I attempted to generate rich conversation 
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through targeting questioning that involved all group members in the conversation.  Questions 

included in the focus group interview related to the concept maps created by individual focus 

group members.  As moderator, I asked questions that helped the group come to consensus on 

the key constructs of shared personal practice without offering my opinions or views on anything 

shared within the focus group.  Silences were not immediately interrupted with fresh questions, 

and instead, I allowed time for the focus group participants to process and reflect on the dialogue 

as it flowed (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  As much as possible, I attempted to listen and observe 

the social interactions of the participants in light of the research questions guiding this study.  I 

interjected when conversation lagged, to validate a response, or answer a question directed 

specifically towards me.  Focus group conversations were video-recorded and participants were 

reminded of that fact prior to the commencement of the focus group discussion. 

The focus group discussion was based on concept maps created by focus group members 

at the beginning of the session (Novak, J., & Cañas, 2006).  Concept maps allowed for greater 

transparency by revealing “underlying cognitive structures” that helped participants construct 

meaning (Kinchin, Streatfield, & Hay, 2010).  Figure 2 shows a blank example of a concept map 

where the central shape is the main concept with related or sub-concepts branching off from the 

main concept.  Participants included verbs on the lines connecting related or sub-concepts to the 

main concept.  Two examples of individual concept maps created by study participants on the 

Meadow campus have been included in the appendices (Appendix H). 

After a brief presentation of the definition of shared personal practice, an explanation of 

the focus group process, and an example of a concept map, PLT focus group participants were 

asked to individually create a concept map of shared personal practice (Appendix E).  The focus 

group was given 10 minutes to create an individual concept map on a blank piece of paper 
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without discussion.  After a period of 10 minutes or when everyone appeared to have finished, I 

facilitated a discussion around the big ideas contained in the individual concept maps.  Focus 

group participants were asked to share big ideas from their individual concept maps with the 

group.  Individual ideas shared with the group were negotiated by the group to create a collective 

concept map.  As focus group participants agreed on major concepts contributing to or 

preventing shared personal practice, those concepts were added to the collective concept map.  

The group concept map outlined the group’s perceptions and understanding of shared personal 

practice as it relates to their PLT.  At the conclusion of the focus group discussion, I summarized 

the major concepts included in the collective concept map and asked the group to identify gaps 

that still needed to be addressed.  I also asked participants for additional, concluding comments 

or questions. 
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Figure 2. Blank example of a concept map (Bernstein & Schacter, 1991). 

Individual In-Depth Interview 

Two PLT members were identified for semi-structured, in-depth, individual interviews 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  The interview questions included in Appendix F were adapted from 

the Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010).  Two members of each selected content area on each campus were selected for individual 

interviews.  Four individual interviews in total were conducted on each campus.  Each interview 

lasted around 45 minutes depending on the flow of conversation.  Scheduling constraints on both 
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campuses limited the amount of time available to conduct a longer interview as the interviewed 

teachers only had an hour-long conference period.  This study interviewed a seasoned and novice 

PLT teacher in each PLT in an effort to provide a range of ideas and insights.  By interviewing 

the most and least experienced teachers in the PLT, a wider array of ideas and experiences was 

obtained.  Individual interviews were conducted over the phone to allow for easier scheduling.  

Individual interviews provided participants an opportunity to describe their personal 

understanding of and insights into shared personal practice (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Interviewing PLT members individually allowed for a more comfortable space for sharing ideas 

and thoughts that might be difficult to share in front of a group of colleagues.  Individual 

interviewees were more comfortable sharing ideas because of the time I had spent in the field 

prior to the one-on-one interview (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  An interview protocol was followed 

during the individual interview (Appendix F).  The interview protocol was created from the 

shared personal practice statements contained in the PLCA-R.  However, the interview was 

semi-structured allowing some free-flowing conversation with follow-up and clarifying 

questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  

Documents 

The current research study included an examination of campus documents: campus 

improvement plans, meeting agendas and minutes, campus PLC documents such as 

presentations, and staff development plans.  Data collected from campus documents were 

analyzed for references to professional learning communities and evidence of shared personal 

practice.  
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Threats to Validity and Reliability 

Reliability is concerned with whether the results of a study can be repeated in a different 

study.  Validity is concerned with the dependability and integrity of the results of a given study 

(Bryman, 2012).  This study assumed that shared personal practice was occurring on each 

campus.  This study recognized that there is an abundance of factors on a campus that may 

positively or negatively influence consistent and successful shared personal practice.  In focusing 

on relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice, this study 

recognized that other factors may have been ignored.  

In permitting participants to interview on different days, some flux was expected in the 

results.  Results may have been affected by participant fatigue or comfort, time constraints, and 

the unconscious pressure to answer a certain way. 

Participants for in-depth interviews were identified based on their experience with the 

PLC framework.  While participation was not mandatory, identified interviewees and focus 

group members may have felt obligated to participate.  In addition, participants may have felt 

pressure to present their PLT or campus in a more positive light than the realistic rendering.  

With the permission of participants, focus group conversations were video-recorded and 

individual interviews were audio-recorded.  Recording both data sources allowed me as 

researcher to be fully present in the interview without feeling the need to take copious notes and 

become distracted (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  
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Data Analysis 

This study examined the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to 

shared personal practice through a description of current PLT practice.  An a priori set of codes 

was used to analyze the data sources (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  This set of codes was created 

from the conceptual framework included in chapter 1 and connected to the literature review in 

chapter 2.  Figure 3 outlines the guiding principles of current PLC research as summarized in 

chapter 2.  Guiding principles identified in chapter 2 were attributed to one dimension of an 

effective PLC and functioned as evidence of that dimension in the analysis process.  The set of 

codes created from the guiding principles was applied to all of the data sources in search of 

answers to the research questions.  Interviews were transcribed and segmented to categorize data 

based on the codes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  Campus documents and field notes were analyzed 

in relation to the conceptual framework providing answers to the research questions guiding this 

study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Braun & Clark, 2006).  
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Figure 3. Codes developed from the review of literature. 

Based on the identification of codes and categories of codes within the data sources, 

themes emerged to answer the research questions guiding this study (Appendices I, J, & K).  

Thematic analysis is a common data analysis strategy used in some form with most qualitative 

studies.  Thematic analysis used in this study was not based on a particular theoretical framework 

and consequently, compliments most epistemological perspectives (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  This 

analysis strategy helped me to identify patterns in the data after initial coding of words and 

phrases had been completed.  Initial codes were identified after multiple close readings of the 

entire data set.  Thematic analysis served as a flexible and fluid data analysis technique that was 

iterative in nature (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  The process of coding and developing themes and 

subthemes from codes was not a linear process.  Therefore, this study used a constant 

comparative analysis strategy to define and redefine codes, categories, and themes (Grbich, 
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2013).  As each data instrument, PLT observations, focus group interviews, and individual in-

depth interviews, was completed on both campuses, both examples of the data instrument were 

analyzed separately and comparatively to begin the identification of themes.  As each data 

instrument was collected and analyzed, themes were identified and refined to reflect a 

developing theory of the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared 

personal practice (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest that the first step in thematic analysis is complete 

immersion in the data set based on reading and re-reading.  This initial step in thematic analysis 

allowed me to become intimate and familiar with the content of the data set (Braun & Clarke, 

2006; Thomas, 2006).  As I became familiar with the text, patterns were identified, isolated, and 

confirmed or denied with each additional reading (Aronson, 1994).  After this first step of 

thematic analysis was completed, some initial analysis observations guided the coding process in 

step two (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Thematic analysis begins with the identification of codes, a process borrowed from 

grounded theory (Thomas, 2006).  Codes were words or phrases that represented a commonality 

identified in the text and answered the research questions guiding the study.  Through this 

process, I ran the risk of decontextualizing identified codes by breaking the larger texts down 

into smaller fragments.  To prevent decontextualizing the data, I continually reflected the codes 

back on the original text to confirm that the identified codes told the intended story and reflected 

the intended meaning of the words and phrases by the speaker.  The extent to which the codes 

authentically and accurately reflected the data, determined the credibility of the results and 

discussion reported in this study (Elo & Kyngäs, 2007). 
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Themes were constructed from the identified codes in an active process (Braun & Clarke, 

2006; Thomas, 2006).  A well-constructed theme reflects a pattern in the original data source that 

has combined many elements into one coherent stream (Vaismoradi, Turnune, & Bondas, 2013).  

The construction of themes involved grouping codes into larger categories and searching for 

common threads in those categories.  Elo & Kyngäs (2007) point out that the process of creating 

categories is more than “simply bringing together observations…instead, data are being 

classified as ‘belonging’ to a particular group” (p.111).  Often, I found codes that did not initially 

fit into any credible category.  Such non-categorized codes were not discarded, but placed in 

their own category of codes that did not fit with the bigger story at first glance (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  Identifying themes was the interpretive part of the process where I actively engaged with 

the data.  At this point in the analysis process, I moved beyond semantic analysis towards a 

conceptual analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Once themes had been identified, I reviewed, defined, and named themes (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  At this stage in the analysis process, I verified that the themes reflected the 

original intent of the text and told an accurate story of the original text (Aronson, 1994).  Themes 

were blended or divided as I went further into the refinement process.  Themes developed into 

sub-themes as analysis continued to show gaps in the codes (Braun & Clark, 2006).  The guiding 

force behind this stage of the analysis process was the ability of the themes to capture the entire 

story of the data (Braun & Clark, 2006; Aronson, 1994). 

Discourse Analysis 

To establish further trustworthiness and provide an alternate perspective in the analysis of 

the data, an additional layer of analysis was added in relation to the PLT observations and focus 

group interviews.  Discourse analysis was applied to both data instruments to analyze how group 
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members interact through language.  Discourse analysis is a technique that seeks to unveil how 

meaning and function are created and communicated as individuals interact through language 

(Grbich, 2013; Alvesson & Karreman, 2000).  Language was analyzed in relation to the social 

context producing it through discourse analysis that revealed certain themes or characteristics not 

as easily discernible through a purely semantic analysis of words and phrases (Alvesson & 

Karreman, 2000).  How language was exchanged and influenced as individuals interacted in the 

observations and focus group interviews revealed important information about the group 

dynamics and interplay of its members (Alvesson & Karreman, 2000).  Discourse analysis went 

beyond the words being said and examined the way words were arranged and chosen in response 

to other members.  As ways of talking about a given topic changed, discourse analysis tracked 

where the changes originated in the flow of conversation (Grbich, 2013). 

Discourse analysis in examining PLT dialogue revealed additional layers of 

understanding of roles and relationships within the group that facilitated or inhibited shared 

personal practice.  The culture of a PLT is localized and specific to the members of that PLT and 

therefore, how language intersected and flowed within PLT dialogue was a function of its 

adopted culture.  The exchange of language within a PLT is impossible without “shared 

knowledge and assumptions between speakers and hearers” (Stubbs, 1983, p.1).  Where language 

was accessible and easily understood by PLT members, knowledge was shared and messages 

were being sent and received.  Discourse analysis examined how that knowledge was shared and 

how messages were sent and received as a function of the language exchanged within the PLT.  

Discourse analysis examined what speakers were doing through language more than what they 

were saying (Brown & Yule, 1986; Gee, 2011). 

60



An analysis of the structure and function of PLT dialogue allowed insight into what 

happens and what needs to happen prior to shared personal practice occurring or occurring more 

intentionally.  Through discourse analysis of PLTs where shared personal practice was already 

occurring or where PLTs are close to adopting this practice, language functions were identified 

and merged into the themes reported in chapter 4.  Knowing that shared personal practice is the 

hardest dimension to achieve within a PLT, it is logical to conclude that the ability for a PLT to 

easily communicate would be a necessary precursor to the regular pursuit of sharing personal 

practice.  Brown & Yule (1986) define two primary functions of language:  transactional and 

interactional.  Transactional language focuses on the message and the content of what the 

speaker is saying.  Interactional language is a function of social interaction and a reflection of 

how “social relationships are established and maintained” (Brown & Yule, 1986, p.2).  Through 

a consideration of interactional language in the PLTs included in this study, I searched to find 

evidence of language used to make connections, exchange ideas, and find points of agreement; 

necessary elements of successfully sharing personal practice in a safe environment. 

Assumptions 

An assumption of the current study is that participants answered truthfully in interviews 

and focus groups.  This study also assumes that participants being observed were reflecting 

natural, common and realistic PLC experiences.  The integrity of participant answers was 

increased based on the anonymity of responses and the voluntary status of all participants.  While 

permission to conduct research on each campus was provided by the campus principal, 

interview, focus group, and observation participation was voluntary.  Furthermore, the 

organizational benefit for conducting the current study was explained beforehand.  This study 
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assumes that staff members chosen to participate in this study offered a reliable account of 

current PLC practices.  

Ethical Considerations 

Participants were identified based on the results of the PLCA-R.  However, continued 

participation was voluntary.  The purpose of the study was explained prior to participation.  

Research transparency prevented any perceived deception (Tracy, 2010).  PLCA-R results were 

anonymous and not shared with campus leadership.  Individual interview responses and focus 

group conversations were not shared with campus leadership.  Names have not been attached to 

responses cited in chapter 4 to prevent the fear of disclosure affecting responses.  Pseudonyms 

were created for the two high schools included in this study. 

Weaknesses 

This study was conducted over a six-month period.  Consequently, the data obtained was 

only a snapshot in time.  The success and consistency of shared personal practice fluctuates 

depending on the time of year, and the dynamic of the year itself.  To compensate for this bias, 

questions are included to gain a longitudinal and historical picture of the PLT.  In addition, 

conducting observations and interviews throughout the year or over multiple years might have 

allowed for more realistic and comfortable conversations and observations.  PLTs continue to 

build relationships and a safe environment as time progresses and consequently, the group 

dynamic is continuously evolving. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness of this study was established by providing a rich description of the audit 

trail of data collection and analysis.  The audit trail included details about time spent in the field 

gathering data, decision junctures guiding the data collection and analysis process, and my role 
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as researcher throughout the process (Tracy, 2010).  The triangulation of data instruments, 

documents, observations, focus groups, and in-depth interviews allowed for more conclusive 

results to be reported.  This study used thematic analysis in analyzing the data sources and the 

constant-comparative method to compare themes across data sources (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The authentic nature of the topic of this study hopefully resonated with participants and 

inspired them to further explore and implement shared personal practice as a regular part of their 

PLT work (Tracy, 2010).  This catalytic form of authenticity may have resulted from the focus-

group conversations based on concepts maps of shared personal practice.  In addition, 

ontological authenticity was established through the focus group conversations and in-depth 

interviews (Seale, 1999).  In encouraging PLT members to reflect on their work and how it 

relates to their instructional practice in the classroom, teachers may have drawn a connection 

between shared personal practice and improved teaching and learning. 

Interest, Significance, and Rationale of the Study 

I am an assistant principal at the ninth grade campus in Arbor ISD.  I do not work on the 

Arbor High School campus, but I completed my first year of teaching, twelve years ago, on that 

campus.  The impetus for this study originated on my campus last year when administration 

asked teachers to begin videoing their lessons.  Teachers were then asked to follow a protocol 

critiquing those lessons during PLT time.  PLCs have been an integral part of our campus culture 

at the ninth grade center for at least five years.  Many of the PLTs have a deep commitment to 

teaching and learning.  However, as an administrative team, we were surprised at the resistance 

from seasoned PLTs when asked to video and collectively critique their lessons.  The surprising 

resistance led to intense dialogue and reflection by the leadership team on my campus.  Thus, as 
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a prospective researcher I was curious to understand what was lacking in our campus culture that 

would have inspired support rather than resistance to sharing personal practice.  

While prior research has examined PLC implementation, virtually none has examined the 

shared personal practice dimension in isolation across multiple secondary campuses.  Therefore, 

the purpose of the current study was to comparatively examine shared personal practice of PLTs 

on two Texas public high schools.  In identifying the relational characteristics, facilitating 

factors, and barriers to shared personal practice, PLTs are able to evaluate whether the current 

PLT climate and culture is conducive for the identified criteria.  In addition, this study may 

provide guidance for administrators in supporting PLTs to achieve shared personal practice on a 

consistent basis.  The faster and easier a PLT can achieve consistent shared personal practice, the 

greater the impact on student learning. 

Summary of Research Design 

The research design of this study is qualitative and has examined shared personal practice 

in PLTs on two Texas high school campuses.  Research was conducted over a six-month period 

during the 2016-17 school year and included document analysis, PLT observations, individual 

in-depth interviews, and focus group interviews.  Two core content area PLTs were included in 

the study on each campus.  The two PLTs included in the study were determined based on results 

of the PLCA-R that was administered to all sophomore core PLTs on each campus.  I facilitated 

the focus group interview conversations based on concept maps created by individual focus 

group participants.  Each focus group member created their own concept map of shared personal 

practice to share with the focus group.  The focus group created a single, joint concept map of 

shared personal practice as a result of the focus group conversations.  Data collected in this study 

was analyzed thematically based on an a priori coding system: the coding system was created 
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from the conceptual framework in chapter 1 and the literature review in chapter 2.  Discourse 

analysis was used as an additional analysis tool to triangulate data and analyze the function of 

language in PLT conversation.  Identified themes were defined and redefined in relation to the 

research questions guiding this study.  Chapter 4 reports the results of the data analysis described 

in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

As articulated in Chapter 1, this study identified relational characteristics and facilitating 

factors that lead to shared personal practice or the barriers that impede shared personal practice.  

This study is based on the belief that shared personal practice is the least evident dimension of a 

PLC and the last dimension to develop within a mature PLT.  The importance of teachers sharing 

their practice through observation and analysis of student work in relation to instruction is 

paramount in the continued development of effective instruction.  This chapter reports the results 

of the study as answers to the research questions.  Cultivating strong relationships and collective 

clarity emerged as essential relational characteristics that foster shared personal practice.  

Collective clarity and a culture of continuous growth were identified as facilitating factors in 

consistently shared personal practice.  Primary barriers to sharing practice were the copious tasks 

of teaching and negative perceptions of shared personal practice. 

1. What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal practice

to occur within a PLT? 

Theme 1:  Cultivating Strong Relationships 

Theme 2:  Collective Creativity 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 

Theme 3:  Collective Clarity 

Theme 4:  Culture of Continuous Growth 
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3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 

Theme 5:  Copious Tasks of Teaching 

Theme 6:  Negative Perceptions 

Summary of Themes 

Relational Characteristics 

Research Question 1:  What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared 

personal practice to occur within a PLT? 

Theme 1:  Cultivating Strong Relationships 

Through document, thematic, and discourse analysis of the data sources, certain themes 

were identified and reinforced throughout the data sources.  Strong relationships as a prerequisite 

for sharing personal practice were a key component of each PLT being able to move forward in 

this dimension.  The continuous commitment to building strong relationships was the most 

visible theme throughout the data sources.  Where relationships were already strong, shared 

personal practice was happening and authentic feedback on instructional practice was occurring.  

Strong relationships were fortified through trust, camaraderie, vulnerability, and comfortable 

collaboration.  The willingness to share successes and failures within the PLT as a source of 

learning for all was a strong predictor of shared personal practice.  Authentic affirmation and 

validation of each member’s contribution to the group created a safe environment for sharing.  
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Research question 1: What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal 

practice to occur within a PLT? 

Theme 2:  Collective Creativity 

 The richness of creativity as a collective unit was evident in all of the PLTs.  

Knowledge-sharing was the root of group creativity and improvements emerged as members 

shared their knowledge and expertise with the group.  As PLT members become acquainted with 

each other’s strengths, certain roles were assigned and some roles evolved based on individual 

strengths.  As strengths and roles were identified, tasks and responsibilities become more equally 

distributed creating a sense of accountability to the PLT.  An emphasis on maximizing each 

member’s strengths and sharing those strengths with the PLT also helped to enrich the PLT 

dialogue through consensus-building and disagreement.  The ability to successfully maneuver 

group disharmony often led to increased creativity as the PLT negotiated ideas for decision-

making.  A sense of collective responsibility also bonded the PLT members together as the 

success of every student and teacher was a central tenet of PLT work.  The development of 

collective responsibility was strongly correlated with the consistent and open sharing of 

successes and failures in the classroom.  Where such sharing was occurring, PLT dialogue was 

often centered on problem-solving collectively and collaboratively on issues of instructional 

practice.  Where a sense of collective responsibility was more engrained, there was a visible shift 

away from the subjective aspect of teaching towards the objective emphasis on student needs.  
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Facilitating Factors of Shared Personal Practice 

Research question 2:  What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 3:  Collective Clarity 

Analysis of the data sources identified relationship-building as a predominant 

characteristic of effective PLTs and increased the likelihood of sharing personal practice.  

