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This descriptive study investigated the development of the 5 dimensions of the 

professional learning community model in 5 economically disadvantaged and diverse Texas 

elementary schools, which demonstrated improvement in student achievement on the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) over a 5-year period. Each of the schools were 

given the highest performance rating of Exemplary during the 2008 school year according to 

criteria developed by the Texas accountability system and had changed from an Acceptable 

rating in 2004. 

The purpose of this study was to determine the level of the development of the 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in improving exemplary Texas 

elementary schools and to identify and compare the possible commonalities and differences 

existing between the schools on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. The 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community model investigated in this study include: 1) 

shared and supportive leadership, 2) shared values and vision, 3) collective learning and the 

application of learning, 4) shared personal practice and 5) supportive conditions (collegial 

relationships and structures).  

The method used in this study was a mixed method approach that employed a 

questionnaire, individual principal and teacher interviews and school performance documents to 

collect data. The questionnaire data was analyzed through descriptive and analytical statistics 

while the interviews were investigated by identifying and documenting emergent patterns and 

themes. 



The findings from this study suggest that sustainable professional learning communities 

are evident in the high performing schools selected for this study. The study implies the culture 

of these schools is supported by relationships fostered by trust and mutual respect and their 

success is attributed to the collaborative, collegial and collective learning of the staff. Staff 

members from these schools are focused on student learning while campus leadership, grade 

level and vertical teams provide the structures for sharing leadership and collective learning. The 

principals in these schools engage in supportive behaviors that facilitate professional community 

while districts assist schools as professional learning communities in part through organized data 

and resource personnel.     
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Environment of Change 

 Today’s headlines across the country tell of challenges facing our public schools. Low 

test scores, state and national assessments, increased public education accountability, increased 

student diversity, the information age, global economies, and the need for highly qualified 

teachers and administrators are common lead stories that have gained the attention of national 

media, popular magazines, and educational journals. These recurring themes cause us to question 

how we can reinvent schools to support the needs of students and faculty and to promote student 

learning in the context of an ever-changing world. This research study sought to determine the 

current status of improved, Exemplary, economically disadvantaged and diverse Texas 

elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model. The 

research also sought to determine whether and what commonalities and differences exist between 

these schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model.    

 Throughout the 20th century the American citizenry, education reformers and policy 

makers have debated the quality of public schools (Ravitch, 2001). This time period was marked 

by social, political and economic changes which became the focal point for these discussions on 

improving public schools (Resnick & Hall, 1998; Ravitch, 2001). Early in the 1900s the U.S. 

society was rapidly changing as it was becoming more diverse, industrialized and urban. The 

progressive movement in education mirrored the progressive movement in politics, which 

focused on improving the social conditions of European immigrants through the 1920s and the 

poor during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Progressivism ended in the middle of the 1940s 

as different priorities emerged in post World War II American society. “The economy was 
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changing rapidly, and there was a growing demand for well-educated people in the professions, 

in white-collar jobs, and in technical work” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 344).    

Socio-cultural unrest in the U.S. accelerated during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s as the 

country struggled with racial segregation of white and African American students in public 

schools, civil rights and protests over the Vietnam War (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 2001). 

Each of these movements caused societal changes which influenced the fundamental mission of 

teaching and learning in U.S. public schools (Ravitch, 2001). The 1957 launch into space of 

Sputnik, the first artificial satellite, by the Russian government also challenged the scientific, 

mathematical and technological superiority of the American society (Conti, Ellsasser, & Griffin, 

2000). This began the worldwide race for technological supremacy (Conti et al., 2000) and 

spurred the U.S. to move forward in developing national policies and legislation that advanced 

mathematics, science and technology (Flattau, Bracken, Van Atta, Bandeh-Ahmadi, de la Cruz, 

& Sullivan, 2006). 

The shift in the nature of the American culture from an industrial to a technological-

information base and economic globalization of the 1980s until present time has also changed the 

face of the U.S. society and has continued the quest for a better educated populace which is 

innovative and able to compete economically with countries around the world (Resnick & Hall, 

1998; Pink, 2008). As economic, societal and technological changes became catalysts for federal 

policies focused on improving the U.S. educational system, school reform also crystallized as an 

important agenda item for governmental and educational leaders from the late 1950s until today 

(Resnick & Hall, 1998; Conti et al., 2000; Pink, 2008). According to Mr. Jeb Bush, a former 

Florida governor and current board member of the National Assessment Governing Board, 

“reform is never finished, and success is never final” (Billups, 2008, p. A02). He further 
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concluded that it is through a continuous cycle of reform that our country will be lead to 

sustained long term improvement (Billups, 2008). 

School Reform 

 School reform efforts have increased and decreased during the 20th century in response to 

the public’s perception of the situation or crisis (Resnick & Hall, 1998). Many times the school 

reform movements of the past century aligned to changes in the U.S. economic and social culture 

and they have been a response to reinventing schools that produce children who may become 

successful participating members of a democratic society (Ravitch, 2001). Although there have 

been school reform movements throughout America’s history (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Ravitch, 

2001) it has been the last 30 years that elementary and secondary education has been brought to 

the forefront of the national consciousness through governmental policies, legislation and public 

discourse (McAndrews, 2006).  

Sputnik created a national crisis and the public education system was blamed for 

America’s failure to take the lead in the space race. Both educators and non-educators alike 

(Conti et al., 2000) believed that poor education in the U.S. could cause the country to lose its 

place as a world leader. This quickly led to the passage of the National Defense Education Act 

(NDEA) of 1958, which increased federal funding for elementary and secondary schools through 

Title III of NDEA (Flattau et al., 2006). NDEA Title III, which provisions were generally in 

force from 1959-1973, focused on improving science, mathematics and modern foreign language 

instruction so the U.S. would regain its technological and scientific superiority over its rival, the 

Soviet Union (Flattau et al., 2006). 

Sputnik was an event which sparked interest in U.S. education reform and increased 

federal funding (Flattau et al., 2006) and as the crisis subsided so did the need for immediate 
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school change (Resnick & Hall, 1998). Although public interest in education waned, Sputnik had 

created a source of federal funding for school improvement through the NDEA and the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) from the 1960s until 2001 when NCLB 

legislation was authorized by the U.S. Congress (Flattau et al., 2006).  The debate over education 

reform continued throughout this period; however, many social issues such as double digit 

inflation, high unemployment and the 1979-1981 Iran Hostage Crisis moved education reform 

out of the national spotlight and slowed real change in American public schools (McAndrews, 

2006).  

Amendments during the 1960s to NDEA Title III made the legislation more 

comprehensive by extending federal funding to other subjects including civics, geography, 

history, English, reading, economics and the industrial arts (Flattau et al., 2006). Additionally 

Title II of the ESEA signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1965 expanded federal 

funding to cover more content areas and materials (Flattau et al., 2006).  