However, a collective clarity and agreement on the operating paradigm of the PLT was essential 

for productivity and continuity.  Proximity to PLT colleagues was a prime commodity in all of 

the PLTs and an essential factor in facilitating dialogue, classroom visits, and feedback on 

instructional practice.  Proximity allowed for increased knowledge-sharing both formally during 

PLT time and informally in the hallways and at lunch.  A dedicated time to meet each week that 

was not compromised or cancelled was facilitated by proximity and encouraged more 

knowledge-sharing within the group.  Collective clarity on the structure of PLT time through 

protocols, agendas, minutes, and guiding questions increased PLT productivity.  Clear and 

consistent structure within the PLT balanced personal and professional relationships within the 

group.  Where PLTs held each other accountable for maintaining focus on the work, more was 

accomplished and PLT time was more valued.   Collective clarity was achieved in maintaining a 

focus on student needs and student success, including students’ social-emotional health.  All of 

the PLTs articulated a shared focus on student learning that bound the members together and 

guided their work. 

69



Research question 2:  What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 4:  Culture of Continuous Growth 

The articulation of a global expectation to collaborate and improve predicted the presence 

of those values within the PLT.  All of the PLTs emphasized campus leadership promulgating a 

culture of reflection and growth was crucial in their evolution as a team.  Where campus 

leadership was supportive and reinforcing the beliefs of collaborative work, PLTs were able to 

progress more effectively in their personal practice.  District promulgation of continuous growth 

would be better expressed through an instructional specialist to facilitate sharing personal 

practice.  Without this additional support position, PLTs feared that classroom visits would be 

less likely to occur due to scheduling issues.  An instructional specialist would be crucial in 

framing shared personal practice in a positive light for the purpose of growth, rather than an 

evaluation tool.  Where PLTs were unified in their pursuit of instructional growth and quality 

lesson design, shared personal practice was more evident.  The intrinsic motivation to improve 

had already naturally evolved into sharing personal practice for all of the PLTs on some level.  

Barriers to Shared Personal Practice 

Research Question 3:  What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 5:  Copious Tasks of Teaching 

By contrast, analysis of the data sources identified several barriers to consistent shared 

personal practice.  All of the PLTs communicated an abundance of responsibilities and duties 

that consume their time each day.  Due to the constraints of time and energy, the practice of 

going into each other’s classrooms or examining student work is often low on the priority list.  
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Much of PLT time is spent aligning calendars and planning therefore, shared personal practice is 

subjugated to more immediate demands.  Teachers indicated that to avoid “burnout” sacrifices 

are made each day and unfortunately, sharing personal practice is often sacrificed under the 

pressure of non-creative tasks.  While purposeful scheduling of teachers within a content area 

enhances PLT work, it can also hinder the ability of members to observe each other.  When PLT 

members share common conference periods to meet as a PLT, classroom visits are burdensome 

and add to the mountain of teaching demands. 

Research Question 3:  What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 6:   Negative Perceptions 

 The fear and anxiety associated with being observed or filmed manifested as a barrier to 

consistent sharing of personal practice.  When time was available for observations, PLT 

members were often hesitant to open their classrooms to a critical eye.  All of the PLTs 

expressed a fear of being judged by observers, and especially administration.  Some PLT 

members struggled to separate the evaluative role and the instructional leadership role of an 

administrator.  The blurring of administrative roles led to mistrust of the motivations of campus 

leadership observing or filming instruction.  Such mistrust could be mitigated by campus clarity 

on the purpose of sharing personal practice as non-evaluative and a growth measure for 

individual teachers. 
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Elaboration of the Themes 

Relational Characteristics 

Research Question 1:  What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared 

personal practice to occur within a PLT? 

Theme 1:  Cultivating Strong Relationships 

Trust was the primary and most important relational quality according to all of the PLTs 

included in this study.  Teachers reported that trust was an essential component of a successful 

PLT and trust must be well-established for shared personal practice to be considered or pursued.  

A sense of camaraderie developed from a foundation of trust within each PLT.  Where trust and 

camaraderie were established, an equitable and honest exchange of ideas was observed.  The 

professionalism and camaraderie of each PLT coexisted to allow for relaxed yet productive 

conversation where members were vulnerable and open to feedback.  While personal 

connections to each other were important to PLT members, the PLTs recognized that a level of 

professionalism must exist to maintain a focus on student and adult learning.  

Arbor High School 

Trust has been comfortably established in the two Arbor High School PLTs included in 

this study.  Both teams have new members, but the majority of PLT members have shared PLT 

time for multiple years.  Both PLTs meet at least once a week which has strengthened their 

relationships and established trust faster.  Both PLTs were open to the notion of sharing personal 

practice with their PLT because of the trust that already existed.  During the Arbor AP History 

focus group, a member commented, 

I would feel comfortable with this group, but I would not necessarily feel comfortable 

with just any teacher.  There are some people that I would be very wary of them coming 

into my classroom because I don’t have a relationship with them.  
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Where a sense of camaraderie existed because PLT members trusted and felt comfortable with 

each other, shared personal practice was happening or close to happening.  A member of the 

Arbor AP History PLT during the individual interview described the team as “close-knit” and 

“always having each other’s back, like a support group.”  

Camaraderie was evident through the affirming language used by PLT members during 

observation and focus group dialogue.  PLT members frequently offered words of 

encouragement and acquiescence as ideas were shared by other team members.  During the 

Arbor AP History observation, the Department Chair initiated a discussion with the following 

comment, “Member 1 had a good idea about modelling.  Can you share that?”  The Department 

Chair is both validating Member 1’s skill with modelling and inviting that member to share her 

knowledge for group learning.  The sample dialogue below from the same Arbor AP History 

observation provides another example of how PLT discourse is used to validate shared ideas and 

build camaraderie within the group: 

Member 1: I think the most useful thing we did was to … 

Member 2:  …calibrating.. 

Member 1:….calibrating… 

Member 3:  That was extremely helpful when we are discussing together what we are 

accepting and not accepting. 

Member 4:  Oh absolutely! I always feel more confident after talking with y’all versus 

trying to figure it out myself. 

Through this excerpt, the team emphasizes the usefulness of their collaborative discussions and 

how those discussions affirm what they are doing in the classroom with their students.  The 

collaborative conversations provide clarity for the group as a whole and each individual member 

as they tackled issues in their respective classrooms.  The clarity on issues such as calibrating 

grades builds individual team member’s confidence and creates a reliance on group consensus.  

Camaraderie is further established through the affirming language, group clarity, and collective 
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decision-making.  Not only did members affirm each other’s ideas and decisions, but members 

also summarized group conversations to ensure fidelity and accuracy of the group conscience.  

One team member during the same observation summarized a piece of the discussion through 

asking, “I’m hearing that we want to add in more document analysis.”  This question helps 

elucidate the group’s decision and blend the cacophony of ideas expressed.  As team members 

are understood and communication is successful, camaraderie and trust continue to develop.  

The Arbor AP History team frequently analyzes student work in their PLT as it relates to 

instructional strategies.  This team analyzes data from multiple sources and often attaches 

specific teacher names to the data that is viewed and discussed within the PLT.  A member of the 

PLT during the individual interview indicated that this degree of vulnerability and openness has 

“taken a couple of years to get here.  When we were a brand new team a few years ago that was 

more difficult, we had to learn trust.”  The frequent sharing of successes and failures in the 

classroom and on assessments is a commonly accepted and comfortable practice for this team.  

During a PLT observation with the Arbor AP history team, a member confessed to the group in 

reporting about classroom discussions, “They had great conversations on apartheid and social 

Darwinism.  Note to self:   I need to start with what are appropriate conversations……I should 

have done that and I mistakenly did not.”  Such confessions of instructional weaknesses were 

peppered throughout both observations of this PLT.  These moments facilitated candid 

discussions about what worked, didn’t work, and how instruction could be improved.  This 

particular example of vulnerability with the group was received and affirmed by the group as a 

common experience with student discussion.  Such vulnerability allowed the group to learn 

together and improve how student discussion expectations would be established in the future.  
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A willingness to be vulnerable produces risk-takers who realistically recognize that some 

risks will be successful, and some not.  During the Arbor Geometry focus group discussion, a 

member noted that when “someone has something that they took a risk and reports back that it 

was successful, then that kind of gives everyone confidence to try it.”  The discussion of taking 

risks during this focus group indicated a sub textual belief that fear of failure and judgement 

were not important considerations for this team.  Rather a belief in the support from the 

community when risks were not successful was reinforced, “We are good at helping each other 

to make it successful.  Maybe next time we could do this, and modify it…..as a group we are 

good at trying to make each other successful.” 

A member of the Arbor Geometry team revealed during the individual interview that 

trusting the team to give honest feedback was a priority and an essential element of the work 

they do as a PLT.  The member expressed this belief in saying, “ I can trust people to give me 

honest feedback…..even if they disagree with me, ….I feel like it’s with trust, honesty, and 

students’ interests in mind.”  The team agreed during the focus group conversation that they felt 

comfortable sharing successes and failures in the PLT because the group would provide 

suggestions and feedback to improve instruction rather than criticism.  Knowing that the PLT 

would support and encourage rather than denigrate the team was more likely to take risks in the 

classroom and step out of their comfort zone.  While this team has videoed lessons based on the 

direction of the instructional specialist, the team has not had time to analyze the videos through 

an instructional lens.  However, based on the willingness to offer and accept honest feedback, 

sharing personal practice through video analysis seemed like a feasible next step for the team, 

according to the PLT during the focus group conversation. 
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The Arbor geometry team shared writing samples during a PLT observation as evidence 

of an increase in critical writing skills in the geometry classroom.  This occurrence was a by-

product of the PLT being included in this study.  In the individual interview with the Department 

Chair of the Arbor Geometry team, she confessed, “It didn’t occur to me that we weren’t doing 

that until our focus group discussion.”  In the focus group discussion with the same team, another 

member echoed the same idea, “We discuss student work instead of bringing actual samples and 

evidence.”  The common denominator for analyzing student work in all PLTs included in this 

study was trust-based relationships between members and a willingness to admit mistakes or 

failures.  However, where analyzing student work had not yet become a regular practice for the 

PLT, the deeper vulnerability that leads to deeper learning was lacking. 

 In an individual interview with an Arbor AP History team member, the celebration of AP 

test scores attached to specific teacher names was identified as an important moment for this 

team.  This teacher was in her first year of teaching the curriculum last year and indicated she 

was “disappointed in mine because I had higher expectations.”  However, she went on to 

describe how the team continued to celebrate and reassure her in spite of her lower scores, “My 

team said in essence it’s your first year; we know what we need to work on.”  The practice of 

sharing scores with the team with this degree of vulnerability has set an important precedent for 

this new teacher.  The PLT again reflected a belief and practice of collective responsibility 

through ownership of the new teacher’s scores.  

Meadow High School 

Both PLTs on the Meadow campus reflected several characteristics of strong 

relationships based on trust and camaraderie.  The Meadow PLTs were smaller with only five 

members allowing for more intimate and personable relationships.  A Meadow English member 
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during an individual interview described the PLT as “a comfortable PLC, functioning at a high-

level without drama……always willing to share in staff development sessions.  We are 

competitive and proud of that.  PLCs functioning well are really about personalities and putting 

the right people together.”  This quote reflects a collective identity based on positive 

relationships where members interact well thus, increasing productivity.  A similar affection for 

the PLT relationships was expressed later in the same interview, 

We have really good conversations.  I don’t know if that is a product of how we manage 

ourselves or if it is who we are, or if you have to put the right people together, or have the 

right leader to do that, but I’ve really enjoyed that about our team. 

The Meadow Chemistry PLT offered many examples of rich conversation that reflected 

comfort and ease with each other even on contentious topics.  In an individual interview, a 

Meadow Chemistry member recited an anecdote that provides an effective example of how small 

actions or decisions build trust in a community of learners: 

We had an upheaval this year about whether to offer ion charts to students as opposed to 

having them memorize them.  The most senior member of the community was heavily 

against it because she said it was not in the best interest of the kids to give them the chart 

because of several reasons.  She was heavily invested in making sure they did not have 

access to that chart and memorized it.  The rest of us less-experienced with that level, this 

was a Pre-AP question, so because she was so heavily invested in this and felt so 

strongly, and she was the most experienced, everyone in the PLC, even though we 

disagreed with her, understood that her vote counted more.  So, we were willing to put 

our personal opinion aside. 

Ultimately the team decided to not give the chart to students, and the PLT as a whole recognized 

the benefit of having the students memorize the ions.  By the PLT collectively deferring to the 

more experienced teacher and taking a risk, trust was clearly established.  

The degree of trust within a group can often be measured by how vulnerable members are 

with each other about results in the classroom.  The Meadow English team regularly examines 

and discusses team and individual averages on assessments to improve the quality of the 
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assessment and determine reteach opportunities.  The Meadow English team frequently analyzes 

student writing samples together and calibrates grading to ensure team consistency.  While the 

Meadow Chemistry team does not frequently bring physical student work samples to their PLT, 

a member indicated during the individual interview that they often “discuss student mistakes and 

misunderstandings as it relates to instruction at most PLT meetings.”  The Meadow Chemistry 

team indicated that analyzing student work in their content was “not as applicable or useful” as 

contents that were writing intensive.  A Meadow English team member described the practice of 

examining student work, “We will bring in essays and hand to someone.  What would you score 

this and why?”  Often the discussion of essays and grading happens organically in the hall or 

during lunch negating the need for always intentionally bringing student work to the PLT.  In the 

individual interview of the same team member, the notion of analyzing student work is expressed 

as innate and natural; 

If we didn’t talk to each other all the time I think we would bring essays, but when we 

are in PLCs, I’ve probably already seen like 5 essays from my team mates.  I’ve already 

talked to them about it every lunch period. 

Trust and camaraderie in the PLTs were further established by providing positive feedback and 

celebrating successes.  During the focus group interview with the Meadow Chemistry team, the 

newest teacher on the team shared the positive effect of “celebrating every small success.  

Coming from a new teacher, to me it means a lot.  Every time they say something positive that I 

did, it makes me feel like I’m a better teacher.”  After this comment, the whole team then chimed 

in to praise the new teacher about a flow chart she had made that the team had successfully 

implemented in their own classrooms.  The new teacher felt incredibly validated by the approval 

and adoption of her creation by the whole team.  Not only did this build the new teacher’s 
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confidence in sharing with the team, but relationships were also fortified through collectively 

celebrating the new teacher’s contribution.  

Research Question 1:  What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared 

personal practice to occur within a PLT? 

Theme 2:  Collective Creativity 

Arbor High School 

Collaborative conversation was creative conversation in all of the PLTs.  As knowledge 

was shared within the observed PLTs, dialogue became collaborative as ideas were exchanged 

and negotiated through language.  Both of the Arbor PLTs used language to build on each 

other’s ideas in both the focus group and observation dialogue.  During an individual interview, 

an Arbor AP History team member shared that, “We learn from each other when we have these 

conversations.  It’s like hey that’s a great idea and then we build on it.”  An Arbor Geometry 

team member shared a similar idea in the focus group discussion in explaining how the PLT 

encourages innovation, 

We can build off of each other’s ideas….she says she is doing this with her class and we 

are like oh we can do this.  We can add this.  As you go through it you can talk about 

things that you’ve done personally in your classroom and we can work together through 

the logistics to make it happen. 

The Arbor PLTs shared a belief that collaborative conversations led to more creativity, 

innovation, and improved practice.  As ideas were shared and negotiated during PLT 

observations, decisions were made as a group on how to move forward and adjust practice in a 

variety of domains such as grading practices, instruction, interventions, and planning.  The Arbor 

AP History team during the focus group conversation indicated that the PLT offers a “richness of 

ideas because you don’t have the same ideas by yourself in your own brain as you do 

collectively.” 
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While all of the group conversations had a collaborative element, not all PLT members 

contributed or collaborated equally.  Stronger personalities emerged as guiding voices in the 

direction and flow of all of the group conversations.  The Department Chair in each PLT was a 

consistent force in leading the collaborative dialogue and members in each PLT.  However, the 

Arbor AP History team shared more equally throughout the conversation revealing a level of 

comfort with sharing ideas and opinions.  The adopted protocol by the Arbor AP History PLT 

facilitated the mélange of voices.  A couple of members of the Arbor Geometry PLT were 

mostly silent during the observations and the focus group interviews with no observed attempts 

to draw them into the conversation.  The Arbor Geometry PLT does not have a protocol to 

structure their PLT dialogue.  The observed PLT dialogue of the Arbor AP History team was 

facilitated by a PLT member, rather than the Team Lead using the four questions outlined in the 

campus CIP.  In both the focus group and observation dialogue, there was a more equal exchange 

of ideas and information among members.  Two members of this PLT were quieter and 

contributed less, but their input was observed on several occasions and validated by the group.  

The Arbor AP History Department Chair often asked the quieter members for their thoughts on 

certain topics to include them in the conversation.  The conversation was facilitated by the 

seating arrangement of the group in a circle around a large group of tables.  The Arbor AP 

History team also sat in a large circle improving the ability to communicate and create a sense of 

togetherness.  Discourse in both PLTs was abundant and fast-flowing as members responded to 

comments and added to ideas.  In analyzing the dialogue of the Arbor AP History focus group, 

chunks of dialogue were shorter and often interrupted or completed other members’ ideas and 

comments.  The interruptions did not appear to be perceived as impolite, but rather received as 

validation of what the other was saying.  Conversation was comfortable, but focused.  The focus 
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group conversation for this PLT was the longest recorded for all of the PLTs due to the richness 

of conversation and ideas. 

Both PLTs expressed a degree of personal interconnectedness through the flow of 

dialogue and ability to build on each other’s ideas as the conversations evolved.  The Arbor 

Geometry team during the focus group dialogue articulated the importance of being able to 

disagree with each other and not take disagreement personally.  One teacher mentioned that 

everyone understands that it’s for the good of the group and the good of the students and “no one 

takes things personally or get offended.  We know that we are generally trying to help each 

other….not to say that our feelings don’t get hurt sometimes.”  This group reflected a shared 

notion that all ideas are valued, but not necessarily accepted at face value.  All of the PLTs 

reported an emphasis on what is best for students, rather than what is convenient for adults 

resulting sometimes in disagreement or disharmonious ideas. 

Both Arbor PLTs in this study mentioned an awareness of each PLT member’s 

instructional or curricular strengths and using those strengths for collective learning that would 

impact practice.  The Arbor Geometry team mentioned that innovation is made easier in their 

PLT because they “build off each other’s ideas.”  Sharing what has worked and not worked in 

the classroom is a prime commodity for this PLT.  While this PLT has not specifically and 

intentionally scheduled time in each other’s classrooms, the PLT indicated during the focus 

group conversation that discussing instruction that has happened or will happen is a common 

occurrence.  In the focus group discussion, an Arbor Geometry team member shared, “We talk 

about lessons, but I don’t know that we demonstrate them.  We talk about the process and how 

we are going to present it.  How we are going to do it with our kids.”  One of the members of this 

PLT is especially fluent in technology integration and shares that knowledge frequently with the 
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group.  Other group members may not feel as confident about implementing technology in the 

same way, but the group will “modify or acclimate it to their clientele.”  This ability to innovate 

through accessing the knowledge specialization of individual teachers encourages the PLT “to 

take risks, but where we go with those risks depends on our comfort level with what we are 

doing.” 

Both of the PLTs indicated a shared and collective responsibility to ensure all students in 

every classroom are being successful.  Collective responsibility has led to interdependence 

within the Arbor AP History team where several members mentioned that they would be unable 

to function effectively without the weekly PLT time.  The same team indicated that collective 

responsibility has led to greater consistency across classrooms and openness to sharing.  An 

Arbor AP History team member shared during the individual interview that, “Its’s what is best 

for all students, not just my students.”  The collective commitment to the success of all students 

was contrasted with the proprietary ideals of some other PLTs on the same campus.  During the 

Arbor AP History focus group, a member stated, “The whole this is mine and no one else can 

have it is frustrating and mind-numbing.” 

Both PLTs expressed the belief that successes and failures are collective commodities.  A 

member of the Arbor AP History team during the focus group conversation indicated, “We have 

this meeting to share what we did during the week; how did it go.  We tell some success stories; 

tell some failures.”  Collective failures are shared by the group because the team is so aligned in 

curriculum, assessment, and instruction that if one teacher failed, they felt they all failed because 

they were doing the same thing in every classroom.  Collective failures become about reflection 

and growth, not blame according to the Arbor Geometry team during the focus group discussion, 

“When we’ve been unsuccessful, we’ve talked about what we didn’t do and what we should have 
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done.  We reflect on what we did.”  The fact that reflection on failures is public, rather than 

private reflects the PLT’s belief that an individual failure is collectively owned.  Such failures 

are viewed as learning moments for the entire community. 

Arbor PLT observation dialogue was often collaborative in solving problems as issues 

were brought to light during the conversation.  PLT members shared concerns or frustrations and 

other members made suggestions based on personal experience in the classroom.  Many group 

decisions were determined based on the solving of problems as a group and determining the best 

course of action for similar issues in the future.  As individual members identified problems of 

practice, the group would take collective possession of the problem and search for solutions 

collaboratively.  In solving problems collectively, group members of both PLTs often used the 

pronoun “we” to make suggestions and ask questions.  The use of the plural pronoun reinforces 

the collectivity of the group as they shared in the problem and the solution. 