The enactment of the ESEA followed on the heels of the passage of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 which legally ended segregation in public schools (McAndrews, 2006). The era of 

segregation had created disparity in the public education of white and African American students 

(Ravitch, 2001) so the intent of Title I of the ESEA was to “assist local school district projects 

directed at ‘educationally-deprived children’” (McAndrews, 2006, p. 9) which resulted from 

years of segregation in American schools. During the 1960s until the 2001 passage of the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, congressional reauthorization of the ESEA increased 

federal funding to include assistance for children who had disabilities, who were non-English 

speaking and who were underprivileged (McAndrews, 2006).  
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Public education in the 1960s and 1970s was also marked by lowered academic 

standards, increased enrollment in high school electives and declining scores on the Scholastic 

Aptitude Test (SAT). According to research by Ravitch (2001) much of this decline was 

attributed to the open education movement of this period which focused on emotional learning 

rather than cognitive learning of the child. Manifestation of this movement in the elementary 

school classroom occurred through child centered activity centers and projects while in 

secondary schools the curriculum contained more elective and fewer academic courses in 

English, mathematics, science, and social studies, The swing away from academics had been so 

dramatic educational leaders felt this had caused the declines in student achievement measured 

by SAT scores (Ravitch, 2001). Reports from the College Board and a commission appointed by 

President Jimmy Carter in the late 1970s declared public education had deteriorated over the last 

two decades resulting in the reduction of American students’ intellectual ability (Ravitch, 2001; 

McAndrews, 2006). During this same time period educational leaders of the American 

Federation of Teachers (AFT) called for a back to basics movement which would improve 

student achievement in mathematics, reading and writing (McAndrews, 2006) and thereby turn 

the tide of mediocrity which gripped public education (Ravitch, 2001). This call by the AFT 

signaled a transition in public school reform which ultimately led to the academic standards 

based movement ushering in the 1980s.    

Initially in the early 1980s attention on school reform was centered on academic 

standards, accountability, and higher standards for teachers, which was in contrast to the 

previous decade (Ravitch, 2001). School reform gained greater momentum as the National 

Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE) published A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for 

Educational Reform (1983). The report resulted from the concern that the widespread public 
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perceived that there was something seriously wrong with the educational system. Much of this 

concern stemmed from reports of the achievement levels of American high school students in 

comparison to high school students from other industrialized countries (NCEE, 1983). National 

assessments scores in science for 17 year olds declined in 1969, 1973, and 1977. SAT scores had 

steadily declined from 1963 to 1980. The number of students taking mathematics remedial 

courses upon entrance to four year universities had increased by 72% from 1975 to 1980. Many 

business and military leaders also complained that their organizations were spending millions of 

dollars training individuals with the needed basic skills of reading, writing and mathematics to 

prepare them for entry level positions (NCEE, 1983). These issues provided the backdrop by 

which the newly appointed U.S. Secretary of Education, T. H. Bell created the NCEE in 1981 

(McAndrews, 2006) to address the public concern for failing American schools.  

T. H. Bell charged the newly formed commission to “provide leadership, constructive 

criticism, and effective assistance to schools and universities” (NCEE, 1983, p. 5).  The 

commission focused on the idea that school reform should create a learning society in order to 

meet the demands of an increasingly more competitive, workplace. Furthermore, public schools 

should produce life-long learners in order to remain competitive in the global economy (NCEE, 

1983). The Nation at Risk report (1983) ushered in the excellence movement, which was focused 

on the repair of the educational system. This attempt to repair schools was a considered a failure 

(Fullan, 1991), so the focus of reform began to shift towards restructuring and reinventing 

schools (Conti et al., 2000). 

Throughout this period the national agenda continued to focus on school reform. In 1986 

a bipartisan report from the nation’s governors, Time for Results, called for stricter accountability 

with increased flexibility at the local level. During 1989 the nation’s governors along with 
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President George Bush in the historic National Education Summit in Charlottesville, Virginia, 

outlined goals for American education in the national education goals. The goals were focused 

on raising academic achievement in schools and committed the nation to 10 years to achieve 

them (Achieve, Inc., 1999).  

During the late 1980s and early 1990s the nation and states continued to move forward 

with developing academic standards which were focused on raising expectations for student 

performance in the academic areas of English, mathematics, science, and social studies (Achieve, 

Inc., 1999). The standards based reform movement was now ushered in as business leaders, 

governors, and state legislators were “eager to improve the quality of education and pressed for 

higher standards in the schools” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 430). In 1988 the Southern Regional 

Education Board (SREB), a nonpartisan, nonprofit organization that works with leaders of 16 

member states, exemplified this new era by setting accountability as one of its educational goals 

(Watts, Gaines, & Creech, 1998). The SREB goal stated that “All states and localities will have 

schools with improved performance and productivity, as demonstrated by results,” (Watts et al., 

1998, p. 1) and these results would be measured against rigorous academic standards. High 

academic standards would become the benchmark by which states would measure and account 

for improvement in schools and student achievement (Watts et al., 1998).  

In 1994 the governors and national administration created the National Education Goals 

Panel to report annually how the nation was progressing toward reaching the Goals (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1995b). President Bill Clinton advanced the school reform initiative 

through the Goals 2000: Educate America Act, the School to Work Act, and the reauthorization 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a). 

President George W. Bush (2001) continued school reform efforts through the passage of the No 
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Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, which focused on teacher quality and increased accountability as 

an avenue for making sure that every child in our increasingly more diversified nation receives a 

high quality education. 

The school reform movement of the last 25 years has also continued to be fueled by 

reports such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) of 1995, 

1999, 2003 and 2007 and Quality Counts. The 1995 TIMSS focused on the mathematics and 

science achievement of Grade 4, 8, and 12 students (International Study Center, 2001). It 

provided initial assessments involving one-half million students across more than 40 countries. 

The overall results showed that U.S. students scored in many areas below the international 

average. TIMSS was repeated in 1999 to measure student achievement at the Grade 8 level. 

Results across the country were mixed showing islands of excellence with many areas of needed 

improvement (International Study Center, 2001). TIMSS 2003 measured mathematics and 

science achievement in Grades 4 and 8 showing again mixed results. The U.S. demonstrated 

patterns of improvement in Grade 8 mathematics and science scores from 1995 to 2003 while 

Grade 4 mathematics scores remained unchanged between 1995 and 2003 and Grade 4 science 

scores decreased slightly over the same period (Martin, Mullis, Gonzalez, & Chrostowski, 2004; 

Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez, & Chrostowski, 2004). The 2007 report demonstrated an overall 

improvement in U.S. average scores for mathematics and science on the assessment during the 

12 year period in comparison to international countries participating in the TIMSS (Gonzales, 

Williams, Jocelyn, Roey, Kastberg, & Brenwald, 2008). However, in comparing poverty levels 

of schools within the U.S. there was no significant difference in the score gap between the 

schools with lowest levels and highest levels of poverty for both Grades 4 and 8 mathematics and 



9 
 

science (Gonzales et al. 2008). This has encouraged an ongoing debate and investigation into 

ways to advance improvement in American schools. 

While TIMSS focused on the achievement of U.S. students in comparison to international 

counterparts, Education Week produced Quality Counts detailing the progress of public 

education in the 50 states and the District of Columbia (Olson, 2006). In January 2006 Quality 

Counts at 10: A Decade of Standards-Based Education was released outlining the progress of 

public education over the last 10 years (Olson, 2006). The report used reading and mathematics 

scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and core indicators 

focused on standards, accountability, assessment, and teacher quality to determine public 

education progress within the U.S. (Olson, 2006). Education Week (Editorial Projects in 

Education Research Center [EPE], 2008) again published its annual report, Quality Counts 2008 

focusing on national and state performance on each of these core indicators.  

During the 10 year period reported in Quality Counts 2006 (EPE, 2006) achievement on 

the NAEP assessment in the U.S. and in Texas improved at Grades 4 and 8 in mathematics. 