The Arbor Geometry PLT collectively used problem-solving through discourse as they 

attempted to negotiate the parameters of the new intervention program presented by the 

administrator.  After the administrator made her initial presentation of the intervention program, 

PLT members began to ask clarifying questions about the details of the program.  Language 

became fragmented and shortened as members contributed concerns and ideas about the logistics 

and parameters of the intervention program.  Many of the issues brought up were pieces of the 

puzzle not yet considered by the administrator and therefore, helped both the administrator and 

the team visualize the day-to-day maneuverings of the intervention program.  The ability to 

problem-solve the details of the new intervention program collectively allowed the group to find 

solutions not as easily identified on an individual level.  The following excerpt provides a rich 

example of problem-solving in this PLT: 
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Administrator: What are your thoughts so far? 

Member 1:  I don’t think we want just one teacher, maybe two teachers. 

Administrator:  It depends on the numbers.  Oh you mean like in the same class? 

Member 1: A different perspective, it would be interesting to team teach, if one teacher is 

busy with someone else, or just listening to someone else say the same thing 

maybe a different voice…. 

Member 2:  They pick it up differently from different….they hear it differently. 

Member 1:  You already have a relationship with the teacher you have, when you go to 

someone else you are starting new and maybe you are not an ideal kid, you start 

out with someone new who sees you in a different way then you form some kind 

of relationship with that person. 

Member 2: It would also be a second person looking out for that kid, if they are 

struggling and in tutoring. 

Member 3:  I think if we have the numbers for that, but if we have 40 kids that need 

intervention, we might not be able to do that.  

The collaborative nature of solving problems reflected in this excerpt was replicated throughout 

the discussion of the new intervention program during both PLT observations.  The pattern 

observed in this short exchange shows how language is used in this PLT to refine ideas through 

the varied perspectives of each member.  Each member viewed the problem from his or her own 

experience and offered a detail or idea that other members had not yet considered.  

The Arbor AP History team provided many examples of problem-solving discourse 

during the PLT observations.  Most of the examples centered on issues of instruction and how to 

ensure students would be successful with the new format of the AP exam.  The following 

dialogue reflects the nature and quality of much of this PLT’s observed conversation: 

Member 1: What do we expect students to learn this week? 

Member 2: Imperialism in the various regions, COT skills, migrations, LAQ….. 

Member 3: I think imperialism will be some sort of skill they are tested on with a 

comparison.  What is imperialism like in Asia as opposed to…..how was it 

different in Africa…. 

Member 4:  That seems logical. 

Member 5:   I could see them even doing a different theme, compare and contrast like the  

political imperialism and compare and contrast the cultural or economic…. 

Member 4:  I could see that too.  That would be a great topic for us to do another  

practice LAQ, a comp.  one maybe cycle back around to review time, maybe do a 

comp.  LAQ that is based on imperialism might be a good idea. 

Member 2:  They did a DBQ, but it was a comp.  on responses. 
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Member 3: So under the causation… do you think it will be just give the causes of this or 

give me the effects of this, or will it ever be give the causes and effects.. 

Member 2:  I think it will be give me the cause or give me the effect. 

Member 1: And that’s where the rubric is… 

Member 2:  If you have a cause and effect essay that is a mess of a mess…..especially 

with only thirty minutes.  (Group mumbles in agreement). 

This sample dialogue demonstrates how the PLT members problem-solve together around issues 

of teaching and learning.  Language is exchanged and negotiated by team members collectively 

to solve problems and come to consensus about the concept of imperialism and how it will be 

addressed on the AP exam.  Team members respond to and validate each other’s comments to 

create new ideas that solve learning problems.  Language functions as a tool to improve how 

students are taught and how best to prepare them adequately for the AP exam. 

Knowledge-sharing discourse was observed in both PLTs as a source of creativity and 

collaboration.  Many of the decisions made in each PLT during the observations were the result 

of one member initially sharing a piece of personal knowledge.  Once the knowledge was shared 

with the group, it became public domain.  The Arbor Geometry PLT observations both began 

with the supervising administrator sharing knowledge related to a new departmental intervention 

plan.  While the supervising principal controlled the conversation initially, PLT members often 

interjected with comments and clarifying questions as the discourse continued.  As the 

administrator presented more details of the program, more PLT members became more involved 

in the conversation to offer ideas and solutions.  Once the established knowledge of the new 

intervention program had been shared and discussed, the administrator left the PLT to continue 

the other agenda items. 

Knowledge was also shared in smaller chunks throughout the PLT observations.  As 

agenda items were covered, PLT members layered the dialogue with personal experiences and 

examples.  During one of the Arbor AP History PLT observations all members, except one, 

85



shared small chunks of knowledge related to the agenda items that moved the conversation 

forward.  As knowledge was shared by various individuals, decisions affecting instruction, 

assignments, grading, and assessment were determined and recorded.  The following exchange is 

an example of discourse as a tool for sharing knowledge: 

Member 1: I’ve got to go back over the Boar War. 

Member 2:  There are notes on the Boar War…..with the imperialism activity, I found 

notes for those.   I guess maybe you taught those or something.  It says like 

imperialism in Africa, scramble for Africa, Suez Canal, and it has on the back it 

has the Boar Wars, it’s just little, tiny so I was just talking through that with them. 

Member 3:  So was it just like 15 comments that was part of the…. 

Member 1: It was an activity on imperialism…. 

Member 3:  In the past we’ve had sorting of imperialism… 

Member 1: But it talked about them fighting with the Zulu nation…. 

Member 4:  Where was this at?  

Member 1:  It was notes that I had, that I found on the share drive. 

Member4: Can you email that out to everyone please? That would be awesome. 

The sharing of personal knowledge of Member 1 with the group provided an additional resource 

for the whole group that was not previously known about.  The willingness of Member 1 to share 

knowledge of this additional resource enhanced the repertoire of the group and became collective 

knowledge to benefit all students.  Similarly, in an individual interview with a Arbor AP History 

member an example of sharing original knowledge with the PLT was offered, “I recently did 

research on something called Sketch Notes……..I think we all do our own research and bring 

those ideas to the table….if we like the idea we will start building on it.” 

Meadow High School 

 The Meadow PLTs also reflected a degree of interconnectedness through collaborative 

conversation based on the exchange and negotiation of ideas.  In an individual interview with a 

Meadow English PLT member, the following idea was expressed: 

We all really care about kids.  I am proud of our PLC, we all have the same perspective, 

but differ in how we get there, what I appreciate is being able to speak our difference, 

even just politically….we have really good conversations, and that is true for everything. 
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The ability of PLT members to discuss and disagree openly was a prime commodity for 

both Meadow PLTs and an important precursor to shared personal practice.  A Meadow English 

PLT member in an individual interview shared a previous experience, “If you brought up ideas, 

based on the Team Lead she didn’t necessarily encourage ideas.  We would suggest something, 

the Team Lead would restate and take credit for the idea…it was hard.”  In this example, neither 

the strengths nor roles of individual members were accredited thus, compromising the integrity 

of the PLT and stifling creativity.  The member went on to share that the current belief about the 

role of team lead had been shaped through this experience; “The job of team lead is to help 

manage the stress of the team” and make sure particular members did not “end up doing 

everything.”  In addition, the member articulated the leadership belief that, “I’ve had to learn that 

there are certain things I should try to argue with” contrasted with other awkward and 

contentious moments that should be redirected without challenge for the good of the group.  

Being aware of the strengths and roles of team members creates the duality of also accepting and 

acclimating to team members’ weaknesses and personality deficits.  

A Meadow Chemistry team member during the individual interview shared an example 

of the belief in collective responsibility as related to teacher absences.  When a teacher on the 

team is absent, the whole team steps up to prepare lessons and ensure that quality instruction is 

still happening.  The same team shared during the focus group conversation that they have 

created an interactive notebook that is a running record of content, instructional strategies, 

reflections on what worked or didn’t work, and resources.  One PLT member stated that “their 

shared personal practice is guided by our interactive notebook and so even if we are not video-

taping each other, we know what we have done, and we talk about what worked and what 

didn’t.”  Team members use an interactive notebook to determine curricular, instructional, 
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assessment adjustments as well as a resource for new teachers.  A brand new teacher on the 

Meadow Chemistry PLT shared that this interactive notebook has been a lifeline and “her Bible” 

during the first year of teaching.  

Observation of the PLTs in this study revealed that some language is informative in 

nature.  For PLT dialogue to exist, a knowledge source must exist to initiate dialogue and spur 

the dialogue forward.  The first observation of the Meadow Chemistry PLT contained a 

presentation by the Team Lead of a specific feature in Canvas, an online learning system used 

district-wide.  The PLT consisted of guiding the PLT through Canvas and the steps of creating 

and grading an assignment in Canvas.  PLT members interjected with clarifying questions at a 

few points, but the majority of dialogue was controlled by the person presenting the information.  

The team lead’s role as the source of language was reinforced by her separation from the group 

at her desk.  The PLT members sat at student desks resembling an audience and not in a circle as 

the other PLTs.  The PLT did not have time for discussion after the knowledge was shared, but 

each member followed the steps outlined in the presentation on their computers.  The Meadow 

Chemistry Team Lead in an individual interview described her primary role as “the go-to for 

information dissemination.”  Similarly, the Meadow English PLT shared knowledge in small 

chunks as it related to the various assignments discussed, but the team lead was the primary 

source of knowledge.  The degree of knowledge-sharing in the Meadow PLTs was strongly 

correlated with an emphasis on group and individual learning.  In an individual interview, a 

Meadow English team member shared that, “Our PLC is just learners.  They are always messing 

with some new technology.  We will text each other and are like hey I found this article.  This 

would go good with this.”  Where learning was emphasized and sought in the Meadow PLTs, 

knowledge was shared habitually and comfortably. 
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Facilitating Factors 

Continued analysis of the data sources revealed several facilitating factors that promote 

shared personal practice or laid a foundation for shared personal practice to happen in the near 

future.  Establishing and maintaining a collective clarity about the operating paradigm of the 

PLT increased the likelihood of attaining shared personal practice.  All of the PLTs indicated that 

the message by campus and district leadership regarding PLT expectations influenced the 

productivity of the PLT and movement towards sharing personal practice.  Teachers in all of the 

PLTs included in this study articulated the importance of proximity in being able to access other 

teachers’ classrooms easily and regularly.  When teacher classrooms are grouped by content on a 

campus, informal and formal observations of instruction are more likely to happen.  All of the 

PLTs emphasized the value of having an uncompromised time to meet weekly.  The adoption of 

protocols, norms, agendas, and minutes increased productivity and balanced personal and 

professional relationships.  Two of the PLTs, indicated that the support of an instructional 

specialist would increase the likelihood of shared personal practice happening in a more 

intentional way.  A core belief of focusing on what was best for students was shared by all PLTs 

in this study.  All of the teams placed a high priority on doing what is best for students creating 

an inherent desire to continuously improve instruction, and increase student learning through 

sharing practice.  The PLTs indicated a connection between the intrinsic motivation to improve 

and shared personal practice. 
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Research question 2:  What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 3:  Collective Clarity 

Arbor High School 

The Arbor Campus Improvement Plan (CIP) includes a specific goal which addresses the 

continued commitment to PLCs throughout the campus.  The goal specifically challenges PLCs 

to improve student learning through a focus on instruction, curriculum, assessment, and 

interventions.  Objectives which further elaborate the steps for achieving this goal focus on the 

use of data within the PLT to inform instruction.  Alongside data analysis, a suggested strategy 

within the CIP is “to examine student work for the purposes of improving student learning.”  

Under the same goal and performance objective, a connected strategy is the “continued emphasis 

on professional learning and sharing strategies to support student achievement.”  Both PLTs on 

this campus understood and could articulate the campus expectations of PLT time because of the 

intentionality of leadership to communicate those expectations at the beginning of the year.  The 

Arbor High School Staff Development Plan reinforces the goals, objectives, and strategies 

outlined in the CIP.  The Arbor teacher in-service included several sessions focused on PLC 

dialogue and expectations for PLC time.  Throughout the year, on staff development days, time 

is set aside for professional learning within the PLT on such topics as the new teacher evaluation 

system, instruction, interventions, and vertical and horizontal alignment.  These topics are 

reflected in the Arbor High School PLT agendas and minutes.  

Arbor administrators have set an expectation for the communication of agendas prior to 

meeting, a report to the administrator through minutes of discussion and action points, scheduled 

weekly meetings, and a protocol for PLT discussion.  In an individual interview a member of the 
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Arbor AP History team outlined the evolution in PLT expectations over the years, “We’ve had 

some intense training as to what a PLC is and probably the big factor is to why that came about 

is a change in principals for our department.”  In this quote, the PLT member credits the change 

in supervising administrator as the source of more defined and rigorous expectations for the PLT. 

As with any change in expectations, this member noted some grumblings and resistance by some 

teams on campus who weren’t meeting often.  While the expectations were the same for both 

Arbor PLTs included in this study, the AP History team agenda was more detailed and complex.  

The agenda was outlined according to the four questions of a PLC included in the CIP.  The 

agenda/minutes included a discussion and reflection on what has been taught, an analysis of data 

in relation to what has been taught, a discussion of what will be taught in the future, and an 

assignment of tasks.  Most of the points included in the minutes outlined dates, plans, results, and 

how instruction or interventions would be adjusted to address student deficiencies.  By contrast, 

the Geometry PLT agenda was less detailed, but did include intentional agenda items to address 

instructional successes and failures.  Much of the Geometry PLT agenda addressed planning, 

calendar dates, and grades.  The agenda is communicated ahead of time in both PLTs.  The 

Geometry PLT did not have PLT minutes to analyze as a part of this study.  

Collective clarity evolved out of a shared and consistently articulated agreement on the 

reason the PLT meets habitually.  Every PLT included in this study professed a strong 

commitment to doing what is best for students and always looking for better ways to engage 

students in their own learning.  A member of the AP History team shared, “We are always 

focused on student growth……which requires the ability to trust and take criticism.”  The team 

agreed that by placing students first and at the center of all their work, this led to an increased 

willingness to be vulnerable and share their practice with each other.  This idea was reinforced 
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by a member of the AP History team in an individual interview who indicated the team is 

focused on student progress in all areas including their “social-emotional health, and not just 

grades.”  This concern for the whole child pushes this team to take risks, be innovative, and 

continuously improve.  An Arbor Geometry team member during an individual interview 

reiterated the same point that the team was primarily concerned with “building those life skills to 

carry them beyond our classroom” and not just grades.  In the focus group interview with the 

Arbor Geometry team, a member expressed this shared understanding of the group as, “We have 

the same common goals because we all want our students to be successful……We have the same 

driving force.”  A similar value was shared in the focus group interview with the Geometry team, 

“It’s for the benefit of the kids, so we don’t discard things because they are inconvenient.” 

The logistics of meeting was a recursive idea in reinforcing campus collective clarity.  

Arbor administration had intentionally placed teachers in halls by subject matter to facilitate 

interactions and create a culture of collaboration.  PLT members indicated that proximity allows 

teachers to flow in and out of colleagues’ classrooms with questions and informal observations 

of instruction.  The organic occurrence of instructional conversations was a primary means of 

instructional development in both of the Arbor PLTs.  While proximity had not yet led to formal 

and scheduled observations of colleagues’ classrooms, it did facilitate frequent conversations 

throughout the day related to instruction.  A member of the AP History team indicated that 

organic conversations in the hall and at lunch were common practice and often led to more 

immediate instructional changes than waiting until the next PLT to discuss an issue.  A member 

of the Geometry PLT shared that proximity increased the likelihood of dropping in on a 

colleague during a conference period, but that such drop-ins had not yet been identified as a 

priority for the team.  However, the principal of Arbor High School had set forth the expectation 
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at the beginning of the year that on-going professional development throughout the year could 

and should include colleague observations.  Prior to the principal’s suggestion, it had not 

occurred to this PLT member that observing colleagues was an easy and beneficial means of 

professional growth.  However, now the PLT recognized colleague observation as an obvious 

and important source of learning.  

While relationship-building is crucial in a PLT and facilitated by geography, personal and 

professional relationships can become imbalanced.  The ability to separate personal and 

professional relationships when discussing student work or instructional practice was a central 

tenet for all of the PLTs.  The frequent use of norms to guide PLT work and structured agendas 

ensured that a balance was maintained during PLT time.  The Arbor AP History PLT had the 

most structured agenda with a member responsible for keeping the conversation moving forward 

and focused on intended agenda items.  While the PLT observations of this team revealed a more 

formalized and structured approach, more joking and laughter was observed than with the other 

PLTs included in this study.  The dichotomous relationship of rigorous structure and joviality 

resides in the value placed on their time together and the productivity of that time.  A dialogue 

excerpt from this PLT’s focus group discussion highlights this belief: 

Member 1:  This is the one meeting I look forward to. 

Member 2:  I don’t see it as a meeting though. 

Member 1:  Yeah, this is our time that is beneficial. 

This exchange articulates the importance of having structured PLT time to increase productivity 

and ease the burden of teachers. 

PLT structure also facilitated role awareness within the Arbor AP History PLT.  A 

member of the Arbor AP History team favored the structure and organization of the PLT 

meetings, “When we are there to work, we are there to work.  We don’t get side-tracked often.  
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We get done what needs to be done……each person has their own role.  The expectation is to get 

it done.”  When something needs to be done in this PLT, someone will volunteer and complete 

what needs to be done.  The work load is shared and all members take ownership in the work, 

functioning like a kind of “support group” according to the same PLT member in an individual 

interview.  When members have personal issues or other professional responsibilities that pulls 

their attention and time from the group the rest of the group picks up the slack.  During one of 

the Arbor AP History observations, the following exchange was documented: 

Member 1:  Do we have a tips sheet? 

Member 2:   Yes.  No.  I’ll do that.  Shoot!  Sorry!  I forgot about that. 

Member 1:  That’s ok.   

This exchange reveals the awareness and acceptance of role assignment within the PLT.  

Members share responsibilities for group work and feel accountable to the group when they fail 

to fulfill their individual responsibilities.  However, the first group member is forgiving of the 

missed deadline and acknowledges and accepts the other member’s apology.  A member of the 

Arbor Geometry team reiterated the same idea of assigning duties that “plays up to their 

strengths and gives them ownership in the content we are doing.  It is equally spread out, but 

everyone has a job, but it’s a job they are good at.”  However, when roles and tasks are not 

intentionally assigned and communally accepted, PLT members felt abused and devalued.  

Meadow High School 

Collective clarity for the Meadow PLTs was based on a shared focus of student needs.  A  

Chemistry PLT member shared in an individual interview that the team always “puts students 

first” and this often means doing what is inconvenient or uncomfortable for adults.  This team 

was committed to laying aside personal interests, experiences, and preferences and instead 

“serving students” based on what students need.  In an individual interview an English team 
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member indicated that the team focuses PLT discussion on students’ acquiring writing and 

analysis skills.  The PLT discusses “what skills are we focusing on.  English teachers get focused 

on books.  We need to focus on what skills we need to teach from the book.”  This quote reflects 

a group awareness of misled foci in the classroom based on teacher’s personal interests rather 

than what the students really need.  Such a proactive awareness helps the team not to deviate 

from their shared focus on student learning or to sharply refocus if the deviation occurs.  By the 

team verbalizing their focus on skills, not books, a common language and understanding was 

established that promotes sharing personal practice.  In the same individual interview, the 

member reiterated the importance of administration promulgating the same shared focus on 

student learning, “We have an administration in our school and district that really wants us to do 

what is best for the kids.”  On the same topic, the member goes on to describe the shared belief 

of the PLT that “We want to do what’s best for our kids; we are always talking about the 

curriculum.” 

Structured PLT time was less apparent at Meadow.  While the Meadow PLTs addressed 

important issues, the lack of structure decreased productivity.  Meadow PLTs were expected to 

create agendas and maintain a record of PLT discussion through documented minutes.  PLT 

minutes were shared with the supervising administrator and the coordinator at central office.  

The Meadow Chemistry PLT did not have agendas or minutes to be included in this study.  The 

English PLT agenda and minutes were detailed including Smart goals, norms, PLT members, 

upcoming grades, task assignments, and the upcoming calendar of assignments and assessments.  

The PLT agenda/minutes did not contain any references to instructional strategies or reflection 

upon lesson design.  The more relaxed approach to PLT time at Meadow was reiterated by a 

team member in the focus group discussion, 

95



We have a very relaxed and committed team.  We enjoy each other’s company.  We 

respect each other as colleagues.  We all work hard.  It’s more relaxed in how we treat 

each other, but we want to do what’s best for our kids.  We are always talking about the 

curriculum. 

In an individual interview a Chemistry PLT member noted, “Our PLCs are so organic and we are 

such a team mentality.  We don’t wait until the next meeting….having the freedom to meet at 

any time is priority.  Got to have the same schedule and lunch.”  A member of the English PLT 

indicated that “so much of our stuff happens in the hallway or at lunch” that it is not necessary to 

always bring student work to the PLT for discussion.  Seeking colleagues’ input on instruction 

and student work was a natural and habitual action for this PLT because of their closeness both 

relationally and physically.  

Both Meadow PLTs communicated the importance of proximity in facilitating PLT work 

and shared personal practice.  The campus leadership has placed teachers in halls by subject 

matter.  In addition to proximity, having a dedicated space for collaborative conversation has 

increased the Meadow PLTs’ productivity and collaboration.  The English PLT mentioned the 

support and importance of their campus Design Center several times in the individual interviews 

and the focus group dialogues.  The Design Center provides uninterrupted space and time for the 

PLTs to design and collaborate.  This may account for the lack of emphasis on instructional 

conversation in the PLT.  The Design Center is staffed by teacher leaders who facilitate PLT 

discussions and arrange coverage for classroom so teams can visit the center.  The English team 

indicated that this center has been instrumental in their work and growth as a PLT.  The same 

team identified their “common schedule made it convenient and a priority to meet” and if they 

“worked somewhere else where they were not off with team mates that would prevent what they 

are able to do.”  The English PLT agreed in the focus group interview that having both the 

Design Center and a common planning period facilitated collaboration and instructional 
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improvement.  By contrast, both focus groups mentioned sharing a conference period as 

beneficial for collaboration, but a hindrance for classroom visits.  The Meadow PLTs have one 

common conference period a day making classroom observations within the content challenging. 

Research question 2:  What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 4:  Culture of Continuous Growth 

Arbor High School 

The Arbor High School Campus Improvement Plan (CIP) describes the campus culture as 

“engaged in high-performing collaborative teams….focused on extending the learning…of both 

adults and staff.”  Such a culture is achieved through embedding professional learning through 

collaborative work within the PLT.  To guide PLTs in their collaborative work, purposeful 

questions are outlined in the document to guide every PLT conversation: 

1. What is it we expect our students to learn?

2. How will we know when they have learned it?

3. How will we respond when some students do not learn?

4. How will we respond when some students already know it?

The CIP goes on to suggest certain professional learning activities that will provide extended 

answers to those questions outside of the PLT.  One suggested activity is reflective growth 

activities with examples such as video observation and teacher observation.  The video 

observation example suggests teachers filming themselves, reflecting on the reviewed film, and 

sharing the learning with an administrator, department chair, or team lead.  The teacher 

observation examples suggest that teachers coordinate opportunities to observe each other, 

discuss and reflect on what they saw, and share learning with an administrator, department chair, 

or team lead.  
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A member of the Arbor AP History team frequently visits colleagues’ classrooms out of 

his innate desire to grow and improve.  The desire to grow in this way is intrinsic and internal 

and has evolved in response to the PLT instructional conversations.  This member is new to 

teaching and is beginning his third career later in life.  However, his desire to grow has provided 

the impetus for improving his instruction through observation.  Another member of the same 

team explained this example of shared personal practice as arising out of the teacher’s desire to 

design “more interactive lessons versus the traditional teacher-centered classroom he had known 

when he was a student.”  The newest member of the Geometry PLT, who is in her first year of 

teaching, indicated that she is accustomed to people visiting her classroom and providing 

feedback. 

Learning through observing was viewed as a valuable source of professional learning for 

the Arbor PLTs.  During the Geometry focus group interview, a member suggested cross-

curricular observations as a fresh and valuable source for learning, “I would like to go into say 

history and see what they are doing and how I can make that mathy…I want to….visit other 

disciplines because I think that’s interesting and could grow that way.”  The instructional 

specialist for the Geometry PLT has filmed two PLT members.  The team indicated during the 

focus group interview that they have not yet had the opportunity to view or discuss the videos, 

but would do so in the near future.  The intention of filming a lesson was to “have recorded 

evidence of something [they] were doing differently and could go back and view it later.” 

Filming instruction of the Geometry PLT members was not a “directive or a requirement, but an 

option” for professional learning.  The team indicated with an instructional specialist to facilitate 

video-taping, the process was easier.  By the instructional specialist taking the initiative to video-

tape lessons, the team stated that this has increased the likelihood of continuing to video each 
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other and having instructional conversations as a follow-up.  The Arbor PLTs have the support of 

instructional specialists who have also facilitated classroom observations.  Instructional specialist 

support has facilitated the Arbor PLT’s ability to move more swiftly in adopting shared personal 

practice.  The delegation of responsibilities to the instructional specialist appears to increase the 

ability of a PLT to share their personal practice. 

Meadow High School 

All of the PLTs agreed that colleague observations and analyzing student work to 

evaluate instruction are beneficial forms of professional learning.  However, PLT members felt 

that the framing of shared personal practice when presented to staff was critical in preventing 

teachers from feeling threatened by the practice.  The Meadow English team said that it was 

“important to focus on positive things happening in the classroom” and not just observed areas 

that needed improvement.  This team agreed that teachers need to hear “what they are doing 

right” as well as suggestions for improvement or development.  If sharing personal practice is 

presented as a tool for growth for both the observer and the observed, teachers are more likely to 

feel comfortable opening up their classrooms.  Another member in an individual interview 

described the learning paradigm of a previous school district, 

It wasn’t called a PLC, but we had a planning meeting for curriculum, and we had an 

extra conference every day for us to completely align what we were doing.  We were 

evaluated 5 times a year, had a mentor teacher, a master teacher, people in our classrooms 

all the time.  We went to people’s classrooms all the time, so it was very much learning  

environment. 

The same team member went on to contrast the “learning environment” of the previous school 

with the current school and indicated there was confusion when first introduced to the current 

expectations of PLT work.  The same member felt that where classroom observation is regular, 

campus-wide, and reinforced by administration, sharing personal practice becomes second nature 
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and is viewed as a valuable source for individual and collective growth.  By contrast, a member 

of the Chemistry PLT in the focus group interview offered an original perspective on lesson 

demonstration.  Sharing personal practice through lesson demonstration too frequently could 

compromise the learning, “It is rare when we do it, and so we pay attention to it….it raises the 

value.”  Sharing personal practice within this team has evidently occurred in the past.  Following 

the previous statement one of the other members stated, “I still remember your bathtub……”, 

and another member finished the sentence, “total heat versus energy.”  All of the members 

acknowledged the effectiveness of this teaching strategy indicating once personal practice had 

been shared; the PLT implemented the new strategy with success in all of the classrooms. 

The Meadow PLTs believed that creating a culture of continuous growth originates with 

leadership.  The PLTs felt that the ability to foster a culture of learning is directly correlated to 

how administrators view teachers and their expertise.  Where teachers are viewed as 

professionals and experts in their content, trust was more likely to exist.  This PLT indicated 

during the focus group dialogue that administrators in the classroom were less intrusive and more 

welcomed if trust and respect were offered by administrators.  The team believed trust is elevated 

as the “us and them” mentality of teachers and administrators is eroded.  In the focus group 

interview, a member described the attitude of their supervising principal, 

I appreciate that she is super positive….She does deal with the nitty gritty, but she tries    

to focus on the positive things… I would think of 20 things that didn’t go well, but then I 

would look at the evaluation and she would say all the positive things. 

 By focusing on the positive, this supervising administrator, “made me feel more comfortable, 

and when new people came in, I would say she really is looking for good things.  So her mindset 

being different……makes a huge difference.”  The English PLT connected this example of 

trusting –relationships to communication between administration and teachers during the focus 
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group conversation.  Where administration is setting expectations for constant reflection of 

instructional practice, the teachers felt shared personal practice is more likely to occur.  

However, PLT member explained that trust can be built or destroyed between administration and 

teachers if the supervising principal “did not teach very long and don’t have a clue what the 

classroom looks like or the realities of the classroom.”  To inspire trust and open communication, 

supervising principals must “understand what the classroom looks like, sounds like, and a lot of 

principals don’t really.”  

Meadow High School did not have a year-long staff development plan.  However, review 

of the teacher in-service staff development plan revealed a conference-format week of 

professional learning.  Only one of the mandated sessions for the week was focused specifically 

on PLCs entitled PLC Design.  However, PLT time was scheduled into the week on two different 

days.  The lack of emphasis on sharing personal practice on the Meadow campus may be a result 

of the campus focus on lesson design.  The Meadow CIP includes a goal which addresses PLCs 

and their continue focus on “designing engaging lessons using the design qualities, 

technology……and formative and summative data” (Schlechty, 2002).  Two strategies were 

suggested to address this goal that specifically related to PLT work.  The first strategy 

encouraged a focus on enhancing current lesson plans with design qualities through discussion 

and collaboration.  The second strategy challenged PLCs to access the campus Design Center 

throughout the year for lesson design to increase student engagement through technology 

implementation and the design qualities.  Lesson design is an essential component of sharing 

personal practice and may be an important precursor for the Meadow PLTs.  As Meadow 

teachers improve their lesson design, instruction is improved and may naturally lead to sharing 

personal practice in the future.  During an English individual interview, a member shared that 
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she is “serving on the design team for the Design Center which is where we focus on the design 

qualities for engaging lessons and help different PLCs with what they are planning for the year.” 

This member went on to explain that the lesson design process including content and skills 

begins in the Design Center, but, “We understand that a lot more goes on in the PLC.”  The 

Design Center facilitates dialogue focused on lesson design with an expectation that the 

conversation will continue and deepen during PLT time.  With a campus-wide focus and 

agreement on the qualities of an effective lesson, the sharing of personal practice becomes more 

likely as teachers make connections between the lesson and instruction.  The intentionality of 

designing engaging lessons has enabled teachers to deprivatize their personal practice with a less 

disruptive practice before engaging with peer observations.  In contrast, the PLTs indicated that 

the abundance of time dedicated to non-creative tasks often prevents intentional lesson design. 

An intrinsic desire to improve was a motivator for professional growth for the newest 

teacher and new to the profession on the Meadow Chemistry team.  The new teacher has taken 

the initiative to observe more seasoned teachers in several content areas.  This member indicated 

her willingness to go into classrooms was because she is “very much a ‘I need to learn’ person 

and since I am new to teaching.  I am lost at times.  It gives me great relief to observe someone 

because this is my opportunity to learn.”  This teacher indicated in the individual interview that 

“observing those nuances of each classroom…..gives me opportunities to learn.”  The same 

teacher reiterated the value of observing other classrooms and expressed a hope for future 

opportunities to observe other teachers in the years to come, “As a new teacher, thankfully I have 

actually had some time to go observe others……I’ve gained a lot of insight into classroom 

management and seeing what effective instruction looks like, and look up to that as that’s what 

my classroom should look like.”  All of the Meadow teachers felt that working on a campus with 
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a learning culture and growth mindset challenges teachers to continuously seek opportunities to 

improve.  Where an established culture of learning and growth is evident, new teachers are 

absorbed into that culture.  The habit of sharing practice is expressed and practiced from the 

beginning and becomes natural.  In an individual interview with an English member, the teacher 

reminisced, “When I was a first year teacher, I would like to go watch others.”  This comment 

indicates that classroom visits are no longer part of her professional learning.  The release of this 

practice has created a distance and discomfort with sharing personal practice similarly reflected 

in the comments by other seasoned teachers.  The contrast in comfort levels between new and 

seasoned teachers in regards to being observed reflects the importance of establishing and 

nurturing a culture of continuous improvement throughout the organization.  

Reinforcing a culture of continuous growth through instructional specialist support was a 

key factor for both Meadow PLTs in pursuing shared personal practice.  The classroom visits by 

the new teacher in the Chemistry PLT were arranged by the instructional specialist.  The 

observations were followed by intentional instructional conversations about what was observed 

and learned.  An English PLT member in an individual interview emphasized the need for an 

instructional specialist to facilitate going into each other’s classrooms; “We don’t really have 

opportunities to see each other because we don’t have an instructional specialist……..unless you 

have an instructional specialist.  I’m not sure how teachers learn from each other as far as 

watching each other.”  The team does not currently have an instructional specialist, and they felt 

classroom visits would be hindered without this additional layer of support.  The same team 

member suggested that an instructional specialist could facilitate coverage for classrooms and the 

entire observation process.  With the burden of logistics removed from the PLT, opportunities to 

take advantage of classroom visits would exponentially increase.  The PLT members felt that the 
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external nudge from an instructional specialist to observe each other’s instruction increased the 

likelihood of it happening and made sharing personal practice a higher priority.  Without that 

position to facilitate classroom visits, shared personal practice was occurring informally through 

conversation; “In our PLCs….someone will say ok how did you do that, so here’s what I did, 

here is what I used, here is what I said, here is what I did, we will run through it quickly, and 

then say ok I will try that too.”  In the same conversation, an English PLT member shared 

aspirations of becoming an instructional specialist through the work of the campus Design 

Center.  The intent to facilitate classroom observations was shared by the same member, “I was 

hoping I could cover people’s classes.  This is an area you need to improve; have them to set 

goals.  This teacher does this really well- go watch them and then we’ll talk about what you saw, 

and ways you could implement it.”  While this PLT valued sharing personal practice, without 

systems and structures to facilitate the process, the team has not been able to move forward with 

this dimension.  The lack of instructional specialist support for one Meadow PLT has visibly 

differentiated that team’s ability to integrate colleague observations into their regular practice. 

All of the PLTs mentioned that for shared personal practice to happen consistently, the 

team must value and model reflective practices.  The Meadow English team felt that expectations 

from supervising administrators should be focused on encouraging teachers to be reflective about 

their practice and placing a higher priority on reflection throughout the campus.  In an individual 

interview, an English member shared, 

We want to try new things, but it takes a lot of time to do that and getting people on 

board to do that.  You have to have people who are patient and committed to that.  We 

could continue to do the same things and it has produced good things for us, but takes a 

little time to make that change and people don’t want to do that sometimes.  

This quote reflects the notion of continuous improvement propelled by a growth mindset and 

constant reflection.  For improvement to happen, the English PLT highlighted the importance of 
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a collective commitment to working through challenges and addressing stagnation in areas of 

high achievement.  Both PLTs felt that on campuses where administrators are encouraging and 

modelling a growth mindset based on constant reflection of instructional practice, sharing 

personal practice is more likely to happen.  The Chemistry PLT reiterated this idea in the focus 

group interview referencing the lack of emphasis on shared personal practice by campus 

leadership.  A member of the team indicated that this may be due to the less tangible qualities of 

sharing personal practice versus analyzing assessment data and making specific adjustments to 

instruction or interventions based on that data.  The same member described analyzing student 

work in the PLT as, “useful, but kind of an end all.  We do this with data, and it seems to be the 

top administration priority because it’s constructive.  They can point to it and say they did this.” 

However, the same team member felt that analyzing student work does “not increase best 

practices as much as the other” aspects of shared personal practice.  The team accredited the less 

tangible qualities of observing and discussing instruction as an explanation for the perceived de-

emphasis by administration.  

Barriers 

Through this study, relational characteristics and facilitating factors that promote shared 

personal practice have been identified.  In addition, data analysis identified barriers that prevent 

shared personal practice from occurring regularly and consistently.  All of the PLTs articulated 

that lack of time is the greatest barrier to sharing personal practice regularly.  Effective teaching 

requires attention to many details, tasks, and issues.  A preoccupation with calendaring and 

planning during PLT time and throughout the day lessened the likelihood of sharing personal 

practice.  All of the PLTs indicated that daily task prioritization often overwhelms the 

opportunity to share personal practice.  When sharing personal practice is possible, the negative 
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perceptions and feelings related to the practice emerge.  Each PLT discussed the emotional 

aspect of having colleagues in the classroom producing anxiety and fear.  

Research question:  What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice 

within a PLT? 

Theme 5:  Copious Tasks of Teaching 

Arbor High School 

The issue of time was a reoccurring theme in both of the focus groups and individual 

interviews for both campuses.  Teachers blamed the ever-increasing barrage of teacher 

responsibilities as a barrier to sharing practice, and consequently, observations and student work 

analysis become of secondary importance.  In the Geometry focus group discussion, a member 

stipulated, “I think we all had really good intentions of using that time off to go see other 

teachers, but because there is a lot on our plate, that sometimes falls to the wayside.”  PLT 

members specified that the majority of time is consumed with paperwork, contacting parents, 

tutoring students, grading, and attending meetings.  With the increased demands on teachers, 

several members survive by prioritizing tasks which relegates learning activities to the bottom of 

the list.  The immediate needs of meeting deadlines, paperwork, keeping grades current, and 

responding in a reasonable time to parents take precedence.  To alleviate the non-creative 

demands of teaching, the Arbor PLTs challenged campus leadership to take actions that would 

minimize menial demands and maximize collaborative work.  The AP History team highlighted 

the importance of administration reinforcing the notion of teachers as “creators and designers” 

and providing time to be creative and reflective.  During the AP History focus group interview, a 

member explained, “Some of it is creative efforts, and some is not creative-having to get copies 

made.....We are consumed with the stuff and the logistics.”  Several PLT members expressed a 
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desire to share personal practice, but were unclear where to engender time for the practice.  In 

and AP History individual interview, a member remarked, “With the increasing limitations on 

our time each year, it’s difficult to conceptualize working in additional time.”  Another member 

echoed these feelings in relation to sharing personal practice in the focus group interview, “It 

isn’t that we don’t want to do it, the desire is there.”  The team acquiesced as the teacher 

elaborated that a couple of years ago she would have time to drop into the department chair’s 

classroom and talk informally and organically about instruction, “Remember a couple years ago, 

I could come down here and talk to you for fifteen minutes?  The second I get to school to the 

second I leave, I’m doing something,…..there is no downtime.” 

During the same focus group, another member shared that every minute of the work-day 

is occupied, and evenings and weekends are often spent grading, “Even our lunches have been 

sucked up.”  This PLT like the others included in this study, often take advantage of shared 

lunches to collaborate and discuss instruction.  The team stipulated that the overwhelming 

demand of non-creative tasks stifles the creativity and design of teaching.  The preponderance of 

non-creative tasks propels teachers into “survival mode.”  The AP History PLT is experiencing a 

curriculum redesign this year based on changes in the AP exam.  This redesign has necessitated 

recreating assessments, class activities, and instruction.  During the focus group interview, an AP 

History member elucidated, “Going into the classroom, I feel we will be there next year, but our 

class is in redesign this year so we are scrambling day by day to create new materials.”  The 

majority of PLT time is currently spent planning, calendaring, and assigning tasks as a result of 

the curriculum redesign. 

 Arbor follows a modified block schedule where each teacher has two conference 

periods; one period in common with the other PLT members.  Having a second planning period 
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not common to the team increased the feasibility of classroom visits for the Arbor PLTs.  In a 

Geometry individual interview, the advantages and disadvantages of common planning periods 

were addressed, “It’s difficult for us.…my off periods are similar to some of the other teachers.  

They are not teaching when I have an off-period so it makes it challenging for me to go 

observe.”  As a solution to the scheduling issue within the department, the same teacher 

described a video feature of the campus on-line learning system, “Teachers or students can 

explain as they are doing their equation…….I know the technology teacher uses that function a 

lot….to share information and instruction with each other.”  Conversely, the PLTs acknowledged 

that the scheduling issue could motivate interdisciplinary classroom observations providing 

insight of a different kind.  In a Geometry individual interview, a member commented that cross-

curricular observations “would be great to see the mechanics of a different classroom and totally 

different style of teaching.” 

When PLT time is spent planning or deciding on dates, less time is available for sharing 

personal practice.  Through analysis of PLT observations, the PLTs more focused on instruction 

and student work were more advanced in their integration of shared personal practice.  The 

Arbor AP History team spent the majority of PLT time discussing instruction, specific activities, 

and how students performed.  Much of this team’s calendaring and planning happens through 

email creating PLT time to discuss instruction and student work.  Given the AP History 

curriculum redesign, the continued commitment to instructional conversation in the PLT 

predicted the occurrence of sharing practice.  The AP History PLT agenda placed the calendar 

discussion as the final item to ensure learning was top priority.  The team negotiated plans to 

such questions as, 
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What’s the homework for tomorrow?  What are you doing for a review?  Are we giving a 

pretest?  What are you guys thinking about for the review?  Did we shorten the quiz last 

year?  Are we going to have to do a test on aware?  

 However, this was a small portion of dialogue and was the final agenda item allowing more time 

to discuss student learning and instructional successes.  In an individual interview, a Geometry 

PLT member described “a movement away from planning and calendaring and towards 

instruction and learning” and towards intentional professional learning experiences in the PLT.  

The same member indicated that conversations happening six years ago in the PLT are now 

handled through email.  

Meadow High School 

The Meadow PLTs also indicated that lack of time and the abundance of responsibilities 

of preventing more frequent classroom observations.  A Meadow Chemistry member shared that 

while everyone sees the benefits of observing teachers, no one “has developed an effective 

system” for making it happen.  The same member indicated that they often “don’t have time to 

be a true learning community” and without a “true community” being established, sharing 

personal practice becomes difficult.  The English team spent most of their PLT time discussing 

dates, when certain activities or assessments would occur and how they would be graded.  