Reading scores nationally increased slightly in Grades 4 and 8 while in Texas Grade 4 students 

demonstrated slight gains while the scores at Grade 8 showed little gain over the last decade 

(EPE, 2006). The results also indicated that scores improved for all students; however, 

achievement gaps still existed nationally and in Texas between ethnically different students as 

identified by NAEP (EPE, 2006). Quality Counts 2008 (EPE, 2008) continued to show these 

trends in both Grades 4 and 8 reading and mathematics while achievement gaps continued to 

persist. There was a slight decrease on the achievement gaps on national scores of the NAEP at 

the Grade 4 reading level and the Grade 8 level in mathematics from 2003-2007. Texas showed a 

slight increase in the reading gap at Grade 4 in reading while there was a slight decrease in the 
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achievement gap in Grade 8 mathematics between the years of 2003-2007 (EPE, 2008). These 

findings continue to encourage state and federal discourse focused on ways to improve learning 

for all students and closing the achievement gap between groups of students; thereby, supporting 

the continued search for improving schools through school reform. 

While student achievement showed areas of hope for Texas policy makers, teacher 

quality standards continued to languish as it received a below average rating on the last NAEP 

(EPE, 2006). According to Quality Counts (EPE, 2006) Texas has room for improvement in all 

NAEP categories for teacher quality. The report acknowledged: 

the state has very weak measures in place for the professional support and training of 
teachers. Texas lacks written professional-development standards and neither requires nor 
funds professional development for teachers. In addition, it does not mandate or finance 
mentoring for all new teachers. (p. 2) 
 
Wright, Horn, and Sanders (1997) have suggested that teacher quality has a positive 

relationship to student learning, however, an analysis conducted by Swanson (2006) indicated a 

negative relationship between student achievement and state policy governing teacher quality. 

Although the Quality Counts report card (EPE, 2006) for Texas showed advancement in certain 

areas, it demonstrated there is still much room for discussion on state level school reform and its 

impact on student achievement. NCLB legislation supports standards-based education, 

accountability measures, and highly qualified teachers as valued targets for school reform (Bush, 

2001), however, the means for reaching these goals will continue to be critical in the dialogue of 

how to improve education for all students. This conversation will also include discussions on the 

impact policy has on the development of schools as learning organizations that collectively learn 

together and apply organizational learning to improve performance for all students.            

Pressure by national, state, and local governments continues to build towards public 

schools providing an ever-expanding curriculum and ensuring that all students learn at 
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consistently higher rates (Darling-Hammond, 1996). NCLB legislation exemplifies the federal 

government’s influence on public schools through its demand for increased levels of student 

learning supported by highly qualified staff. Global events, cultural changes, and governmental 

policies have caused the educational community to explore ways to improve learning for all 

students. The need for continuous improvement within public schools has pressured educational 

researchers to focus on developing successful school culture and for leadership to be transformed 

and substantially reinvented to meet the needs of all students in an ever-changing world 

(Sergiovanni, 2000; Fullan, 2001; Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002; DuFour, 2004). It is within 

this school reform context that this study investigated the concept of professional learning 

community. 

Professional Learning Community 

During the last 20 years researchers have explored the professional learning community 

model as an organizational framework for school reform. The idea of learning organization was 

brought to the forefront in the business world by Senge’s work, The Fifth Discipline, (1990). 

Senge believed that the 5 dimensions of systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, 

shared vision, and team learning can build organizations that “truly ‘learn’ and can continually 

enhance their capacity to realize their highest aspirations” (Senge, 1990, p. 6). As business 

leaders and researchers investigated the potential of the learning organization model to support 

organizations in a rapidly changing environment, the educational community began to forge its 

definition of the professional learning community. 

Sergiovanni (1994) described community as “collections of individuals who are bonded 

together by natural will and who are together binded to a set of shared ideas and ideals” (p. xvi). 

He elaborated on this notion by saying the community mirrors a connectedness found in the 
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tightly held bonds of families, neighborhoods, or any other group, which displays familial or 

even sacred bonds. He suggested that “the bonding together of people in special ways and the 

binding of them to shared values and ideas are the defining characteristics of schools as 

communities” (p. 4). It is through group bonding and shared vision that schools can develop a 

growth and change oriented culture. 

Wald and Castleberry (1999) stated that community provides the context for growth and 

change. It is: 

A composite of people representing many ages, roles, backgrounds, and dreams. 
Members of the community are aligned around common goals, shared values, and an 
agreed upon way of being and doing. This alignment of ideology forms the unique 
identity of community. It is from this ideological base that communities take action. It is 
through this community of mind that synergy arises. (p. 12) 
 
Newman and Wehlage (1995) produced an important report synthesizing the studies 

conducted from 1990-1995 by the Center on Organization and Restructuring Schools (CORS). 

Through their research they found that organizational capacity was enhanced and student 

learning improved when schools were created into professional communities. Newman and 

Wehlage (1995) described the professional community as a school, which allows teachers “to 

pursue a clear shared purpose for all students’ learning; to engage in collaborative activity to 

achieve the purpose, and to take collective responsibility for learning” (p. 30). They also posited 

that schools as professional communities are supported by structural conditions, which 

encourage shared leadership; create common vision of high intellectual standards through 

autonomous governance; provide staff development focused on student learning; create small 

collaborative schools, and involve parents in a variety of school affairs.  

Kruse, Louis, and Bryk (1995) also began formulating their definition of professional 

community through their work with urban schools. Many of their characteristics of the 
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professional community overlapped with those identified by the work of Newman and Wehlage 

(1995). Kruse, Louis, and Bryk (1995) defined the professional school community as sharing 5 

core characteristics: shared norms and values, reflective dialogue, deprivatization of practice, 

collective focus on student learning, and collaboration. Together these researchers began to 

develop the basis for understanding the professional school community model and provided a 

foundation for future research focused on professional learning communities.     

Hord (1997a) further explored this concept of learning community by identifying 

characteristics of schools that encourage the development of a professional learning community. 

The dimensions of the professional learning community emerged from Hord’s (1997a) extensive 

literature review focused on school improvement efforts. She summarized the professional 

learning community as having (1) supportive and shared leadership, (2) shared values and vision, 

(3) collective learning and application, (4) shared personal practice, and (5) supportive 

conditions – relationships and structures. The development of each dimension is outlined in the 

following paragraphs. 

Hord’s work (1997b) recognized the importance of supportive and shared leadership in 

promoting a school culture, which fosters continuous learning characterized by professional 

learning communities. “The sanction of the leaders and the active nurturing of the entire staff’s 

development as a community” (Hord, 1997b, p. 2) are essential in promoting this culture. Hipp 

and Huffman (2002) reported Hord’s view of shared and supportive leadership as a means by 

which “School administrators participate democratically with teachers by sharing power and 

authority inviting input into decision making, and by promoting and nurturing leadership among 

staff” (p. 4). 

 In The Fifth Discipline Peter Senge (1990) stated shared vision is: 
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not an idea. It is, rather, a force in people’s hearts, a force of impressive power. It may be 
inspired by an idea, but once it goes further – if it is compelling enough to acquire the 
support of more than one person – then it is no longer an abstraction. It is palpable. 
People begin to see it as if it exists. Few, if any, forces in human affairs are as powerful 
as shared vision. (p. 206) 
 

Hord (1997b) summarized shared values and vision as having an unswerving emphasis on 

student learning and leading “to binding norms of behavior that the staff supports” (p. 3).  

Hord (1997a) originally labeled collective learning as collective creativity. She described 

collective learning as “what happens when a school staff studies, works, plans, and takes action 

collectively in behalf of increased learning for students” (p. 5). Through collective learning a 

school staff collaboratively works together to improve student learning. In the later part of 1997 

Hord (1997b) renamed collective creativity as collective learning and application of learning. 

Research by Hipp and Huffman (2002) described collective learning and application as a school 

where, “Staff at all levels of the school share information and work collaboratively to plan, solve 

problems and improve learning opportunities. Together they seek knowledge, skills and 

strategies and apply this learning to their work” (p. 4). Roberts and Pruitt (2003) suggested that 

the professional learning community model is key to the improvement of pedagogy and that  

“improved teaching, learning, and educational outcomes for students can be achieved when 

teachers come together to collaboratively search for and resolve the problems of practice in their 

schools” (p. xi). This belief closely mirrors the concept of collective learning and application 

developed by Hord (1997b) and elaborated upon by Hipp and Huffman (2002). 

Teachers learning from each other through classroom visits illustrate the dimension of 

shared personal practice (Hord, 1997a). Hord summarized this process by expressing it as, “the 

visitation and review of each teacher’s classroom behavior by peers as feedback and assistance 

activity to support individual and community improvement” (p. 24). 
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Hord (1997a) categorized conditions that support the development of PLCs as structural 

or relational. The structural conditions focus on the physical components of the school setting. 

These include: school size, nearness of staff to each other, highly developed communication 

structures, and space and time dedicated to meeting together for reflection to improve student 

learning (Hord & Rutherford, 1998). 

 The second part of supportive conditions emphasizes personal and professional 

relationships. These conditions foster: 

the kind of respect and trust among colleagues that promotes collegial relationships, a 
willingness to accept feedback and to work to establish norms of continuous critical 
inquiry and improvement, and the development of positive and caring relationships 
among students, teachers, and administrators. (Hord & Rutherford, 1998, p. 5) 
 

Hipp, Stoll, Bolam, Wallace, McMahan, Thomas, and Huffman (2003) viewed the “climate of 

trust and respect, and structures that support continual learning” (p. 15) embodied in supportive 

conditions as essential in creating a professional learning community. 

DuFour, Eaker, and DuFour (2005b) expound upon the conditions supporting the school 

as a professional learning community by stating it “represents more than just a series of 

practices; it rests upon a set of beliefs, assumptions, and expectations regarding school” (p. 11). 

In an interview conducted by Dennis Sparks (2004, Spring) Andy Hargreaves elaborated further 

by saying, “A professional learning community is an ethos that infuses every single aspect of a 

school’s operation. When a school becomes a professional learning community everything in the 

school looks different than it did before” (p. 48). 

Purpose of the Study 

 The first step of this study was to identify diverse and economically disadvantaged 

elementary schools within the Region 9, 10, and 11 Texas Education Service Center areas, which 

were rated Exemplary in 2008 through the Texas accountability system and demonstrated 
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improvement in their school ratings on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

over a 5-year period. Each of the schools were given the highest performance rating of 

Exemplary during the 2008 school year according to criteria developed by the Texas 

accountability system and had changed from an Acceptable rating in 2004. The 2008 Texas 

Accountability Manual defined the Exemplary rating as 90% of all students and eligible student 

groups meeting the standard for each subject tested. The subjects tested in the elementary school 

are reading/English language arts, writing, social studies and science (Texas Education Agency 

[TEA], 2008a; 2008b). According to TEA (2008a; 2008b) the student groups who are tested on 

the TAKS at Grades 3-8 and are part of the school’s rating include African American, Hispanic, 

White, and economically disadvantaged and students who receive accommodations on the 

Science TAKS given at Grade 5. These groups are yearly recreated reflecting changes in 

demographics. Each school also consists of the same type (elementary, middle, high school, or 

multilevel) of instructional configuration.  

 The purpose of this study was to determine the level of the development of the 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in improved, Exemplary Texas 

elementary schools and to identify and compare the possible commonalities and differences 

existing between the schools on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. Data 

from the Texas Education Agency (2005c; 2007b) indicated Texas schools are increasingly more 

diverse with many challenges including language barriers, learning differences and larger 

numbers of economically disadvantaged students. Thus, the need for creating schools that foster 

high achievement for all students is of great importance; this research investigated schools which 

are meeting these needs.  
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 Although there has been considerable study into defining the dimensions of professional 

learning communities (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997a; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995; Wald 

& Castleberry, 1999; Huffman & Hipp, 2003) there continues to be a lack of research describing 

improved schools as professional learning communities (PLCs). Hord (2004a) stated, “It seems 

obvious that a community of learners would inspire learning, and yet PLCs still lack the 

credibility that comes from research reporting improved outcomes for staff and students” (p. 4). 

DuFour et al. (2005b) agreed with Hord by stating: “Many schools proclaim they are 

professional learning communities, however have shown little evidence of their understanding of 

the dimensions and implementing practices of professional learning communities” (p. 8). Hord 

(2004a) further commented, “Much more research is necessary to illuminate the experience of 

PLCs in a greater variety of schools, and to raise the cumulative worth of qualitative studies 

through the infusion of more abundant data” (p. 4). Thus Hord and DuFour both agreed more 

research is needed to document the status of the dimensions and practices of professional 

learning communities within improved and high performing schools. The success of the 

elementary schools studied in this research provided the context for understanding whether or 

not the dimensions of the professional learning community model were evident and how these 

schools were similar and different in the level of development of each of these dimensions.  

Problem Statement 

 The problem of this study is to determine the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences exist between the schools on 

the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. In their book, Schools as Professional 

Learning Communities: Collaborative Activities and Strategies for Professional Development, 
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Roberts and Pruitt (2003) described how learning community characteristics supported steady 

improvement in literacy scores over a 4-year period in a New Jersey elementary school. This 

report is encouraging; however, there is still need for more data from a variety of sources (Hord, 

2004a) to support the professional learning community model as an organizational culture, which 

focuses on student learning (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004) and improved student 

performance. This search for more data provided the impetus for this study and supported the 

development of the research questions. 

Research Questions 

 The focus of the research questions was to describe and compare the current status of the 

five dimensions of the professional learning community model within improved Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools. The research questions that guided this study are: 

1. What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the 5 
dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

2. Are there any significant differences between the median scores of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community assessment 
tool?  

3. What dimensions of the professional learning community model are evident in improved, 
Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and differences exist 
among the schools on these dimensions? 

 
Definitions 

For the purposes of this study the following terms are specifically defined: 

Collective learning and the application of the learning – Hord (2004b) described it as the 

dimension of professional learning communities which “requires that the school staff at all levels 

are engaged in processes that collectively seek new knowledge among staff and application of 

the learning to solutions that address students’ needs” (p. 7). 

Economically disadvantaged schools – These are schools identified by Title 1 to receive 

school-wide assistance based upon the number of students who qualify for free and/or reduced 
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lunch. The benchmark for defining school-wide assistance is at least 40% of the school’s student 

population is receiving free or reduced lunch.  

Elementary school – A public school structured within a configuration of Kindergarten 

through Grade 6.  

Professional learning community – Hord (1997a) described the professional learning 

community as an organizational structure that is characterized by (1) supportive and shared 

leadership, (2) shared values and vision, (3) collective learning and application, (4) shared 

personal practice, and (5) supportive conditions – relationships and structures.  

School culture – Olivier (2001) defined the professional culture as “the assumptions, 

beliefs, values, and habits that constitute the norm for the school and that shape how the staff 

thinks, feels, and acts” (p. 43). Robert Eaker (2002) in part defined school culture as “how we do 

things around here” (p. 9). 

School leadership – Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) described the school leadership role 

as one that is shared by “the community of professionals committed to improving student 

learning” (p. 2). Thus school leadership is defined within the framework of principal and 

teachers sharing the leadership role.    

 Shared personal practice – Hord (2004b) described it as the dimension of professional 

learning communities, which “involves the review of a teacher’s behavior by colleagues and 

includes feedback and assistance activity to support individual and community improvement” (p. 