Consequently, instruction was not discussed as frequently during their PLT time.  

Scheduling was also identified as a barrier to sharing personal practice by both of the 

Meadow PLTs.  Sharing the same conference periods hindered classroom visits without coverage 

for their own classrooms.  The Meadow campus currently follows an eight-period day with only 

one daily conference period common to all the members of a department.  In the Chemistry PLT 

focus group, a member expounded, “We all have the same planning periods.  We are all teaching 

the same periods, so there is really never an opportunity for us to observe someone else 

109



teaching.”  All of the PLTs expressed a desire to visit other content areas for a fresh perspective 

on issues such as classroom management and instructional strategies.  Administrative support of 

inter-disciplinary classroom observations was considered crucial by a member of the Chemistry 

PLT during the focus group interview, “Administration encourages us to do it, but they really 

just pay lip service because they don’t provide the actual resources we need to make it happen.” 

Research question 3:  What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal 

practice within a PLT? 

Theme 6:  Negative Perceptions 

Arbor High School 

The fear of criticism and the elevated anxiety of colleague observation can be minimized 

where trust and a pre-existing relationship exist between the observer and observed.  Arbor PLTs 

felt more comfortable and welcoming of unscheduled observations of PLT peers as opposed to 

staff they do not know.  While both PLTs recognized the benefit of sharing personal practice, 

they concurrently shared feelings of anxiety, fear, and nervousness when observed by colleagues.  

One AP History member related a specific anxiousness about colleagues observing her lecture; 

this is a self-diagnosed weakness for that teacher.  The fear of being judged or making mistakes 

prevents sharing personal practice happening regularly and spontaneously.  The same member 

divulged that she, “gets nervous with people watching……and I feel like my words don’t come 

out correctly.” 

The brand new teacher on the Geometry team revealed her nerves associated with mentor 

and colleague observations because she “wants to be sure she is doing things right.”  Conversely, 

the same teacher felt comfortable being observed because of the expectations she has set for 

students from the beginning of the year.  The same teacher reflected that anxiety of observations 
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had decreased as she became confident, “They would see that she was trying to apply what she 

had learnt” in staff development and from colleagues.  Experiencing the benefits of sharing 

personal practice through videoing lessons can lessen the fear and anxiety as expressed by a 

Geometry team member in the focus group interview, “I hear all the noise and I think they must 

be off-task, but the video shows otherwise.  It’s reassuring.  Cool.  It wasn’t as bad as I thought.” 

The AP History offered an original approach in minimizing anxiety and fear through framing 

observations as a positive, “observer as learner experience.”  Another member suggested 

developing a term besides “observation” to reframe the practice as independent of evaluation and 

previous conceptualizations of this tool.  By approaching an intended teacher to observe with the 

mindset of, “I’m not very good at this.  So how do you do this?  Do you mind if I just watch for a 

few minutes?” the PLT member was confident the practice would be perceived differently and 

anew.  In reframing the learning dynamic of observation, some trepidation is alleviated as the 

focus shifts to the observer rather than the observed. 

Meadow High School 

The Meadow PLTs expressed a similar idea in the reframing of sharing personal practice.  

Sharing a common understanding about the benefits and purpose of sharing personal practice 

lays crucial groundwork for its occurrence.  In an English individual interview, a member 

explained, “Teachers are so lacking time that it is a waste of time to watch a lesson that has 

already happened.”  Sharing personal practice is at its core, a reflective process occurring after 

the event.  This contradiction with the teachers’ conceptualization of the purpose of observation 

underscores the desperate need for collective clarity prior to pursing shared personal practice.  

Another revealed misconception of shared personal practice occurred during the Chemistry focus 

group;   a member questioned the usefulness of observing other content areas, “As far as 
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observing an English teacher, it’s like, well this is great for English, but chemistry is very 

different….sometimes I don’t see a lot of benefit in that.”  The emergence of these two 

misunderstandings presents an undeniable need for collective clarity on the definition and 

purpose of the elements of sharing personal practice.  Through additional probing questions in 

this focus group, other members identified instructional practice and classroom management as 

universal qualities that could generate ideas regardless of the content.  While the misconception 

existed, it was deeply engrained in the PLT belief system and could be remolded.  

The wall of anxiety around peer observation was further deconstructed through an 

English member’s suggestion, “Classroom visits by teachers from other campuses would feel 

less threatening” because a prior relationship did not exist.  The same member explained that 

defensiveness is a naturally occurring self-protection mechanism of teachers being observed.  

Teachers are protective, territorial and personally invested in their classroom kingdoms.  The 

same member hypothesized that the defensiveness is mitigated by an intentional focus on “what 

teachers are doing well, what they can borrow, and not going in there to try and catch them” 

doing something wrong.  Sharing personal practice is “productive, given the right mindset” and 

viewed through the lens of highlighting successes and strengths.  All of the PLTs articulated a 

belief of framing shared personal practice in a positive light devoid of criticism and evaluation. 

Filming instruction is an alternate solution to the anxiety and fear of peer observation.  

However, in the Chemistry focus group, a member specified the inherent discomfort of being 

filmed versus being observed with human eyes,” I have no issues with any of them in my 

classroom, but for whatever reason, the camera……”  Another member chimed in describing one 

of the elements of her individual concept map, “I wrote….hate video-taping myself.”  The 
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Chemistry PLT acquiesced and reiterated a preference for human observation over machine.  

Another member in the same discussion expressed similar feelings, 

  If we are video-taping a lesson, it’s kind of an official observation.  You feel like you       

  have to put on this dog and pony show.  A false front where you are not interacting    

with your students as you normally would because you are concerned about how it will 

be perceived by a third party.  

The English team echoed similar insecurities which manifest under observer scrutiny and the 

reservations that follow, 

You get nervous if it is your fellow colleagues.  What are they going to see? ..... is always 

in the back of my mind.  I am concerned about who is coming through.  I don’t know 

what it is that makes us become defensive.  You get very protective.   

The English PLT felt more comfortable having colleagues in the classroom rather than 

administrators.  One member confessed his fear of administrative surveillance, “Are they looking 

for a reason to get rid of me?  What did the kids say to get all these people coming through my 

door?”  The English team alluded to the perception of administrators gaze as shrouded in a fear 

of being “caught” doing something wrong.  As mentioned in how shared personal practice is 

framed, observations by teachers from other campuses sparked less fear in light of the 

motivational shift from evaluation to learning.  The honest revelations of this team illuminate the 

real and deep-seeded fear of being observed.  Such engrained fear, if not acknowledged and 

coached by leadership, may have constructed impenetrable barriers to advancement towards 

shared personal practice.  An English member in the focus group envisioned the cure for this 

professed fear of sharing practice as “a culture shift” in the definition, perceptions, and 

expectations of professional learning.  A shift in culture disrupts and transforms current practice 

creating space and possibility for repositioning shared practice beyond feelings and perceptions. 
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Evidence of the Dimensions 

Thematic analysis is the primary analysis tool used in this study.  An a priori coding 

system emerged from the constructs included in the conceptual framework and the guiding 

principles of PLC research summarized in the literature review.  The conceptual framework 

guiding this study is based on and guided by the five dimensions of an effective PLT connected 

to the guiding principles of PLCs revealed in the literature review in chapter 2 (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010) (Figure 1).  The guiding principles attached to each dimension are considered evidence of 

the mastery level in each dimension.  Guiding principles are the essential elements for maturing 

in the corresponding dimension and moving towards shared personal practice, according to 

current research. 

The guiding principles or evidence of each dimension were applied to the data sources 

This additional layer of analysis offers a visual of the quality of the dimensions in the PLTs 

included in this study (Tables 2-6).  Each identified evidence sample from the studied PLTS was 

included under the dimension that it most appropriately supported.  Evidence samples are a 

paraphrase of direct quotes from the data sources.  The evidence reflected in the tables below 

includes actions and descriptions that are current for the PLTs.  Opinions shared through the data 

instruments related to the five dimensions of an effective PLT were not considered evidence.  

The results reflected in the table offer an alternate view of the PLTs included in this study and 

serve as a secondary analysis tool.  The evidence offered in each dimension constructs neither a 

conclusive, nor definitive judgement on the mastery level of each PLT in each dimension.  The 

results reported below serve as markers and indicators of dimensions that are heavily or lightly 

reflected in each PLT.  The observation conversations, focus group conversation, and individual 
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interviews were examined in search of evidence of each dimension.  The results of that analysis 

are included in the tables below. 
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Collaboration Focus on adult and student learning Build leadership capacity Coaching and mentoring 

Arbor AP History -Coordinator debriefs trends, 

issues, and celebrations 

-Collaborative google doc to share 

learning 

-Collaboration in the hallway and 

at lunch 

-Willingness to take on tasks 

-Learn from each other 

-Frequent communication through 

email 

-Collective versus individual 

creativity 

-Frequently access web community 

-Not focused solely on students 

passing the AP exam 

-Always trying to help students do 

better 

-Actually like staff development 

-Individual research is shared with 

the group 

-Principal provided list of on-going 

professional growth ideas 

-All members have a say in 

what/how things are taught 

-Everyone has their own role 

-Team members have attended 

coaching training 

-Personal coaching sessions with 

individual teachers 

-PLT member attended mentor 

training 

Arbor Geometry -See the benefit of the 

collaboration 

-Principal who sends data 

-All teachers share ideas about 

instruction 

-Collaboration of one teacher 

seeing a deficiency in another 

teacher 

-Always willing to share 

-Learn from each other 

-Shared resources during PLT 

observation 

-Staff development from teachers 

in the district 

-Read the Marshall Memo together 

-Bring back stuff and share out 

-On-going professional growth 

-Student learning is more important 

than grades 

-District has influential trainings 

-Sharing viewpoints as a way to 

continue to learn together 

-Attend AP training and formal 

training outside of the district 

-Collaborate on Facebook page for 

AP history 

-Work is assigned based on 

strengths 

-Everybody assigned a role 

-Take risks at own comfort level 

-New teacher mentor who shares 

resource 

-New teacher works closely with 

mentor 

-New teacher felt welcomed in the 

PLT 

Meadow English -Informal meetings in the hallway -Campus Design Center helps fold 

in new teachers 

Meadow 

Chemistry 

-Suggested new teacher attend 

specific training on building 

relationships with students 

-Great set of teaching skills 

- I want to learn 

-Learning skills from each other 

-Share resources 

-Share skills with Canvas 

-Take advantage of teacher 

strengths 

Table 2 

Supportive and Shared Leadership 
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Shared belief system Shared understanding Trust Group accountability Common language 

Arbor AP 

History 

-Shared value about 

student progress 

-Always do what is best 

for students 

-Continuous 

improvement 

-Want students to 

improve in learning 

-Wanting to see kids 

learn and grow 

-Always sharing and 

wanting to be better 

-Focus on interactive 

activities 

-Had to learn trust 

-No judgement of AP 

scores 

-Open for criticism 

-Honest conversations 

-Feel comfortable with 

each other 

-Share AP scores -We are responsible for 

the readiness and  

supporting standards 

-Consistency across 

classrooms 

Arbor Geometry -All members want to 

grow and improve 

-Values and norms are 

focused on improving 

the students’ experience  

-Willing to take risks for 

benefit of the students  

-We all aim for student-

centered instruction 

-Keep the essential stuff 

the same 

-Collective 

understanding about 

what students should be 

thinking about 

-Common goal of 

student success 

-Feel like you can trust 

the people you work 

with 

-Trust each other with 

content 

-Willingness to admit 

instructional weaknesses 

-Challenged to 

administer writing 

activity to class and 

bring samples during 

observation 

-We all know what each 

other teach 

Meadow English -Supervising principal 

trusts professionalism of 

teachers 

-Agreement on 

when/what will be 

taught for consistency 
Meadow 

Chemistry 

-Emphasis on what the 

students need 

-Self-examination first 

-Students placed first 

-Teachers are all doing 

the same things 

-Goal-setting 

-Trust each other -Interactive notebook 

Table 3

Shared Values and Vision 
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Action-oriented Collective responsibility Reflective dialogue 

Arbor AP 

History 

-Look at data as an opportunity to improve 

-Stop and intervene immediately 

-Talk about something and decide what to 

do next 

-Apply learning from staff development 

-Have improved student intervention 

process based on previous year’s data 

-Share learning from staff development and 

decide how to apply it on the next activity 

-PLT is moving forward 

-Always focused on what needs to be done 

-Analyze most missed questions of previous 

year’s AP exam 

-Fairness as far as work distribution 

-Shared work load 

-Focus on what is best for all students 

-Scheduled time to debrief after staff 

development 

-Share what works and what doesn’t work 

-Review classroom activities and quiz 

grades in search of learning connections 

Arbor Geometry -PLT discussion influences how they move 

forward 

-Always come back together to discuss 

those things 

-Adjust instruction based on those 

conversations 

-Collaborate to provide proactive 

interventions based on concepts 

-Look at failure collectively 

-Make each other successful 

-Shared responsibility of tasks 

-Shared ownership of content 

-Share what works well 

-Discussion of instruction is reflective 

rather than a blame situation 

-PLT members describe the team as 

reflective 

-Bring back to the group to discuss the 

effects 

-Ask why the students didn’t understand  

-Analysis of results to determine effective 

instruction 

-Discussion of student work encourages 

reflection on practice 

Meadow English -Accomplished at completing tasks -Comparing student work with implemented 

lesson 

Meadow 

Chemistry 

-Focused on the future -Decide to keep the same structure or 

change it 
-Analyze assessment to see if the students 

progressed 

-Discuss how they can better address issues 

-Come back to the PLT and assess if it 

worked 

-A need to discuss and explore new ideas 

Table 4

Collective Learning and Application 
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Collaborative relationships Balance between 

professionalism and community 

Collegiality Consider of physical 

structures/time/logistics 

Arbor AP History -Support network for teachers 

-Close-knit group 

-Helpful in sharing the burden 

of work 

-Interdependence and need to  

meet 

-Shared goal of designing 

interactive activities 

Arbor Geometry -All work together 

-Are eager to help 

-New ideas feel welcomed 

-Build off of each other’s ideas 

-Frequent communication 

-No offense is taken if idea is 

not utilized 

-No one takes things personally 

-Comfortable with 

disagreement 

-All focused on student learning 

-Conversations focused on 

students and their success 

-Consistent as a group 

-All agreed to be focused on the 

topic at hand 

-All aim for student-centered 

instruction 

-All share one conference 

period 

-Reallocation of duties and how 

we prioritize things 

-Schedule facilitates planning 

Meadow English -PLT work is a team effort 

-Supportive supervising 

administrator 

-No teacher is better than 

another teacher 

-Each member puts in the same 

amount of effort 

-Acknowledge each other’s 

strengths 

-Proximity important for 

effective planning 

-Campus Design Center allows 

for uninterrupted collaborative 

time 

Meadow 

Chemistry 
-PLT being supportive 

-A true team mentality 

-Emphasis on what students 

need 

-Teachers are all doing the same 

thing 

Table 5

Supportive Conditions 

(table continues)
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Professional 

community 

Classroom 

observation 

Non-judgmental 

feedback 

Deprivatized 

practice 

Instructional 

improvement 

Analysis of 

student work 

Growth of novice 

teachers 

Arbor AP 

History 

-Team leads 

designed protocol 

to be used in PLT 

-Team leaders 

trained on 

establishing 

norms 

-Report minutes 

of PLT to 

supervisor 

-Share norms out 

loud at the 

beginning of each 

PLT 

-One team 

member 

frequently 

observes other 

classrooms 

-IS has video-

taped lessons 

-Doors opened as 

fear of judgement 

is removed 

-Share success 

stories and 

failures 

-Instruction is 

affected based on 

data analysis 

-Share ideas to 

see how they can 

grow 

-Shared what 

worked and 

didn’t work 

during PLT 

observation 

-Analyze student 

writing samples 

and calibrate 

grading 

-Informal review 

of student work  

-Share examples 

of historical 

thinking skills 

Arbor 

Geometry 

-District mission 

statement and 

non-negotiables 

-Our norms 

-We maintain 

professionalism 

-We are all good 

at our content 

-Talked about 

going to observe 

each other 

-In time it will be 

something the 

PLT focuses 

more on 

-Teachers walk 

up and down the 

hallway to see 

what colleagues 

are doing 

-Teacher uses 

Canvas Show-Me 

video function 

-Observers come 

into new 

teacher’s room  

-Mentor has 

observed new 

teacher twice 

-Option of video-

taping lessons  

-Sharing 

successes and 

failures 

-Share what isn’t 

working 

-Share personal 

experiences in the 

classroom 

-Take risks and 

report back to the 

PLT 

-Come up with 

the best strategy 

so learning 

happens 

-Quality 

instruction is 

happening 

-How we need to 

teach differently 

-Choose staff 

development to 

strengthen weak 

areas 

-At times bring 

student work 

-Discuss student 

work instead of 

bringing samples 

-Discussed 

student writing 

samples during 

observation 

-Mentor shares 

ideas to address 

feedback from 

observers 

Table 5 (cont.)
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Meadow 

English 

-PLT focus on 

effective use of 

our time 

-Assume positive 

intent 

-Norms included 

on weekly PLT 

agenda 

-Record weekly 

minutes of PLT 

-Access PLT 

notes during PLT 

time 

-IS observes 

classrooms 

-Inter-campus 

observations 

arranged by IS 

-Share model 

lessons 

-Campus Design 

Center facilitates 

classroom tours 

-Open to growth -Analysis of 

student essays 

-Share model 

lessons with new 

teachers 

Meadow 

Chemistry 

-Team support of 

new teacher 

observing other 

teachers 

-Flow in and out 

of each other’s 

rooms 

-Teachers share 

what they did 

wrong without 

judgement 

-Reteach when 

needed 
-PLT has made 

transition easier 

for new teacher 

-Team backs up 

and supports new 

teacher 

Table 6

Shared Personal Practice 
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Summary of the Results 

The results presented in this study began with an analysis of documents to identify 

references to PLCs or shared personal practice.  Thematic and discourse analysis of the data 

sources were blended in answering the research questions guiding this study.  This study found 

that cultivating strong relationships based on trust and camaraderie were important precursors of 

shared personal practice.  The PLTs in this study expressed and reflected habits of vulnerability 

through sharing successes and failures and providing constructive feedback.  All of the PLTs 

referenced the importance of maneuvering and experiencing group disharmony through a lens of 

learning rather than feelings.  The ability to have honest conversations around instructional 

practice precipitated or paved the way for intentional sharing of personal practice.  Strong 

relationships gave birth to a rich, collective creativity.  Group creativity originated from 

knowledge-sharing and problem-solving in a collaborative context.  As the PLTs became more 

reliant on each other, members became more focused on student needs instead of the 

personalization and privatization of practice.  As the PLTs continued to bond and grow as a 

team, maximizing teacher strengths for group learning was evident and increased the sense of 

collective responsibility.  All of the relational characteristics evidenced in the data sources were 

contributive to the occurrence of sharing personal practice.  Where these relational 

characteristics were more abundant and pronounced, shared personal practice had occurred at 

some level. 

Continued analysis of the data sources identified facilitating factors beyond relational 

characteristics that contributed to the sharing of personal practice.  A collective clarity of the 

operating paradigm of the PLT through considerations of time and space increased the likelihood 

of sharing personal practice.  Proximity to other PLT members, a dedicated time to meet and 
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clear expectations of process and function of the PLT increased efficiency.  The adoption and 

consistent adherence to structured time and conversations provided delineated boundaries 

between personal and professional concerns.  A more efficient and structured use of time and 

resources created space and time for sharing personal practice.  The pursuit of collective clarity 

in all of the PLTs included in this study emerged from an implicit and explicit focus on student 

need rather than adult needs.  A focus on students fostered a culture of continuous growth within 

in the PLTs supported by the actions of campus and district leadership.  Where district leadership 

provided instructional specialist support, sharing personal practice was more evident. 

Several themes were identified throughout the data sources that represented barriers to 

the sharing of personal practice.  Time was identified by all PLTs as the biggest barrier to 

sharing personal practice.  The increased demands on teachers have forced a daily process of 

prioritizing tasks and making difficult choices.  All of the PLTs expressed a desire in sharing 

their practice, but often sacrificed this practice to focus on more immediate needs.  However, the 

results also revealed that feelings of anxiety and fear and a preoccupation of PLT dialogue with 

calendaring and planning were barriers to consistent shared personal practice.  An additional 

layer of analysis of the quality of the dimensions in the observed PLTS was reported through 

evidence or guiding principles of PLC research.  The results of this study conclude with an 

analysis of the function of discourse within each PLT revealing four functions of language:  

knowledge-sharing, collaboration, problem-solving, and affirmation.  