7).  

 Shared values and vision – Hord (2004b) described it as the dimension of professional 

learning communities, which “include an unwavering commitment to learning that is consistently 

articulated and referenced in the staff’s work” (p. 7).   
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Supportive conditions – Hord (2004b) described it as the dimension of professional 

learning communities, which “include physical conditions and human capacities that encourage 

and sustain a collegial atmosphere and collective learning” (p. 7).  

 Supportive and shared leadership – is the dimension of professional learning 

communities which “requires the collegial and facilitative participation of the principal who 

shares leadership – and thus, power and authority – by inviting staff input and action in decision-

making” (Hord, 2004b, p. 7).  

Significance of Study 

The significance of this study is to review and document schools that have high levels of 

student performance and determine whether and what commonalities and differences exists 

between these schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model. This 

study is significant in that it potentially will benefit both the school and contribute to the field of 

education. As the schools in this study continue to move towards 100% of their students 

demonstrating proficiency on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) this study 

will identify strategies and characteristics aligned to the professional learning community model 

which are contributing to their success and determine those which may be strengthened. This is 

not only an essential goal for supporting excellence for all students (National Commission on 

Excellence in Education, 1983; Stolberg, 2008) it may also provide professional learning 

community strategies for growth and change which will sustain improvement (Hargreaves, 2007) 

aligned to 100% proficiency in reading, mathematics and science achievement tests as required 

by the federal No Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education 

Services, 2006). Also this study potentially will contribute to the field of education by 

documenting schools that are making a difference for children by improving student performance 
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and identifying whether or not this can be attributed to the school as a professional learning 

community.   

 DuFour et al. (2005b) assert the professional learning community is the “most powerful 

strategy for sustained, substantive school improvement” (p. 7). Researchers and theorists 

(Schmoker, 2004b) have also concluded: “developing the capacity of educators to function as 

members of professional learning communities is the ‘best known means by which we might 

achieve truly historic, wide-scale improvements in teaching and learning’” (p. 432). 

The data reported in this study attempted to verify how school practice might support 

dimensions of professional learning community identified by educational researchers and 

theorists (Hord, 1997a; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Schmoker, 2004a). The 

significance of this research also provided information filling in the gaps between professional 

learning community theory and practice by studying elementary schools with high levels of 

student performance. 

Limitations 

 Limitations are “factors that may affect the results of the study and that are generally 

beyond the control of the researcher” (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006, p. 71). Merriam (1998) 

states limitations are aspects of the study to consider when determining whether are not the 

findings will match reality. She refers to this as internal validity (Merriam, 1998).  The research 

methodology used in this study sought to improve internal validity by using a research design 

employing a mixed method approach and collecting data from multiple sources referred to as 

triangulation. Merriam (1998) supports triangulation, which is a strategy used to improve internal 

validity by collecting data from multiple sources. Mathison (as cited in Merriam, 1998) supports 

triangulation as a process by which a holistic understanding of the phenomena studied can be 
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constructed through data collected from a variety of sources. Although triangulation may 

improve internal validity this study is limited by the number of participants who volunteer and 

whether or not their perceptions accurately match the reality of each school. 

Delimitations 

Delimitations are defined as the “boundaries to which a study is deliberately confined” 

(Pyrczak & Bruce, 2000, p. 57) and influence the applicability of research findings from one 

study to another. Merriam (1998) defines this potential application of results as external validity. 

Describing the study boundaries identifies the generalizations which can be made about the 

research findings (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). The research used multiple sites to collect data; 

therefore, improving the external validity of the study (Merriam, 1998). The research was 

delimited to a study of 5 Exemplary elementary schools. The smaller sample supported a more in 

depth study of each school and also allowed for “results to be applied by readers to a greater 

range of other situations” (p. 212); thereby, improving the external validity. 

The study was also delimited to a specific geographic area in North Texas, including the 

counties within the Region 9, 10, and 11 Texas Education Service Centers. Limiting the scope of 

this study to a small geographic area impacted the research by narrowing it to a specific locale, 

thus making the results less applicable to schools in other geographical settings. 

The study was restricted to economically disadvantaged elementary schools, which 

improved in student performance from 2004 to 2008. This improvement was delimited to schools 

that changed from Acceptable to Exemplary over the 5-year period as reported in the Academic 

Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) of the Texas accountability system. Delimiting the scope of 

this study to economically disadvantaged schools may influence how the results can be 

generalized to schools with different demographics.   
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Summary 

 Change is a critical factor influencing school life in today’s world. Success in school and 

the school’s ability to adapt to change so that students may achieve is determined by a variety of 

factors of which culture is extremely important (Fullan, 2001, Sergiovanni, 2000). The 

professional learning community model researched in this study is presented in the literature as a 

potential organizational structure for sustaining continued growth for teacher and student (Hord, 

1997a, 1997b, 2004a, 2004b; Hord, Chapman, Hinson, Hipp, Jacoby, Huffman, et al., 2000; 

Hipp & Huffman, 2002; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Wald & Castleberry, 1999, 2000) and creating 

a recultured school focused on student learning (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). 

This study identified economically disadvantaged elementary schools that improved from 

Academically Acceptable to Exemplary performance from 2004 to 2008 as reported by the 

TAKS and Texas accountability system, and sought to determine the current status and what 

commonalities and differences exists between these schools on the 5 dimensions of the 

professional learning community model. This research is organized into 5 chapters and each is 

summarized in the following paragraphs. 

Chapter 1 focuses on developing the introduction to the study by providing the context, 

purpose, problem, and significance of the study. Also this chapter identifies the research 

questions being investigated and defines terms important to this dissertation. 

 Chapter 2 reviews literature significant to understanding the research-based context of the 

questions explored in this study. The literature review is divided into 3 broad areas. The first area 

provides the background for understanding the need for school reform and educational change. 

The remaining two areas include (a) accountability and achievement in the U.S. and Texas, (b) 

student performance and the dimensions of the professional learning community model. 
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 Chapter 3 of this dissertation defines the research methodology and design of the study. 

This research employs a study design using a mixed method design, which is fully described in 

Chapter 3. Also the instruments for collecting data and specific methods for analyzing this data 

are explained in Chapter 3. 

 Chapter 4 of this dissertation presents the findings from the study. Findings for each of 

the research questions are presented in this chapter. These findings are derived from an analysis 

of quantitative data generated by the Professional Learning Community Assessment Revised 

(PLCA-R), (Hipp & Huffman, 2009), and by qualitative data obtained from interviews of staff 

members and Texas Education Agency (TEA) school performance report card documents. 

 Chapter 5 presents the conclusions, implications and recommendations for future 

research based upon the findings of this study. The conclusions and implications focus upon the 

analysis of collected data, which investigated the 3 guiding research questions. The 

recommendations and discussion in Chapter 5 summarizes the findings of this study and 

provides a context for future research focused on the dimensions of the professional learning 

community model and student performance.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 This literature review provided a foundation for defining the professional learning 

community and how this organizational structure supports student achievement in diverse, 

economically disadvantaged elementary schools. The review provided a theoretical framework 

which is foundational to the development of the purpose and problem statement of the study and 

creates the conceptual understanding for the analysis of data collected during the study.  

This literature review constructed the historical perspective for educational reform and 

school change which has led to the current era of standards-based reform, accountability and 

student achievement in the U.S. and Texas. The review also identified how the professional 

learning community model for school organization emerged in response to the need for improved 

public schools. The development of the professional learning community model was traced back 

to the work on learning organizations within the business sector by (Senge, 1990) and elaborated 

upon by research conducted within the field of education by Newmann and Wehlage (1995), 

Louis, Kruse and Bryk (1995), Hord (1997a), DuFour and Eaker (1998) and Huffman and Hipp 

(2003). 