Analysis of the results contained in chapter 4 revealed the importance of shared 

leadership in creating community and a sense of belonging.  Collaboration as an action and 

relational quality created interdependence and increased collective learning.  A clearly 

articulated vision and belief system increased productivity and minimized personal agendas and 
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individual desires.  As the community learned and reflected together, a shift away from the 

individual and towards the collective increased efficacy of all teachers and students.  Where 

administration emphasized proximity and removed logistical obstacles, creativity and 

collaboration were prioritized in the PLT.  Before shared personal practice occurred, analysis of 

the results revealed the need for consensus on the definition, action steps, and benefits of sharing 

practice.  Such consensus reframes sharing practice as a learning tool and minimizes the fear and 

anxiety of being observed.  Chapter 5 discusses the implications of the results contained in this 

study and recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

The final chapter of this study restates the research problem, purpose of the study, and 

reviews the major elements of the research design of this study.  After reviewing the research 

problem and design, this chapter summarizes the results outlined in the previous chapter, and 

discusses the implications of the reported results and recommendations for future research. 

Restatement of the Research Problem 

As articulated in chapter 1, effective instructional practice has a significant impact on 

student learning (Kruse, Louis, & Byrk, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Hord, 2009; Killion 

& Roy, 2009).  Effective instructional practice is nurtured and developed in collaborative 

contexts founded on trust and support (Hord, 2009; Owen, 2014).  The external influences and 

technologies that impede student success overwhelm the desire to learn.  Educators are obligated 

to meet the needs of the students in the classroom, yet have little influence on the issues affecting 

those students’ ability to learn (Schlechty, 2002).  However, educators do have creative control 

over their instructional practice.  With the myriad of problems plaguing the schoolhouse, the 

collegial commitment to improving instructional practice is crucial.  PLCs serve as a conduit for 

sharing instructional practice and its effects on student learning (Killion & Roy, 2009).  The 

learning dynamic created by an authentic PLT provides rich resources of creation, 

implementation, and evolution of instructional strategies.  Shared personal practice is one of the 

five dimensions of an effective PLC, and is the least apparent in most organizations (Hord, 1998; 

Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Blacklock, 2009).  The successful and 

consistent sharing of instructional practice in PLTs may yield greater results than any other 

characteristic of PLCs.  The honest dialogue of shared personal practice within the PLT will lead 
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to individual and community refinement of skills and a collective identity (Hord, 1998; Wenger, 

1998).  Therefore, many PLTs currently spend the least amount of time and energy on a practice 

that would impact instruction to the greatest degree: shared personal practice.  

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the current study is to analyze the conditions or systems inherent within 

an organization that facilitate or impede shared personal practice through a social constructivist 

lens.  Specifically, this study looked at the relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or 

barriers that affect shared personal practice.  Facilitating factors in light of social learning theory 

would be all the elements of mutual engagement within a community of practice that move that 

community towards the joint enterprise of shared personal practice.  By contrast, barriers within 

a community of practice would be elements that prevent mutual engagement of members in a 

mutually beneficial activity and successful pursuit of a joint enterprise.  Wenger (1998) 

suggested that such facilitating factors are a result of the interdependence of the community 

where they act as resources to each other.  As a result of the interdependence of the group 

members, relations can be more than simply collaboration in a group, relations can be 

“conflictual as well as harmonious, intimate as well as political, competitive as well as 

cooperative” (Wenger, 1998, p.56).  Thus, the purpose of this study is to understand the, 

relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice within the 

social context of a PLT.  

The consistent practice of sharing instructional strengths, experiences, conflicting 

opinions, and weaknesses develops a group of teachers as a more effective instructional team.  In 

identifying the conditions or systems that nurture collaboration and conversation around 

instruction, PLTs are more likely to achieve this practice.  The collaboration and collegial 
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dialogue focused on improving instructional practice has a significant impact on student learning 

(Kruse, Louis, & Byrk, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Hord, 2009; Killion & Roy, 2009).  

However, the intimate and vulnerable dialogue necessary to affect instructional practice evolves 

slowly and reluctantly for teachers within a PLT.  This study seeks to define and articulate the 

relational characteristics and facilitating factors that would expedite successful and consistent 

shared personal practice.  In addition, this study seeks to define and articulate the barriers that 

prevent successful shared personal practice. 

Research Questions 

This study searched for answers to the research questions guiding this study through 

thematic analysis of the data sources.  This study examined shared personal practice within core 

subject PLTs at two Texas high schools.  This study investigated answers to the following 

questions: 

1. What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal practice

to occur within a PLT? 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 

3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a

PLT? 

Review of Research Design 

As explained in Chapter 3, this study is a comparative case study of PLTs on two Texas 

high school campuses: Arbor High School and Meadow High School.  PLTs included in the 

study were initially identified using the PLCA-R to determine the two PLTs on each campus 

with the highest score in shared personal practice.  The PLCA-R was administered to all 

sophomore core classes on each campus.  The two PLTs identified for inclusion in the study 
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were observed twice during PLT time.  In addition, each PLT participated in a focus group 

interview centered on the definition of shared personal practice.  PLT members were asked to 

create individual concept maps to begin the focus group conversation and then share those 

concept maps with the group.  A collective concept map was created from major concepts shared 

with the group.  Following focus group interviews, two members from each PLT were asked to 

participate in individual in-depth interviews.  Data were collected over a six-month, September-

February, during the 2016-17 school year.  All data sources were transcribed and analyzed using 

thematic analysis based on codes created from the conceptual framework and the review of 

literature.  The data sources were analyzed for evidence of the dimensions outlined in Figure 3 in 

chapter 3.  A document analysis of campus improvement plans, staff development plans, and 

PLT agendas and minutes were included as part of the analysis process.  Documents were 

analyzed in search of references to PLCs and, specifically, shared personal practice.  A final 

layer of analysis was conducted at the discourse level to identify how language functioned as a 

reflection of the social context of the PLT.  Discourse analysis was applied to both the PLT 

dialogue observed during observations and the focus group interviews. 

Summary of the Results 

Thematic, discourse, and document analysis of the data sources obtained through this 

study revealed several necessary relational characteristics that encourage shared personal 

practice on a consistent basis.  Cultivating strong relationships based on trust and camaraderie 

was the primary and most important relational quality according to all of the PLTs included in 

this study.  The quality and depth of relationships within the PLTs created comfortable 

conversations, habits of vulnerability, and honest feedback.  As binding relationships were 

established and nurtured, PLT members formed a reliance on the collaborative context of the 

128



PLT.  The reliance on group collaboration was a product of the already lived creative 

productivity of that group.  The practice of sharing knowledge within the PLT was a common 

source of collective creativity.  PLT members worked and created at higher levels as a group 

than as individuals.  As PLTs became familiar with each member’s strengths, maximizing 

individual strengths for collective learning became a high priority.  All of the PLTs articulated a 

belief in collective responsibility nudging teachers away from the subjectivity of teaching.  

Teachers in the PLTs included in this study were deeply concerned with the success of students 

and teachers in all classrooms.  All of the identified themes of relational characteristics were 

revealed as essential for increased sharing of practice according to the PLTs. 

Continued analysis of the data sources revealed several facilitating factors that promoted 

or laid a foundation for shared personal practice to happen in the near future.  A collective clarity 

throughout the organization of the operating paradigm of the PLT was an important theme for 

increasing productivity and focus within the PLT.  An effective operating paradigm of routines, 

structure, scheduling, and proximity increased the sharing of personal practice.  Teachers in all 

of the PLTs included in this study the significance of proximity in accessing other teachers’ 

classrooms.  When teacher classrooms were grouped by content, informal and formal 

observations of instruction were more likely to happen.  All of the PLTs shared a common 

planning period and met weekly.  Where PLT practices were structured, a healthy balance of 

professional and personal relationships was evident.  A culture of continuous growth and 

reflection promulgated by leadership and sustained by PLTs created fertile ground for sharing 

personal practice.  The integration of new teachers into a culture of growth defined sharing 

personal practice as a natural occurrence and was an intuitive resource for new teachers.  In two 
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of the PLTs, access to and support from an instructional specialist increased the likelihood of 

shared personal practice happening in a more intentional way. 

Through this study, relational characteristics and facilitating factors that promote shared 

personal practice have been identified.  In addition, the research contained in this study identified 

barriers that prevented shared personal practice from occurring regularly and consistently.  The 

copious tasks of teaching required the PLT members to prioritize and often sacrifice learning.  

All of the PLTs spotlighted time as the greatest barrier to shared personal practice happening.  

The lack of creative time and space led to a preoccupation with calendaring and planning during 

PLT and lessening the opportunities of shared practice.  Each PLT discussed the emotional 

aspect of having colleagues in the classroom causing anxiety and fear.  All of the PLTs 

mentioned the need to frame shared personal practice in a positive light devoid of criticism and 

evaluation.  A shared understanding of the purpose and benefits of shared personal practice 

would create a sense of safety and collegiality.  

The secondary layer of analysis of the data sources in relation to the conceptual 

framework guiding this study identified a wide array of evidence of the dimensions in the 

observed PLTs.  The conceptual framework guiding this study included the five dimensions of a 

PLC were elaborated through the guiding principles of PLC research.  The expansion of each 

dimension through evidence connected other important and relevant research from the literature 

review to the work of Hipp and Huffman (2010).  This study is an elaboration of previous 

research, with an intensified focus on one dimension: shared personal practice.  The 

preponderance of evidence within a dimension was a strong indicator of the presence of shared 

personal practice.  The implications of strong or weak evidence for each of the dimensions have 

been woven into the discussion of that follows. 
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Implications of the Results 

Supportive and Shared Leadership 

Collaboration as evidence of supportive and shared leadership is an action rather than a 

relational quality.  The action of collaboration results in the creation of artifacts that are 

collectively possessed and become part of the shared repertoire of the community of practice 

(Wenger, 1998).  The Arbor PLTs had a preponderance of evidence for collaborative actions and 

shared repertoire indicating a habitual practice of creativity as a PLT.  Both of the Arbor PLTs 

reflected and expressed a genuine appreciation for the collective creativity of their PLT.  

Collective creativity in the Arbor PLTs has improved instructional practice and lessened the 

burdens on individual members.  The locus of control within the Arbor PLTs is internally 

positioned allowing the PLTs to customize collaboration to their community and individual 

needs.  External dictates by administration on how collaboration will occur and what it will 

produce, limits creativity and innovation, and prevents responsiveness to localized needs (Owen 

& Valesky, 2011).  PLTs progress faster and with more conviction when the power to make 

decisions and create is decentralized.  Thus, the shared repertoire is authentically produced and 

cherished by the PLT.  Every PLT member is invited into the collaborative process and where 

one member lacks knowledge, another will fill the gap.  The Arbor AP History Department Chair 

made intentional efforts to invite the quiet members of the PLT into the collaborative process.  

Such intentionality of inclusiveness promotes a sense of community and challenges less 

participatory voices to step out of their comfort zone. 

Shared repertoire is also established through discourse and ways of interacting (Wenger, 

1998).  An affirming PLT culture created through the exchange and validation of ideas helps 

PLT members feel valued and connected to something beyond their normal sphere of influence 
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(Linder, Post, & Calabrese, 2012). Such a culture fosters a myriad of perspectives as members 

are confident in sharing “information, decision-making, responsibility, commitment and 

accountability” (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  An emphasis on affirmation should not obscure 

effective practice in favor of protecting feelings or blind acceptance of all ideas.  The affirmation 

arises out of validating each member’s contribution to the dialogue and building on those 

contributions towards a final vision.  The Arbor AP History PLT used affirmation to provide 

clarity and consensus for the group during PLT observations.  This team consistently affirmed 

and acknowledged each other through discourse creating a rich and meaningful conversation.  

Individual identities of PLT members are constructed in relation to how the group interacts and 

treats each other.  The individual will absorb the mode of interactions that are modelled within 

the group (Wenger, 1998).  Therefore, the collective commitment to sincere words of affirmation 

within a PLT is essential in growing a community and preparing for sharing of personal practice.  

The previous experience of affirming discourse within the PLT eases the fear of being observed 

or filmed by colleagues.  

Where the PLTs in this study expressed a degree of interdependence, shared personal 

practice was occurring more frequently and was more advanced.  The interdependence of the 

PLTs was reflected in their continued desire to meet even when not mandated by administration.  

All of the PLTs included in this study expressed notions of the PLT as a source of support which 

has evolved into a common language of instructional discourse (Battersby & Verdi, 2015).  

However, the reflected interdependence was not based solely on personal relationships.  The 

expressed need for PLT time resulted out of a professional desire to improve and learn from 

colleagues and ultimately, affect student learning.  The habitual action of meeting weekly and 

maintaining focus on issues of teaching and learning has reified the PLT culture through the 
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projection of individual needs on the community (Wenger, 1998).  The PLTs included in this 

study felt that the time spent together was invaluable and a necessary element to ensure the 

continued success of both teacher and students.  All of the PLTs possessed a preponderance of 

evidence for a focus on student and adult learning except the Meadow English PLT.  While the 

work of this PLT was productive and diligent during the observations, the dialogue focused on 

curriculum, assignments, and dates.  The maturation of a PLT in preparing for sharing of 

personal practice is only attainable when learning dominates all PLT dialogues.  When issues of 

dates, times, and assignments move to email or informal conversation, time is created within the 

PLT to learn together.  

Supportive and shared leadership is easier with a community of learners who function 

well together.  With each school year, staffing needs and transitions will dictate changes in 

community personalities.  With each new addition, a period of acclimation will occur.  In an 

individual interview with a member of the Meadow English PLT, she noted the importance of 

combining the right personalities within a community.  Three of the PLTs in this study produced 

evidence of systems to coach and mentor new teachers through community integration such as 

coaching trainings, mentor relationships, and purposeful inclusive actions of newcomer.  Wenger 

(1998) suggested that newcomers should be purposefully integrated into the current practices and 

beliefs of the community.  Through intentional inclusion, the newcomer desires to connect to the 

history of the group in harmony and participate in the continued story of the group (Wenger, 

1998).  The importance of communicating campus beliefs on PLT priorities to new staff will 

ensure the right personalities are added to the team.  This may be done as early as the interview 

in determining perceptions of PLTs and communicating the campus vision.  Maintaining the 

comfort and ease of the community through the transition of new members is essential in 
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avoiding regression, stagnation, or disruption.  As stipulated by all of the PLTs, a culture of 

continuous growth reflected at all levels of the organization inducts new teachers into existing 

patterns.  The Arbor PLTs articulated and reflected a culture of continuous growth through all of 

their conversations, practices, and ideas.  This now established culture has a root in 

administrative directives that sprouted a redefinition of expectations for PLTs.  However, the 

maintenance of the culture resides in the consistent modelling of a growth mindset by all 

members of the organization.  New teachers on the Arbor campus have been easily inducted into 

the PLT culture because the pursuit of instructional growth is non-negotiable.  On both 

campuses, the new teachers in the PLTs were further along the path of sharing practice than 

colleagues.  This progression was a result of mentoring relationships and an intrinsic motivation 

in novice teaches.  The results indicated that new teachers possess a sense of urgency in 

observing effective practice that is lost as teachers’ season.  Mullen and Shunk (2014) accredited 

the coaching and mentoring model implicit in PLT as a source of learning for the entire 

community.  The new teachers observed in their classrooms expressed a degree of comfort with 

sharing personal practice; a perception that contrasted the feelings of the more experienced 

teachers.  The new teachers in the PLTs modelled an intrinsic desire to grow through observation 

creating an unexpected learning moment for the PLTs and fresh insights for this study.  New 

teachers contributed to collective learning in meaningful ways dispelling the assumption that 

lack of experience relegates them to silent observance.  

As PLTs cultivated strong relationships, an awareness of individual strengths naturally 

emerged.  Maximizing individual strength for group learning is an effective means of building 

leadership capacity.  The PLTs included in this study professed a focus on individual strengths to 

complete work tasks and improve practice.  However, evidence for this construct under 
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supportive and shared leadership was the least evident in all of the PLTs (Table 2).  This 

disparity between word and action suggests that building leadership capacity remains at the level 

of discourse, but has not invaded practice.  A further implication of this disparity is that building 

leadership capacity within a PLT is harder to achieve and requires established relationships 

where members know each other at a deeper level.  The concept of building leadership capacity 

can be a nebulous void of ambiguity.  This construct is difficult to define and open to 

interpretation.  Building leadership capacity connotes big moves and determined action.  Small 

actions of inviting classroom observations and demonstrating lessons are progressive examples 

of incrementally building leadership capacity.  Killian and Roy (2000) described this potential 

lack of understanding as “shared ignorance” which immobilizes the PLT and prevents growth.  

As reflected in chapter 4, a collective clarity of the operating paradigm of the PLTs in this study 

was evidenced through a shared understanding of how the PLT would function and why it 

existed.  The definition of terms and collective acceptance of those definitions contributes to 

collective clarity and propels the PLT towards a shared vision and belief system. 

The notion of utilizing other members’ strengths to improve practice individually and 

collectively necessitates a firm belief in the preeminence of the collective over the individual.  

The shift away from the individual to the collective is essential for sharing personal practice in 

authentic ways.  Through the exchange of knowledge based on teacher strengths the community 

defines its practice and becomes a unit.  Each individual identity is reified as members recognize 

their contribution to the group and negotiate meaning through mutual engagement (Wenger, 

1998).  As articulated in chapter 4, teacher strengths inspired creativity through knowledge-

sharing discourse within all of the PLTs to differing degrees and varying complexities.  Small 

chunks of knowledge ignited rich conversation and innovative solutions throughout the PLT 
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observations and focus group discussions.  A shift away from the nuts and bolts of teaching and 

towards a reprioritization of learning in the PLT time is implemented by rotating members 

divulging nuggets of expertise.  The adoption of such practices leads to problem-solving 

discourse that improves practice through collective reflection and collective possession of the 

knowledge.  Shared personal practice is merely a more defined process of acknowledging 

strengths, sharing knowledge, and collective problem-solving.  

Shared Values and Vision 

The Arbor administration has set clear expectations for PLTs to collaborate as a source of 

professional learning.  The Arbor CIP and staff development plans reiterate these values.  The 

clear communication of expectations reinforced by supervising administrators throughout the 

year increased the pressure on campus PLTs to focus on adult and student learning.  

Administration setting structural expectations shifts the object of discontent from the local to the 

global.  Both of the PLTs on this campus were advanced in their interdependence and their 

ability to collaborate and create.  Both PLTs reflected the qualities of effective PLTs prior to the 

administrative redefinition.  However, the administrative directives for increased structure 

spurred resistance and complaint from subject areas that had not yet adopted a PLT mentality.  

Initial resistance and resentment is normal in establishing new habits and will eventually subside 

if the vision is maintained.  Resistance mitigated by leadership through clarity of how the PLT 

will move forward prevents resentment and frustration taking root in the PLT culture (Wells & 

Feun, 2013).  Where campus leadership is not sending a clear message, the burden may fall to 

the team lead.  Conflicting visions ignite internal discord better absorbed by administration. 

Where campus leadership is modelling and emphasizing collaboration, such practices become 

high priorities and shared values in the PLC and PLT (Huffman & Jacobson, 2010).  Preserving 
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the delicate balance between external accountability and internal control accommodates space 

for the PLT to define the vision and take ownership in pursuit of that vision (Huffman & Hipp, 

2003; Hord & Hirsch, 2008).  

The Meadow PLTs had minimal administrative direction or communicated vision for the 

PLTs.  This lack of accountability or clear expectations by campus leadership has resulted in 

dysfunctional PLTs where conversation is unstructured, learning deemphasized, and productivity 

decreased.  The lack of refinement of beliefs and values is indicative of an under-developed 

community identity.  Participation in communities of practice is both an “action and a form of 

belonging” as evidenced through the construction of group identities (Wenger, 1998, p.4).  

Identity is constructed through the consistent articulation of what the community believes, 

values, does, and how they interpret all of those actions (Wenger, 1998).  In two individual 

interviews with Meadow team members, neither member could clearly articulate community 

values or beliefs.  Both members identified “placing kids first” which is an action rather than an 

expression of core beliefs about how they work together.  The lack of an established, cohesive 

group identity based on values risks disorder and chaos.  Chaos breeds insecurity and erodes 

trust.  The lack of organization and structure of PLT time points to the need for developing a 

collective identity expressed through cohesive values.  To achieve the most difficult dimension 

of consistently sharing practice, all PLT actions and decisions are filtered through the vision to 

propel the community forward along its envisioned trajectory.  

All of the PLTs emphasized the need for trust to function effectively as a PLT and share 

personal practice.  Evidence of trust was identified for all of the PLTs and reflected through the 

dialogue and exchange of ideas (Table 3).  Fullan (2007) and Hipp and Huffman (2003) 

identified the connection between trust-based relationships, innovation and risk-taking.  As trust 
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increases, habits of vulnerability are acquired augmenting transparency of personal practice.  

Developing relationships based on trust takes time working and learning together.  The trust 

necessary for shared personal practice to occur must flow deeply and pervasively fostering the 

needed vulnerability of deprivatized practice.  Allen (2013) defined social capital as the quality 

of relationships based on trust and respect within an organization both globally and locally.  A 

high level of social capital predicts the sharing of personal practice with intentionality.  As 

articulated by one of the AP History members, established relationships with observing 

colleagues must exist.  Otherwise, anxiety and discomfort may distort the effective practice of 

the observed teacher and yield less learning.  In chapter 4, the theme of negative perceptions 

which manifested in fear and anxiety were consistent barriers to sharing personal practice.  