Purpose of the Study 

The first step of this study was to identify diverse and economically disadvantaged 

elementary schools within the Region 9, 10, and 11 Texas Education Service Center areas, which 

were rated Exemplary in 2008 through the Texas accountability system and demonstrated 

improvement in their school ratings on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

over a 5-year period. Data from the Texas Education Agency (2005c; 2007b) indicated Texas 
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schools are increasingly more diverse with many challenges such as language barriers, learning 

differences, and larger numbers of economically disadvantaged students. Thus, the need for 

creating schools that foster high achievement for all students is critical.  

The purpose of this study was to determine the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences existed between the schools 

on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities (PLCs). According to Hord, (2004a) 

“Much more research is necessary to illuminate the experience of PLCs in a greater variety of 

schools;” (p. 4) therefore, this research studied schools that demonstrate high levels of student 

achievement and revealed whether or not their success could be attributed to the dimensions of 

the professional learning community model.  

Research Questions 

The focus of the questions was to determine and compare and contrast the development 

of the dimensions of the professional learning community model in schools that demonstrated 

high levels of student performance. These questions framed the development of the literature 

review as it pertained to the idea that schools that are high achieving function as professional 

learning communities. The research questions that guided this study are: 

1. What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the 5 
dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

2. Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community assessment 
tool?  

3. What dimensions of the professional learning community model are evident in improved, 
Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and differences exist 
among the schools on these dimensions? 
 
The topics of this chapter that were reviewed are divided into 3 broad areas. These areas 

included public school reform and change, accountability in the U.S. and Texas, student 



27 
 

achievement and the professional learning community model. The first section explores how the 

educational reform movement is resultant of societal changes and the public demand for 

improved student performance. This substantiated examining the professional learning 

community as an organizational model that effectively improves student performance within a 

changing environment. The second section reviews the development of accountability in public 

schools and identified how accountability systems include standards and reported student 

performance on criterion referenced assessments. The last section develops the importance of the 

study, identifies the dimensions of a professional learning community and investigates its 

historical development as the context for understanding professional learning communities as an 

organizational model for improving student performance. The emphasis of this section is on the 

dimensions and characteristics of the professional learning community model.  

Public School Reform and Change 

A National Agenda for Change 

 
Our nation’s history has been marked by geopolitical, economic and social events which 

have called for the restructuring and reform of schools so that societal values could be 

transmitted to the next generation and economic prosperity could be extended to all citizens. 

Reform is complex and evolves in different ways within the changing social, political and 

economic environments (Fullan, 2007). Since the post–Sputnik era of the late 1960s critics have 

voiced their concern for the effectiveness of American schools and the public’s regard for public 

education has cycled through periods of approval and disapproval (Ravitch, 2001; 2003).  

Current public discourse about improving public schools initiated its beginnings in the 

19th century when education held the promise of the American dream. It was the vehicle by 

which educators we could “open wide the doors of opportunity to all who are willing to learn and 
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study” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 20). These conversations on how to improve American public schools 

have led the country to ask who should be educated, what should each student learn and how can 

schools best function to prepare students to live in an ever-changing society (Ravitch, 2001). It is 

through this dialogue that “citizens have sought to perfect the future by debating how to improve 

the young (and society) through education” (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 1) and how to reduce 

social inequalities (Fullan, 2007). It is within this context that public education reform in the 

U.S. and Texas will be researched. The historical reference to social, global and economic 

change will be reviewed to build the framework for understanding how the nation and Texas 

have arrived at the current strategies for improving public schools.   

School reform has ebbed and flowed as social and economic changes have impacted the 

American culture; however, it is difficult to find a period of time in which political and education 

leaders, parents, and the public were not satisfied with their schools (McAndrews, 2006; Ravitch, 

2001; Resnick & Hall, 1998). Opinion polls have repeatedly shown that education is near the top 

of their national concerns and reflect the public’s sentiments towards education and its ability to 

meet the demands of a changing society (McAndrew, 2006). “It is something that we have a 

sense in our gut is important for this country” (Pink, 2008, ¶ 77). [A recent Associated Press 

(AP) survey (2008), conducted over the Internet by Knowledge Networks, involving 854 parents 

of school aged children and 833 additional adults], found that a majority of those surveyed said 

that the “quality of U.S. schools has declined over the past twenty years. Most think the U.S. is 

just keeping up or falling behind the rest of the world in education (¶ 7).” According to Tom 

Friedman, the author of The World is Flat, 2005, the world has been flattened in the 21st century 

in such a way that it is easier for people in India, China and other parts of the world to compete 

economically with Americans (Pink, 2008). Friedman elaborated further by saying that the 
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country, state, and school which “empowers, nurtures, enables imagination among it students and 

citizens” (¶ 31) will be the economic winners. This is the national perspective by which the 

public believes that the quality of the nation’s education system has a “big impact on a country’s 

overall economic prosperity” (AP, 2008, ¶ 4) and that schools must continually improve student 

achievement to compete in the global economy. 

Today’s focus on education policy and school reform has been brought to the forefront by 

actions over the last three decades by the U.S. Congress, Supreme Court and presidents in a way 

which surpasses their predecessors of the previous two hundred years. Although the current 

public awareness of the importance of elementary and secondary education is relatively new, the 

role of the federal government and civic and educational leaders in shaping educational policy 

and reform is not (McAndrews, 2006). 

Throughout the 1800s of the U.S. federal government set aside land for common schools 

as territories and states entered the union (McAndrews, 2006) which paralleled the belief held by 

educators “that the best way to improve society was to offer a sound education to as many 

children as possible. They believed that well-educated individuals would become responsible 

citizens and would improve society by dint of their intelligence or character” (Ravitch, 2001).  

After the Civil War in 1867 the level of education within the federal government was elevated as 

the first Department of Education was created to collect statistics about the condition of 

American schools. The federal role in education fluctuated throughout the rest of the 19th and 

20th centuries as economic and social conditions warranted; however, compliance to laws, rules 

and regulations as condition for receiving funds was the primary approach for federal influence 

on public education (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; McAndrews, 2006).     
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As the nation approached the end of the 1800s there was not a federal education system 

because the Department of Education had been reduced in stature and changed to a federal 

bureau headed by the commissioner of education. The only function of the bureau was to collect 

information on the condition and progress of education. At this time schools operated under 

complete local autonomy since State departments were small, insignificant and had little 

influence over public education (Ravitch, 2001). The country was entering a period of significant 

social and economic change as it was undergoing industrialization, rapid growth with the influx 

of European immigrants and urbanization. 

Progressive Movement at the Turn of the 20
th

 Century 

It was time when social reformers of the progressive movement looked for ways to 

combat the ill effects of rapid growth, especially in the cities where urban slums created poor 

living conditions with high crime and poverty rates (Cuban, 2004; Ravitch 2001). The 

educational progressive movement was reflective of the political progressive movement which at 

one level sought to return social order and improve the living conditions of urban poor. This 

movement looked to create schools which were more real-world oriented, focused on better 

health care for students and recognized children learn in different ways (Cuban, 2004; Ravitch 

2001). According to Elmore (2004) the progressive period had a varied agenda; however, it’s 

main purpose was to “change the core of schooling from a teacher-centered, fact centered, 

recitation-based pedagogy to a pedagogy based on understanding of children’s thought processes 

and their capabilities to learn and use ideas in the context of real-life problems” (p. 15). 

John Dewey and Joseph Mayer Rice were the leading spokespersons for the progressive 

movement and believed that school was a “fundamental lever of social progress and reform” 

(Ravitch, 2001, p. 58). Both felt that learning should be child centered and education should be 
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focused on problems and processes where learning is correlated to real-life experiences rather 

than academic content areas. In an 1892 visit of schools in 36 cities Dr. Rice found that schools 

approached students with little respect to individuality and intellectual differentiation and that the 

quality of education was poor (Cuban, 2004; Ravitch, 2001). This set the stage for the debate 

between proponents of academic and child-centered learning which would ultimately be played 

out in the reform movement of the late 20th century. 

The year 1892 was also marked by the first blue ribbon commission which reported on 

the condition of public education and presented recommendations for improving it (Ravitch, 

2001; 2003). The Committee of Ten was sponsored by the National Education Association and 

its membership included Harvard president, Charles W. Eliot, U.S. Commissioner of Education, 

William Harris, four college presidents, 3 high school principals and one college professor. The 

report of the Committee of Ten was published in 1893 and its reform nature focused on 

improving teaching methods through active learning rather than rote memorization and it 

declared that “high schools should be committed to academic excellence for all students in a 

democratic society” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 42). Although the report influenced education policy over 

the next 10 years its real impact was seen in the opening of the door to other commissions and 

committees to promote education reform. It also planted the idea that all students can learn which 

one hundred years later became the theme for education reform within the publication of the 

Nation at Risk report of 1983 released by the National Commission on Excellence in Education 

(National Commission on Excellent in Education, 1983; Ravitch, 2003).  

               The early decades of the 1900s continued to be influenced by the intellectual elite of the 

progressive movement who saw education reform as a way to change and reform society (Cuban; 

2004; Ravitch, 2001; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Progressives promised that with new funds and 
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pedagogical changes “schools would solve the crisis of the day” (Ravitch, 2003, p. 30). 

Throughout the ensuing eras of political, social and economic change associated with the Great 

Depression, World War II, the atomic age, and the Sputnik era education was seen as a panacea 

to solve the nation’s ills (Ravitch, 2003). As the 1930s approached the federal government 

became more involved in federal funding for education in response to the economic disaster of 

the Great Depression (McAndrews, 2006). Because of the extreme economic downturn of that 

time period the federal government provided job training funds for high school and college 

students. During the 1940s because of the impact felt by World War II the federal government 

provided funding through the GI Bill to educate men and women returning home from war 

(Hufstedler, 2002; McAndrews, 2006).  

Reform of the 1940s – 1970s 

Throughout the 1940s and 1950s public schools had become “agencies dedicated to 

socializing students, teaching them proper attitudes  and behaviors and encouraging conformity 

to the norms of social life and the work place” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 343). Although society as a 

whole was upbeat about the social condition after World War II (Tyack & Cuban, 1995), during 

the 1950s critics began voicing their dismay about public education and many felt that school 

standards had fallen to where students were unable to write, spell, or read as well as the previous 

generation (Ravitch, 2001;  2003). The economy was rapidly changing and there was a greater 

need for well-educated people who could work in technical and professional jobs. “Education 

had an increasingly important qualification for access to jobs and opportunity, in ways that had 

never been before” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 344) and this was causing a ripple in public education 

reform. 
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Social and political unrest coalesced during the 1950s and 1960s as the country was 

engulfed with issues of segregation in schools and communities and the fears created by the Cold 

War with the Soviet Union. In 1957 the Soviet Union launched a beach-ball-sized satellite into 

space which created fears that the Russian government was winning the Cold War and 

demonstrated capacity for launching intercontinental missiles. Political pundits and foreign 

policy experts believed that school system of the Soviet Union had outpaced America’s and that 

they were winning the arms race (Cuban, 2004; Conti et al., 2000; McAndrews, 2006). In 1958 

an anxious U.S. Congress overwhelmingly passed the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) 

which provided funding for science, mathematics and foreign language instruction in elementary 

and secondary schools (Cuban 2004; McAndrews, 2006). At this time a number of reforms 

raised graduation requirements in science and mathematics, introduced Advanced Placement 

(AP) classes into high school and added programs for the gifted (Cuban, 2004). School reform 

was looked upon as a way to prop up the inferior education system and meet the challenge 

presented by the Soviet government.  

Prior to the 1950s school reform was based upon specific attempts to change classroom 

instruction by practical and intellectual research (Fullan, 2007). Yet during the late 1950s and 

1960s the sense of urgency created by Sputnik (1957) forced the flow of large sums of federal 

money into the education system to fund major large scale curriculum projects aimed at 

reforming mathematics, science and social science curriculum. These projects included the 

Physical Science Study Committee (PSSC) Physics; Biological Sciences Curriculum Study 

(BSCS); and Biology and Man: A Course of Study (MACOS) Social Sciences (Elmore, 2004; 

Fullan 2007). This large scale reform proved to be an ineffective approach because the 

government thought flooding the system alone with instructional materials would penetrate 
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classroom practice. However, this did not occur because of the lack of professional development 

supporting the implementation of the new curriculum. During this time the federal government 

also tried to implement organizational innovations such as open-plan schools, team teaching and 

flexible scheduling to reform schools to meet the demand for better education (Fullan, 2007). 

Although the country was gripped by political fears initiated by confrontation with the Soviet 

Union, civil unrest due to social, racial and ethnic inequities created tension in public schools 

and called for social and educational reform (Ravitch, 2001; Fullan, 2007).   

During the 1960 national election John F. Kennedy became the first president to make 

education a major platform issue because there were record numbers of children known as baby 

boomers entering high school (McAndrews, 2006). He ran on the promise of change to meet the 

social and educational inequalities created by segregation predominately between the African 

American and white populations in the U.S. (Ravitch 2001).  By 1964 the enthusiasm for 

educational improvement created by the post-Sputnik era abruptly ended and was replaced by the 

crisis in urban areas. The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of 

1954 declared segregation in public schools was illegal (Cuban, 2004). Many southern African 

American families moved to northern urban areas because of attempts to integrate schools, 

especially in the southern U.S. In response many white families moved to suburban areas which 

further compounded the problems created by inequities between racially divided schools in urban 

and suburban areas (Ravitch, 2001). This created the urban crisis where poor neighborhood 

schools (Hufstedler, 2002) with large numbers of African American children lacked the political 

influence, funds, materials and qualified teachers to “ensure that students were literate, numerate 

and fully prepared for further education, gainful employment and the responsibility of 
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citizenship” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 384). Schools would have to change to meet these needs and this 

required the increased funding, the most qualified teachers and higher expectations for learning. 

The 1960s became identified by civil rights movements across the world and there were 

many national initiatives aimed at removing social and educational disparities between racial 

groups of people and meeting the needs of the disadvantaged (Fullan, 2007). The U.S. Congress 

responded to the increasing tensions created by segregation and passed the Civil Rights Act of 

1964 (Cuban, 2004). The act was signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson and it 

prohibited racial segregation and discrimination in public places, on the job and in public schools 

(McAndrews, 2006; Ravitch, 2001; U.S. National Archives & Records Administration, n.d.).   

The 1965 Watts Riots in Los Angeles, California also demonstrated the mood of the 

country at this time and exemplified the societal inequities between racial groups in America 

which increased the racial economic divide (Cuban, 2004). As a result of the gap between the 

advantaged and disadvantaged President Lyndon B. Johnson led the U.S. Congress to pass the 

Head Start Act of 1964 and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. 