Intentional trust-building actions and exercises followed by evaluating levels of trust within a 

PLT and the campus PLC are inherent practices in achieving shared personal practice.  The 

community must continually monitor and measure PLT trust levels to maintain a healthy 

environment for sharing practice. 

Wenger (1998) noted that as communities of practice become mutually engaged in their 

joint enterprise of improved instructional practice and student learning, a sense of mutual 

accountability develops.  Mutual accountability defines what will be done and what won’t be 

done, and what will be accepted and not accepted (Wenger, 1998).  As the community negotiates 

the parameters of their mutually accountable relationships, a musicality evolves as the members 

settle into certain patterns of behavior (Wenger, 1998).  The musicality and rhythm of an 

efficient PLT is reified through its structure, procedures, and routines.  Clear structure both 

constrains and liberates as it filters through what shouldn’t be there creating space for what 
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should be.  Evidence of group accountability was sparse for all of the PLTs indicating a de-

emphasis of definition and reinforcement of this value within all of the PLTs (Table 3).  

Group accountability implies a discourse that confronts and is often perceived to flow from the 

community towards the member.  Group accountability that is truly engendered in the 

community flows from the individual to the group as the individual self-monitors and self-

reflects. 

Collective Learning and Application 

All of the PLTs believed in the richness of collective creativity over individual creativity.  

Increased creativity in solving issues of instructional practice is the primordial benefit of PLT 

work.  Creative products are tangible evidence of collaboration and enforce action outside of the 

PLT.  Du Four et al. (2010) proposed that collaboration is futile without action taken in the 

classroom afterwards.  The movement of PLTs away from the conversational nature of the first 

two dimensions and towards the implied action of collective learning and application is an 

important predictor of shared personal practice.  Application in the classroom of collective 

learning disrupts current practice creating room for new practice (Hord, 1998; Linder, Post, & 

Calabrese, 2012).  Shared personal practice is an elaboration of collective learning and 

application through more intentional and committed means.  The mutual engagement of a 

community of practice evolves out of both the ability to contribute to and receive from the 

community (Wenger, 1998).  Successful PLTs, such as the Arbor AP History team, accept that 

identical individual knowledge is a distracting ideal.  Community knowledge is better 

constructed by the community identification of individual knowledge that best addresses the gap. 

Where knowledge and skill is lacking in an individual, the community contributes knowledge 

and skills to compensate (Wenger, 1998).  Developing a reliance on group creativity is derived 
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from establishing community discourse that values differentiation and is inclusive of all voices, 

even the voices of those less confident and reclusive.  The Arbor AP History PLT modelled and 

practiced inclusiveness in PLT dialogue by purposefully soliciting quieter voices through pointed 

questions.  This practice reinforces the collective identity and actively values the contribution of 

all members to collective learning.  

As PLTs grow and learn together, a shift in focus from subject, the individual teacher, to 

object, the student, occurs.  All of the PLTs in this study articulated a belief in doing what is best 

for students rather than what is convenient or comfortable for adults.  The more intense the focus 

on student needs, the more likely personal practice is shared in spite of initial discomfort.  PLTs 

who embrace disharmony as a conduit for learning and growth are more likely to share their 

practice and embrace learning through challenging and conflictual dialogue.  Wenger (1998) 

pointed out that the expectation of perpetual harmony in a community of practice is unrealistic 

and counterintuitive.  The mutual engagement of a community of individuals involves the 

binding of individual identities, perspectives, and experiences.  Therefore, communities of 

practice do not assume collective acquiescence; this communicates a denial of the inherent 

creativity of a PLT born of divergent interpretations (Wenger, 1998).  Community learning 

evolves out of disagreement and challenges where teachers reflect on and justify their 

instructional choices to themselves and the community.  This sincere and honest exchange of 

skills and knowledge is accessible through the push and pull of a collaborative community 

(Killian & Roy, 2009).  Learning happens in the friction of being challenged and justifying 

instructional decisions.  Such courageous conversations reveal classroom practices that lack 

intentionality and purpose; perhaps practices that have been passed on and adopted without 
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question.  Therefore, not only should dissention within the PLT be embraced, but it should be 

actively pursued as a foundation for authentically sharing personal practice.  

Admitting to failures as a community binds the community together, refines the 

collective identity and builds commitment to collective responsibility.  Reflective dialogue 

involved in collective learning and application often originates from a perceived failure or 

weakness.  In PLTs where mistakes, weaknesses and failures are freely expressed the quality of 

mutual recognition is evident, according to Wenger (1998).  As members engage in 

conversations about deficiencies, all members recognize something of themselves in the 

confession and reflect on their own practice (Wenger, 1998).  Reframing individual failures as a 

source of collective learning allows for community transformation unavailable on an individual 

level.  When PLTs regularly verbalize shortcomings in search of solutions, the consideration of 

classroom observations and video-taped lessons is less intimidating.  The Arbor Geometry PLT 

referenced and demonstrated a belief in sharing failures for collective learning.  The PLT related 

this vulnerability to a confidence in the PLT to provide honest feedback.  The PLT shared in the 

failures of its colleagues and worked through the dilemma of past practice to transform the future 

practice of all members (Jacobs & Yendol-Hoppey, 2010). As referenced in the collective 

creativity theme in chapter 4, the more practices, beliefs, and responsibilities are collectively 

owned, the more practice is transformed systemically. 

Collective responsibility is inclusive of the menial tasks of teaching.  Perfunctory tasks 

are essential supports for learning and improve practice such as, creating assignments, 

assessments, and preparing various elements of instruction.  The willingness of PLT members to 

share the burden of these tasks appears to be instrumental in maintaining group harmony and 

equanimity.  Lalor and Abawi (2014) conceptualized collective responsibility as a product of 
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collective awareness of needed improvement.  The Arbor AP History team mentioned a 

challenge they experienced where one member was not sharing the load invoking resentment and 

discord.  Members of the PLT addressed the deficient contributions of the individual in a 

professional manner, and the situation was rectified.  

All of the PLTs resoundingly agreed that time was the greatest barrier to sharing personal 

practice.  PLT members were overwhelmed with the daily demands of teaching and forced to 

prioritize many things over instructional conversations and sharing personal practice.  All of the 

PLTs worked collaboratively to accomplish tasks for group benefit and reflected on the balance 

and weight of individual loads.  This consistent characteristic of sharing the load is encouraging 

and indicative of an engrained sense of community and group accountability.  However, the 

forced prioritization of menial tasks over instructional improvement will require swift and 

determined action by campus and district leadership.  Creative solutions to minimize the menial 

tasks of teaching warrant immediate attention by administration.  Without committed campus 

and district resources to absorb non-creative tasks, space for creativity and learning is limited.  

The value placed on common conference periods on the Arbor campus indicates that 

instructional discussion is a high priority (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). 

 Allen (2013) identified the cycle of reflective dialogue and inquiry as the driving force 

behind PLT work.  Reflective dialogue is a means of participating in and contributing to a 

culture of continuous growth.  Reflective practices modelled by campus leadership and 

consistently encouraged in the PLT refines individual competence in self-reflection and meta-

cognition.  Wenger (1998) encapsulated the idea of reflective dialogue within the concept of 

imagination as means of belonging to the community.  Imagination as a means of belonging is 

reflected in a community member’s ability to transcend current practice and envision an entirely 
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different context.  Through imagining a divergent picture of current practice, a PLT member 

creates space for growth and innovation.  As imagination is explored by individuals, the 

collective identity is expanded as it makes connections outside of the internal locus of expertise.  

Reflective dialogue was evident in all of the PLTs and was specifically linked to student growth 

(Table 4).  The predominance of this vital PLT practice in three of the PLTs may account for the 

examples of shared personal practice that have already occurred.  Sharing personal practice 

through observation is a natural progression of reflective dialogue that impacts practice. 

Trust that predicts sharing personal practice is a product of courageous and reflective 

conversations that continually challenge PLT members to improve.  The superficial approval of 

every idea and practice is considered vapid and prevents true growth.  As mentioned in relation 

to trust, the ability to disagree and question in a professional manner indicates stronger 

relationships.  The belief that student needs supersede adult desires is implicit in the evolution of 

a collective responsibility.  Where such beliefs are explicitly and recursively voiced, teacher 

comfort with public reflection and responsiveness to community challenges will improve. 

Supportive Conditions 

Learning is a social function derived from interaction with other learners (Wenger, 1998).  

Relationship is the foundation of all PLT work; every action and conversation within a 

community of learners either builds or erodes relational bonds.  The dynamics of relationship-

building are complex and multi-faceted; they are linked to every theme reported in chapter 4. 

Therefore, the nurturing of strong relationships should be of the highest priority for leadership 

within and without the community of learners.  Camaraderie develops initially and provides the 

foundation for cultivating the array of relational characteristics inherent in community 

relationships.  Hipp et al. (2008) described collaboration as both the structure and the 
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relationships of PLTs as they pursue a common vision.  Collaboration as a component of 

supportive conditions describes the relational characteristics that emerge as a result of 

collaborative action.  Evidence of collaborative relationships was identified for all of the PLTs, 

but less abundant than the collaborative actions of shared and supportive leadership (Table 5).  

This incongruity between action and relationship may indicate a misconception of true 

collaborative work.  Resolving community issues without group negotiation to refine and 

transform practice denies the experience of true collaboration.  The Arbor Geometry PLT 

demonstrated collaborative relationships and effective problem-solving as they negotiated the 

parameters of the proposed intervention program.  Knowledge-sharing initiated the dialogue, but 

PLT members’ questions, suggestions, and varied perspectives distilled the original 

conceptualization into a comprehensible and implementable program.  The interplay of 

acceptance and interrogative conversation clarifies the parameters of the program for community 

consensus, resulting in adoption of the new program into the shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). 

 Comfortable conversations are indicative of shared personal practice or the potentiality 

of it occurring in the near future.  Wenger (1998) pointed to the ease of conversation and the 

sense of dialogue being a continuation of a previous event as qualifying markers that a 

community of practice has evolved.  The important work of sharing personal practice should not 

negate the humanness of community participation.  In fact, time spent being human together as 

well as working enhances the ability of a team to define their vision and belief system.  The 

Arbor AP History PLT described their time together as a kind of support.  This idea of 

community support was a thread woven throughout the members’ perceptions of their respective 

PLT.  Support as a characteristic of community combines the duality of collegiality and faith in 

the skills and knowledge of the group.  One does not exist without the other.  Teaching is a 
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personable profession: students respond to teachers who care and are effective instructors.  The 

same is true for a PLT in their pursuit of shared personal practice.  Relationship as a pre-

condition for cultivating a community discourse explains the infrequency of sharing practice and 

accounts for its late arrival in PLT evolution.  Integrating shared personal practice too early in 

the PLT evolutionary process may negate trust already established through other PLT practices.  

Trust is a fragile force that permeates the PLT and may influence PLT work positively or 

negatively.  Thus, PLTs may tread cautiously before sharing personal practice without a 

pronounced atmosphere of camaraderie.  Recognizing the opportune moment to initialize shared 

personal practice will vary depending on the PLT and should be determined by the team 

internally.  Establishing a shared understanding of the purpose and benefits of sharing personal 

practice through dialogue will ease the transition into implementation. 

All of the PLTs reflected community as a characteristic of discourse.  This sense of 

community is strongly supported in the abundance of evidence of collegiality and collaborative 

relationships (Table 5).  The lack of evidence of a balance between professionalism and 

community for three of the PLTs suggests that clear relational boundaries have not yet 

developed.  Louis (2008) highlighted the importance of balance in personal and professional 

relationships in maintaining a forward trajectory.  When PLTs lean towards increased 

professionalism, conversation can be rigid and focused on individual needs.  When PLTs lean 

towards community, practices become insular and members become self-reliant.  The balance of 

relationships was a contributing factor to the collective clarity reported in chapter 4.  As PLTs 

define their processes and routines to increase productivity, clear parameters for group 

interaction are established.  The Arbor Geometry team has moved beyond superficial 

relationships in their willingness to embrace disagreement as a source of growth.  The 
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boundaries between personal and professional relationships are often blurred and require 

rigorous attention to community health and a productive balance.  Wenger (1998) referred to this 

attentiveness to relational boundaries as “community maintenance”, and the ability of a PLT to 

“transform mutual engagement into a community of practice requires work” (p.74).  The “work” 

of building strong relationships may reside in purposeful moments of challenging ideas to refine 

and provide a conduit for collective adoption of the refinements.  Explaining the why of practice 

and decision junctures augments the identification of superfluous practice that has become 

engrained over time within the PLT.  

The consistent use of norms, agendas, and protocols reinforced the professionalism of 

PLT dialogue and nurtured supportive conditions.  Where PLT dialogue was structured and 

focused, more was achieved in a shorter amount of time.  The Arbor AP History team 

represented the most structured protocol for PLT dialogue and the territory covered was 

extensive and thorough.  However, their conversation still allowed for laughter, joking, and the 

sharing of personal information to build rapport.  Dialogue was always quickly refocused 

without deviating too far from the intended agenda.  The structure fostered feelings of safety and 

warmth as members valued their time together and expressed enjoyment of each other’s 

company.  This delicate balance is the hallmark of a mature and thriving PLT (Louis, 2008).  

Such balance takes time to maneuver, but once achieved will induce PLT members to be more 

transparent about their personal practice.  The readiness of a PLT to delve deeper into sharing 

practice is determined by the community health and functional balance. 

 The impetus for increased structure in the Arbor AP History PLT came from 

administration, but has since been wholeheartedly adopted by the community.  This PLT has 

become so accustomed to the structure that they would actively resist dismantling it.  While the 
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expectations of structure is externally determined, once the PLT has absorbed the new structure 

and reaped benefits, fidelity to the structure is internally maintained.  Social learning theory 

espouses the efficacy of community rituals and procedures in further establishing a collective 

identity.  The alignment of rituals deepens the sense of belonging through standardized practices 

and connects the local PLT context to the global PLC framework.  By contrast, the Meadow 

Chemistry PLT reflected a more free-flowing form of dialogue with no evident structure.  This 

PLT shared that organic conversations throughout the day has led to important instructional 

decisions on a regular basis.  While the analysis of data supported structure to increase 

productivity, the alternate paradigm of increased creativity through organic, spontaneous 

conversation should not be ignored.  While the PLT dialogue was still focused on student 

learning, less was accomplished because of tangent conversations and personal stories that 

distracted from the core purpose of PLT work.  The undefined structure in this PLT also 

prevented concrete decision-making and action steps.  The action taken in the classroom 

following PLT dialogue is the ultimate goal of all collaborative work (DuFour et al., 2010).  

Words without action demoralize the PLT and cause stagnation.  Without a balance of personal 

and professional relationships, the important work of instructional improvement to impact 

student learning is compromised.  Attention is distracted and difficult to refocus in the Meadow 

Chemistry PLT without collective agreements to reference and reinforce.  By collectively 

agreeing on the PLT operations, members are accountable to the community for maintaining 

boundaries.  

The dimension of supportive conditions encompasses the considerations of space, time, 

and logistics of PLT work.  A campus commitment to scheduling dedicated PLT time is a basic, 

but compulsory condition for shared personal practice (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  Meeting 
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outside of the already overloaded workday is ineffective.  PLTs afforded time to meet within the 

workday on a weekly basis facilitates sharing personal practice as the habit of meeting is reified 

as a community artifact.  Related to scheduling is the primacy of teacher proximity in the 

collaborative process (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  All of the PLTs emphasized the value of 

proximity in collaborative relationships and problem-solving organically throughout the day.  

Common planning periods and proximity remove obstacles to collaboration that are outside of a 

teacher’s control.  Campus leadership has the primary responsibility in purposeful decisions that 

dismantle physical obstacles optimizing access to PLT colleagues.  Wenger (1998) warned 

though that proximity is not a sufficient condition of collaboration that it exists in isolation. 

However, proximity increases interactions that draw the community together and away from the 

isolation of the classroom.  

The Arbor AP History PLT indicated that the inordinate amount of time spent on non-

creative tasks has overwhelmed the concept of teacher as creator and designer.  Prytula (2012) 

noted that teachers provided time and space to be reflect deeply on their practice will become 

better learners.  Access to the Design Center on the Meadow campus has provided a space for the 

PLTs to collaborate and reflect with designated leaders available to facilitate discussion.  The 

Meadow campus centered its vision on effective lesson design rather than PLT growth.  The 

assumption by campus leadership is that conversation initiated in the Design Center will 

continue in the PLT.  The campus has promulgated a vision of promoting teachers as creators of 

effective lesson design through application of design qualities that increase student engagement.  

This vision is articulated in the campus CIP and supported through the work of the Design 

Center.  The emphasis on lesson design may explain the lack of administrative guidance within 

the PLTs.  Lesson design is an assumptive precondition of instructional collaboration and sharing 
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personal practice.  Laying a foundation of intentional lesson design may delay the incorporation 

of sharing personal practice on this campus, but may also increase the success of sharing 

personal practice because of the additional layer of effective instruction. 

Shared Personal Practice 

Taking small, calculated steps towards shared personal practice is a practical strategy for 

smooth implementation.  Chapter 4 identified an absence of PLT consensus on the purpose and 

benefits of sharing personal practice as a barrier to this dimension.  Before embarking on 

purposeful sharing of practice, PLT members should define and negotiate their learning goals 

before continuing.  

Strong relationships based on trust and mutual engagement evolve congruently with the 

clarification of and concentration on the previous dimensions within PLT culture.  Marks and 

Louis (1999) reported that professional community strongly predicts teaching quality as 

evidenced through authentic pedagogy.  Professional community is reflected in the balance of the 

social and technical aspects of teaching.  Professional community is mirrored in the culture of a 

PLT as a result of the adoption of the previous dimensions as guiding principles for PLT growth.  

Professional community reflects the relational qualities identified in chapter 4 associated with the 

theme of cultivating strong relationships.  Professional community is a reified derivative of the 

balance of personal and professional relationships in creating supportive conditions.  

Professional community is expressed through the collective clarity and unified desire to 

intentionally and unabashedly open classrooms without constraints to peer observation and 

scrutiny.  

Misconceptions expressed by the Meadow PLTs indicated a need for collective clarity 

and purposeful framing of shared personal practice before progressing further.  The Meadow 
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PLTs shared a belief in the futility of discussing instruction and successes that have already 

occurred.  Shared personal practice is a tool for reflective growth that impacts future 

instructional decisions.  Marks and Louis (1999) articulated the implications for PLT work as an 

inspection and expectation of high-quality teaching and a depth of learning daily in the 

classroom.  This conceptualization of sharing personal practice correlates directly with the 

cyclical nature of reflective dialogue practice, reflection, learning, and adjustment (DuFour et al., 

2010).  A shared understanding of this correlation and purpose will increase the positive impact 

of sharing personal practice.  Reframing the purpose of shared personal practice as a tool for 

growth was a common idea in relation to removing barriers to shared personal practice.  All of 

the PLTs expressed fear and anxiety about being observed and filmed, especially by 

administrators.  The Arbor AP History focus group yielded an original perspective to alleviate 

the negative perceptions of peer observation.  A member of the PLT suggested that the word 

“observation” be reframed with a desire to learn as the observer rather than the observed 

receiving feedback.  Owen (2014) reinforced the learning of both participants as valuable tools 

for professional learning.  To ease the anxiety of peer observation, focusing on the learning of 

the observer initially allows for gradual inclusion of shared personal practice.  

 The incorporation of habits of vulnerability within a PLT was a strong indicator of 

readiness to share personal practice.  Habitual transparency within the PLT deprivatizes practice 

as teachers move away from isolated, private practice and move towards a shared practice 

(Louis, Marks and Kruse, 1996).  Each of the PLTs had evidence of deprivatized practice and 

shared personal practice (Table 6).  The Arbor PLTs had more successfully deprivatized practice 

through the analysis of student work, new members taking the initiative to observe classrooms, 

and the filming of lessons by the instructional specialist.  Several facilitating factors had 
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contributed to this more advanced immersion in sharing personal practice.  In every dimension, 

the Arbor PLTs had more evidence of habitual reference to the other dimensions.  Supportive 

and shared leadership was evident in the campus articulation of PLT expectations and the option 

of observing classrooms as a source of professional learning.  The Arbor PLTs easily expressed a 

shared vision of nurturing the whole student and community values of trust, honest feedback, 

group accountability, and improved student learning.  Collective learning and application was 

evident in the knowledge-sharing and problem-solving discourse followed by action in the 

classroom.  Supportive conditions were rich and inclusive as the PLT members interacted 

comfortably, but productively.  The perfect reflection of each dimension is not required before 

progressing in shared personal practice.  However, to ensure a safe environment already exists 

before adopting the last dimension, an assessment of the PLT culture through the lens of each 

dimension would increase the likelihood of successfully sharing practice. 

Harris and Jones (2010) noted that the lack of structural and systems’ support was a 

barrier to shared understanding and increased the likelihood of conflicting visions of where the 

organization was headed.  Without a shared understanding and vision, shared personal practice is 

less effective because individual members pursue and engage with the process individually rather 

than for collective learning.  The support of an instructional specialist was an important and 

unanticipated factor that facilitated or prevented sharing personal practice according to the PLTs.  

The Arbor PLTs had the support of an instructional specialist and consequently classroom 

observations had been filmed by the instructional specialist to use as a source of learning and 

growth for the PLT.  The Meadow Chemistry PLT had instructional specialist support in 

facilitating classroom observations by the new teacher followed by discussion about what was 

observed and learned.  By contrast, the Meadow English team had no evidence of sharing 
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personal practice beyond analysis of student work.  The Meadow PLT indicated that the lack of 

instructional support was a barrier to sharing personal practice.  Without the additional resource 

of this position, scheduling of classroom visits was problematic.  The dedication of resources to 

an instructional support position might inadvertently alleviate the burdens of non-creative tasks 

that PLTs collectively identified as an additional barrier to sharing personal practice.  A 

dedicated staff member to facilitate, guide, and emphasize shared personal practice alleviates 

pressure on the PLT and allows purposeful and intentional progress towards shared personal 

practice. 

Shared personal practice assumes that instructional improvement is a priority.  This 

foundational characteristic of shared personal practice reflects the theme of a culture of 

continuous growth reported in chapter 4.  A culture of growth fosters innovation and risk-taking.  

Instructional practice becomes responsive and focused on resolving issues of deficient teaching 

and learning (Marks & Louis, 1999).  The increased responsiveness of instructional practice 

encourages the sharing of successes and failures for collective learning.  A member of the Arbor 

Geometry PLT expressed a confidence in the support of the group to give honest, but helpful 

feedback to improve practice.  Authentic feedback is not a blanket acceptance of all ideas and 

practices, but rather constructive feedback that substantiates practice.  This statement is a 

powerful recognition of the value of disagreement within a PLT.  Communities of practice do not 

presume agreement on all matters, but rather the ability of the group to determine best practices 

collectively through the exchange of ideas (Wenger, 1998).  The practice of negotiating meaning 

through disagreement was not directly observed in any of the PLT observations.  While members 

professed a belief in the power of disagreement, challenging ideas for group learning was not a 

habitual practice.  
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 The skill of providing feedback to colleagues often develops through instructional 

coaching trainings where teachers learn how to discuss instruction and provide suggestions that 

avoid personalization.  All of the PLTs included in the study indicated certain members had 

received instructional coaching training whether in a formal format or through the work in the 

Meadow Design Center.  Thus, the need for PLT guidance in how to have instructional coaching 

conversations with colleagues may be a necessary pre-cursor to challenge colleagues and share 

personal practice.  However, only one of the PLTs had evidence of non-judgmental feedback 

practices.  Effective shared personal practice has a constructive, non-judgmental feedback 

component and signifies a more advanced understanding of shared personal practice (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2003; Hipp & Huffman, 2010, Killion & Roy, 2009).  While the PLTs have made 

attempts to deprivatize practice, the key learning occurs when the observed teacher receives 

targeted and specific feedback.  The lack of non-judgmental feedback in the PLTs is not 

indicative of a lack of engagement.  Patterns have been adopted by the communities that will be 

reinvented as they progress towards shared personal practice (Wenger, 1998).  By increasingly 

deprivatizing practice, the community grows and learns, and the members will create new 

meaning and experiences as it relates to shared personal practice.  

Trust was a necessary component before colleagues could successfully discuss student 

work in light of their own instructional practice.  The ease and willingness to analyze student 

work versus video-taping lessons or observing colleagues may indicate that this is the first 

natural step for a PLT once trust has been safely established.  While the analysis of student work 

has a personal attachment for teachers, the degree of vulnerability is not as intense as being 

observed in the practice of teaching.  The Arbor AP History team demonstrated significant 

vulnerability with each other in their analysis of test data attached to teacher names.  This degree 
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of vulnerability has taken several years to develop and has emerged as a habit of vulnerability 

adopted by the PLT in spite of initial discomfort and reluctance.  As members become more 

accustomed to vulnerability in one area, the possibility arises of deprivatizing practice in other 

areas.  Owen (2014) and Wells and Feun (2012) indicated that the obligation to innovate 

increases the value of deprivatizing practice and is actively pursued.  The newest teacher on this 

team experienced vulnerability through student data analysis, for the first time last year.  The 

new teacher expressed considerable discomfort in the process.  However, by inducting the new 

teacher into this established pattern, an important precedent has been set for future vulnerability. 

Analysis of student work during PLT time was evident to some degree in all of the PLTs.  How 

student work was analyzed within the PLT varied contextually.  Schlecty (2002) supported the 

use of protocols to structure discussion of student work.  The addition of protocols increased 

intentionality in adjusting instructional practice based on student misunderstandings.  Dedicated 

and protected time to have such conversations is a facilitating factor of shared personal practice.  

The PLTs on both campuses shared common planning periods and met weekly.  The Meadow 

PLT confessed that without a common planning period, instructional conversations would be 

even less prioritized.  

The consistent presence of analyzing student work across the PLTs was the primary 

example of vulnerability with the PLTs as it relates to sharing practice.  This aspect of shared 

personal practice appears to be easier to integrate and a more instinctual practice within the 

PLTs.  The Meadow English PLT reflected a common practice of analyzing student work 

intentionally in the PLT and organically during the day.  English teachers instinctively analyze 

student work because of quality concerns related to student writing.  Determining quality writing 

is subjective and requires English teachers to calibrate and discuss how rubrics are being applied.  
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As teachers collectively examine student work and identify learner errors, teachers are forced to 

examine their own content and pedagogical knowledge (Brodie, 2014).  The important and often 

missing component of analyzing student work is the connection to instructional practice and 

lesson design.  In reference to student work analysis, a Meadow PLT member indicated that the 

verbalization of error patters observed in student work within the PLT was sufficient for 

affecting practice.  The same PLT shared a similar belief about the applicability of analyzing 

student work in certain contents.  The PLT indicated that analyzing student work is more 

relevant for writing-intensive contents.  Both comments in regards to analyzing student work 

reveal underlying misconceptions about the purpose and value of this practice.  Practice is about 

doing in social contexts where meaning is negotiated to give structure and form to how we work 

as educators (Wenger, 1998).  The practice of informally discussing student errors without 

tangible evidence to examine prevents this team from making transformational connections 

between student work and instructional practice.  The belief that analyzing student work is more 

applicable to student writing is an understandable misconception.  The analysis of student 

assessments or labs can also provide fertile ground for reflection on practice.  As teams analyze 

how students responded and make connections to lesson design and instruction, deficient and 

effective strategies are identified.  The use of protocols and structured conversations with 

specific questions to help analyze non-writing samples may be a useful tool initially. 

Implications for Future Research 

The relational characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice 

within a PLT on two Texas High School campuses have been presented and discussed in relation 

to the five dimensions of an effective PLC, social learning theory, and the literature review (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2010).  Whereas this study provided valuable insights on the systems or conditions 
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that impede and promote the sharing of personal practice within a PLT, future research may 

elaborate on the results and discussion of the research contained in this study.  Further research 

may elucidate the transformative effect of consistent shared personal practice on student 

achievement and instructional practice.  Below are the suggested areas of future research on 

shared personal practice: 

 Analysis of the influence on PLC evolution of teaching high-performing

or low-performing students  

 Analysis of the influence on PLC evolution of teaching diverse or low

socio-economic populations 

 Analysis of teacher sense of self-efficacy as a result of sharing practice

 Comparative analysis of the transformative effects on instructional

practice of video-observations, classroom observations, lesson 

demonstration in the PLT, and student work analysis in the PLT 

 Analysis of PLT productivity as a result of structures and routines

 Analysis of the impact on student engagement as a result of sharing

personal practice 

 Analysis of group dynamics in relation to sharing personal practice

 Analysis of the impact of lesson design on sharing personal practice

A qualitative research design in the recommended areas of research at the PLT level rather than 

the campus or district PLC level would yield rich results.  The context of the PLT provides a 

more honed focus on localized practice and interpretation within a PLT.  The suggested areas fit 

within the qualitative paradigm of describing practice and data sources similar to the sources 

included in this study would provide rich data in any of the areas.  
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Implications for Policy and Practice 

Considerations before Sharing Personal Practice 

The incorporation of shared personal practice as a learning tool in the PLT is a 

final chapter in the history of a PLTs quest for instructional improvement.  Certain practices, 

beliefs, and agreements will promote and predict a successful transition into sharing personal 

practice.  Proactively migrating obstacles and constraints that compromise the integrity and 

productivity of sharing personal practice establishes a safer environment for teachers to 

deprivatize their practice.  An anticipation of the negative or positive impact on PLT morale as 

challenges emerge in the negotiation of sharing personal practice.  Proactive consideration and 

discussion of the parameters and implications of sharing personal practice within the PLT will 

minimize the anxiety that naturally occurs.  The Arbor and Meadow PLTs offered valuable 

insights into the perceptions and practicalities of sharing personal practice based on the current 

climate and culture of their PLTs and campus.  Based on the results of this study and the 

connections to prior research, a PLT or PLC interested in cultivating shared personal practice 

may consider the following: 

 Establish consensus on a time, day, and place to meet and the honoring of that time

 Create opportunities for personal interactions outside of the PLT dedicated time to meet

 Construct intentional opportunities to share successes and highlight expertise in the PLT

 Establish PLT consensus on the shared vision, values, and beliefs

 Establish PLT consensus on the importance of continuous growth and how it relates to

sharing personal practiceFacilitate discussion that defines shared personal practice both 

conceptually and procedurally and how the interpretation will be localized within the 

PLT 
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 Establish PLT consensus on the value of disagreement and questioning in collaborative

conversations 

 Create PLT practices that promote professional disagreement and questioning

 Establish PLT consensus on habits of vulnerability to increase transparency

 Incorporate protocols within the PLT to structure dialogue

 Remove administrative participation from the peer observation component of sharing

personal practice 

 Evaluate the level of PLT comfort with the elements of sharing personal practice

 Begin with student work analysis without teacher names as a first intentional step to

sharing personal practice 

 Solicit partner volunteers to observe each other and share their experience with the PLT

Guiding Principles of Shared Personal Practice 

Guiding principles derived from the results of this study based on the identified relational 

characteristics, facilitating factors, or barriers to shared personal practice elucidate the 

relationship of the dimensions of an effective PLC to sharing personal practice.  The analysis of 

evidence of each dimension indicated that consistent and intentional shared personal practice is a 

result of developing the other four dimensions.  Shared personal practice is the least evident and 

the most difficult dimension to successfully incorporate into PLT practice (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010).  Therefore, campus and PLT leadership are responsible for leading the culture of 

cultivating strong relationships within the PLT.  The quality of relationships within a PLT 

predicts the presence of the other dimensions and shared personal practice.  Relationship-

building practices must be intentional throughout the organization to promote collaborative 

dialogue that transforms instructional practice.  Leadership influences the culture and climate of 
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a campus through modelling transparency and the nurturing a culture of continuous 

improvement.  Resources should be provided to support PLT work through intentional 

scheduling and placement of teachers, instructional specialist support, and a concerted effort to 

alleviate the teacher burden of non-creative tasks.  A PLT preoccupation with collective learning 

and instructional improvement should be the central tenet of all campus decisions.  Expectations 

for increased structure within the PLT should be communicated by administration and 

emphasized as a conduit for improving practice. 

Conclusion 

Shared personal practice is an effective and transformative conduit for professional 

learning and instructional refinement.  The incorporation of this PLT practice is difficult to 

achieve because the vulnerability necessary for sharing personal practice develops from strong 

relationships nurtured over time.  The research presented in this study offers authentic insights 

into the practical and conceptual implications of pursuing and implementing shared personal 

practice.  Further research is needed to analyze the impact of shared personal practice on teacher 

self-efficacy.  Shared personal practice augments teacher self-efficacy through instructional 

refinement that improves student learning.  The willingness of a PLT to embrace shared personal 

practice and endure the initial discomfort of deprivatization will reap great dividends.  The initial 

discomfort and resistance to new practices will fade behind the satisfaction of increased 

competence to illuminate young minds.  
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Year:  2014 

Student population  Staff population   % Economically disadvantaged     % African-American     % Hispanic 

Arbor High School 

4411   300  15.2  11.1  14.1 

Meadow High School 

3039   216  16.7    10.1   20.1 

161



APPENDIX B 

INITIAL INVITATION 

162



Good morning! 

My name is Anna Curtis.  I am a House Principal at Lowery.  I have been granted approval to 

conduct some research in your PLCs as part of my PhD dissertation.  I am looking at the 

facilitating factors, relational characteristics, and barriers to shared personal practice within the 

PLC.  Shared personal practice is defined as teachers observing each other and providing non-

judgmental feedback or examining student work within the PLC. 

With your permission, I will identify two of your PLCs to use as part of my study through the 

administration of the Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R).  This 

is an on-line tool that identifies the existence of five dimensions within your PLC:  supportive 

and shared leadership, shared vision and values, collective learning and application, supportive 

conditions, and shared personal practice. 

I would like to find a day and time after school to bring all of your PLC members together in a 

computer lab to administer the PLCA-R.  I will briefly explain my research, ask members to sign 

a consent form, and then administer the PLCA-R.  The whole process should not take longer than 

20 minutes.  I would like to propose Tuesday, September 20
th

 at 3:45pm in the library. 

Please let me know if you are willing to participate in my study and if this day will work for your 

team.  I greatly appreciate your consideration and willingness to help with my research. 

Thank you in advance. 

Anna Curtis 
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Shared and 

Supportive 

Leadership 

Shared 

Values and 

Visions 

Collective 

learning and 

application 

Shared 

Personal 

Practice 

Supportive 

Conditions-

Relationships 

Supportive 

Conditions-

Structures 

Arbor 

chemistry 
2.94 3.05 3.17 2.89 3.2 3.08 

Arbor on-

level history 
2.68 2.67 2.68 2.75 2.5 2.73 

Arbor 

geometry 
3.04 3.29 3.24 2.94 3.16 3.14 

Arbor AP 

History 
3.0 3.26 3.5 3.02 3.23 2.98 

Arbor pap- 

chemistry 
3.24 3.35 3.38 3.07 3.2 2.88 

Meadow 

geometry 
2.74 2.98 2.72 2.68 2.88 2.84 

Meadow 

English 
3.6 3.59 3.43 3.14 3.33 3.57 

Meadow 

chemistry 
2.93 2.96 3.1 3.03 3.16 3.02 
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Note: I will begin the interview by informing the interviewee about myself and my study.  An 

explanation will be provided regarding the tape recording of the interview and that their 

responses will be strictly confidential.  They will also be informed that if there is 

something they would like to say off tape, I will oblige by stopping the tape midstream for 

their commentary. 

1. Please describe your campus role (background).

2. Please describe your experience with PLC work (background).

3. What data sources do you use to make decisions about teaching and learning?

(Research questions 2 and 3).  Probes: state assessment data, campus and classroom

data, staff development, trainings, How are they used?  Who provides the data?

4. Who assumes responsibility and accountability for student learning?  (Research

question 2) Probes: How and when is this determined?  What role does the PLC have

in the determination?

5. Do you possess a shared values and belief system?  How was that determined?

(Research questions 1, 2, and 3).  Probes:  How and when was this created?  How is

it communicated and maintained?

6. How does your PLC acquire new knowledge?  (Research questions 1,2, and 3)

Probes:  What are the sources?  Who introduces new knowledge to the group?  How

does the PLC act on new knowledge?

7. Describe the relationships within your PLC.  (Research question 1) Probes:  Do the

relationships change or evolve?  How do the relationships impact PLC work?  How

do you celebrate successes?  Do you share failures and risk-taking?

8. How do you learn together?  (Research questions 1 and 2).  Probes:  Who decides

what the group will learn?  How do you decide what you will learn together?  How do

you apply your learning?  What sources do you access?  How do you share learning

in the PLC and throughout the campus?

9. How do you assess the application of your learning?  (Research question 2) Probes:

Do you evaluate individually or collectively?  What tools do you use for evaluation?

What role does the PLC play in evaluation?

10. How do you determine the effectiveness of your instructional practice?  (Research

questions 1 and 2).  Probes:  What tools do you use?  What characterizes effective
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instruction?  Does the PLC agree on what characterizes effective instruction?  What 

happens when instruction is ineffective? 

11. What is the role of student work in your collaborative process?  (Research questions

1,2, and 3).  Probes:  How and when do you examine student work?  How do you

determine evidence of student learning?  Do you modify instruction based on

conversations about student work?

12. Do opportunities exist for peer observation and providing non-judgmental feedback?

(Research questions 1, 2, and 3).  Probes:  When does this happen?  How is it

arranged?  How often?  Who is observed?  Who observes?  What is done prior to the

peer observation?  What is done after the observation?  What prevents peer

observation from happening?  In what ways do you provide feedback to peers

regarding instructional practice?  Have you attended training on providing

instructional feedback?

Note: I will end the interview by asking for any additional remarks or insights that have not been 

shared.  I will thank the interviewee and explain the next steps in the research process.  I will 

again assure the interviewee that his or her identity will not be revealed in connection with the 

answers given in the interview.  

Research Questions 

Cross-references of interview questions with the three research questions: 

1. What are the relational characteristics necessary for shared personal practice to occur

within a PLT? 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?

3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?
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Note: I will begin the interview by informing the group about myself and my study.  An 

explanation will be provided regarding the tape recording and video-taping of the 

interview and that their responses will be strictly confidential.  They will also be informed 

that if there is something they would like to say off tape, I will oblige by stopping the tape 

and video midstream for their commentary.  I will explain the process for sharing 

individual concept maps and creating a group concept map of shared personal practice.   

1. Please describe your concept map of shared personal practice.  (Focus group

members will be asked to take notes while listening to the concept maps of other

members.)

2. Please identify strengths in the individual concept maps that should be included in the

group concept map.  (As members identify strengths, I will write concepts and ideas

on large poster where the group can see the map as it emerges).

3. Please identify gaps that exist in the group concept map.  Is there anything missing

that would further facilitate shared personal practice?

Note: I will end the interview by asking for any additional remarks or insights that have not been 

shared.  I will thank the interviewee and explain the next steps in the research process.  I 

will again assure the interviewee that his or her identity will not be revealed in 

connection with the answers given in the interview.   

Research Questions 

Cross-references of major concepts with the three research questions: 

1. What are the relational factors necessary for shared personal practice to occur within a

PLT? 

2. What are the facilitating factors of consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?

3. What are the barriers that prevent consistent shared personal practice within a PLT?
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APPENDIX I 

PRELIMINARY CODES 
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1. Collaboration

2. Focus on adult and student learning

3. Building leadership capacity

4. Coaching and mentoring

5. Shared belief system

6. Shared understanding

7. Trust

8. Group accountability

9. Common language

10. Collective responsibility

11. Reflective dialogue

12. Collaborative relationships

13. Balance between professionalism and community

14. Collegiality

15. Consideration of physical structures, logistics, and time

16. Professional community

17. Classroom observation

18. Non-judgmental feedback

19. Deprivatized practice

20. Instructional improvement
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21. Student work analysis

22. Growth in novice teachers
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SALIENT CODES 
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1. Collaboration

2. Focus on adult and student learning

3. Shared belief system

4. Shared understanding

5. Group accountability

6. Collective responsibility

7. Reflective dialogue

8. Collaborative relationships

9. Balance between professionalism and community

10. Collegiality

11. Consideration of physical structures, logistics, and time

12. Classroom observation

13. Instructional improvement

14. Student work analysis
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Refined codes Code Categories Themes 

1. Collaboration Relational characteristics 

Community agreements 

Collective creativity 

2. Focus on adult and 

student learning 

Community agreements Collective clarity 

3. Shared belief 

system 

Community agreements Collective clarity 

4. Shared 

understanding 

Community agreements Collective clarity 

5. Group 

accountability 

Shared load Collective clarity 

6. Collective 

responsibility 

Shared load Collective creativity 

7. Reflective dialogue Continuous improvement Culture of continuous growth 

8. Collaborative 

relationships 

Relational characteristics Cultivating strong relationships 

9. Balance between 

professionalism and 

community 

Relational characteristics 

Community agreements 

Collective clarity 

10. Collegiality Relational characteristics Cultivating strong relationships 

11. Consideration of 

physical 

structures/logistics/ 

time 

Time and space Collective clarity 

Copious tasks of teaching 

12. Classroom 

observation 

Transparency and 

vulnerability 

Cultivating strong relationships 

Negative perceptions 

13. Instructional 

improvement 

Continuous improvement Culture of continuous growth 

14. Student work 

analysis 

Transparency and 

vulnerability 

Cultivating strong relationships 
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