ESEA of 1965 was the first time the federal government provided comprehensive aid to help 

children in poverty get an improved education and advance their life chances (Cuban, 2004; 

McAndrews, 2006; Ravitch, 2001). This became the cornerstone legislation by which President 

Bill Clinton would in the 1990s continue to increase federal funding for improving elementary 

and secondary schools and it would also become the leading source of federal aid to public 

schools until being replaced by the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) signed into law by 

President George W. Bush in 2002 (McAndrews, 2006; U.S. Department of Education, 1995b).  

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 also influenced how the nation and educational leaders 

looked at public education and began an entire movement focused on ways to improve public 
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schools. Section 402 of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 authorized the U.S. commissioner of 

education to survey public schools determining the equality of educational opportunities for 

people of different race, color, religion or national origin (Mace-Matluck, 1987; Ravitch, 2002; 

Viadero, 2006). The commissioner chose James Coleman, a sociologist, to conduct the study and 

report findings within 2 years. The Equality of Educational Opportunity Study (EEOS) was 

published in 1966 and became a catalyst for debate, study and the beginning of the effective 

schools movement (Ravitch, 2002; Lezotte, 2005; Viadero, 2006). This study became known as 

the Coleman report and one of its controversial conclusions was that the student’s family 

background had a greater influence than schools did on student performance. It found that “black 

children started out school trailing behind their white counterparts and essentially never caught 

up – even when their schools were as well equipped as those with predominantly white 

enrollments” (Viadero, 2006, ¶ 4). Many believed the report suggested that student performance 

was outside the effect of schools; thereby, schools do not make a difference on student 

achievement (Mace-Matluck, 1987).  

The EEOS stirred debate in the educational community of which resulted in the Harvard 

University Faculty Seminar on the Coleman report which included 75 scholars from across the 

nation who shaped educational policy over the following decades (Viadero, 2006). One of the 

participants at the seminar was Ron Edmonds, the initial principal researcher of the effective 

schools movement. The EEOS influenced educational researchers to search out schools where all 

students including those where all “children – especially minority and disadvantaged children – 

were mastering the intended curriculum” (Lezotte, 2005, p. 178). It was felt at the time that if 

researchers found these schools it would contradict the findings of the Coleman report by finding 

schools that do make a difference. Through case studies conducted by Edmonds, Lezotte and 
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others (Mace-Matluck, 1987) in the 1970s and 1980s many schools were found to be effective by 

promoting student performance. Edmonds and Lezotte conceptualized the characteristics of these 

effective schools in 7 correlates which include:   

• Strong and effective instructional leadership   

• Clear and focused mission  

• Safe and orderly environment  

• Climate of high expectations for success  

• Frequent monitoring of student progress  

• Positive home-school relations  

• Opportunity to learn and time on task (Lezotte, 2005, p. 179)  
 

The effective schools research had a powerful influence on educational reform by identifying 

schools which were effective in promoting student performance and creating a conceptual 

definition by which schools could direct their progress towards change and improvement (Mace-

Matluck, 1987; Lezotte, 2005).     

During the administration of President Johnson federal aid was increased by 7% of the 

nation’s school budget to promote education which supported the needs of disadvantaged 

children; thereby, making them competitive with their more affluent counterparts (McAndrews, 

2006). As the federal government continued to place billions of dollars focused on helping 

schools with large numbers of disadvantaged children in the public education system, critics 

from the political right and left pointed to the lack of change in segregated schools, inaction of 

school boards to improve conditions for impoverished children, and the failure of schools to 

“transmit the societal core values to the next generation” (Cuban, 2004, p. 23). Throughout the 

1960s and the early 1970s political and civic leaders continued to criticize public education for 

whatever problems confronted society which ultimately reduced the nation’s regard for public 

education (Ravitch, 2003). 
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The late 1960s and early 1970s were marked by the protests over the Vietnam War which 

resulted in anti-establishment sentiment and a desire for new cultural freedom and expression. 

This societal environment supported the development of the open education movement. Critics 

of public schools during this time wanted drastic change to “create the new kind of person for a 

new kind of society” (Ravitch, 2001, p. 393). Students were given freedom to choose what they 

wanted to learn and teachers focused on maintaining routines. This mirrored progressivism 

reminiscent of the early part of the 19th century where the focus was on the individual child and 

emotional rather than cognitive learning was emphasized. New innovations such as open 

education, classrooms without walls and student designed curriculum were tried during this time 

period. This was counterproductive to the conditions of poor students who needed a more 

purposeful educational setting (Ravitch, 2001; 2003).  

By the mid-1970s support for the open education movement began to decrease as the 

public’s concern for the lack of basic skills increased with reports that schools had given up 

academic standards (Ravitch, 2003). The back-to-basics movement (Cuban, 2004) ensued in 

response to the public perception of the lack of discipline and academic rigor in the nation’s 

schools. Back-to-basics in elementary schools focused on reading, writing, and mathematics 

which was counter to the open education movement that emphasized “projects, activities, and 

student initiative” where the teacher was “facilitator of learning not transmitter of knowledge” 

(Ravitch, 2001, pp. 397-398). Although critics of the back-to-basics movement were happy with 

this move to higher expectations they wanted a more rigorous curriculum (Cuban, 2004). States 

also responded to the public concern by requiring minimum competency tests to ensure high 

school students were able to add, write and read (Ravitch, 2003). 
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Within the climate of opinion of the middle and late 1970s it was made easy for civic and 

business leaders to set plans for ways to improve public schools. The leaders felt their approach 

to education would spur economic growth, increase worker productivity and improve social 

stability in communities which were overcome with civil unrest due to racial inequities (Cuban, 

2004; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Many of the state and district mandatory reforms of this period 

extended into the early 1980s and reflected a business orientation (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). The 

school management models included performance-based budgeting systems, management by 

objectives and competency based education. States and districts also mandated curriculum guides 

for each grade level and promotion policies (Darling-Hammond, 1992). 

As the 1970s came to a conclusion education was seemingly elevated to a new height at 

the federal level as President Carter moved the U.S. Department of Education from a bureau 

agency to a Cabinet department (McAndrews, 2006; Stallings, 2002). During his presidential 

campaign, Jimmy Carter was endorsed by the National Education Association (NEA) who stated 

the need for the department of education elevated to a Cabinet level. After Carter was elected 

president in 1976 he was slow to fulfill his promise and NEA worried that it would not happen. 

President Carter finally endorsed the Cabinet level status for the Department of Education and it 

became law in 1979 (Dodge, Putallaz, & Malone, 2002; Stallings, 2002). This seemed to signal 

the increasing importance of education at the national level.    

Reform of the 1980s and 1990s 

Yet as Ronald Reagan ran for president his education platform included abolishing the 

newly formed department. Reagan felt that the department excessively intruded on the state and 

local responsibility of public education (McAndrews, 2006; Ravitch, 2003; Stallings, 2002). 

Although Reagan had promised these changes, the poor economy and increased public concern 
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for the mediocrity of public schools led him to ask T. H. Bell, the Secretary of Education, to 

establish the National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEE) to study the conditions 

of the American education system. This led to the publication of the landmark report, A Nation at 

Risk, in 1983 (Dodge et al. 2002; Mathison, 2004; NCEE, 1983; Ravitch, 2003). According to 

McAndrews (2006), President Ronald Reagan on April 26, 1983 in a White House ceremony 

received the blue-ribbon commission report (Toppo, 2008). President Ronald Reagan who may 

have had the least concern for public education within his national agenda became the one 

administration which did more to “ensure a permanent and significant place for elementary and 

secondary schools in national politics and policy” (McAndrews, 2006, p. 229). McAndrews 

(2006) further concluded: 

Reagan saved the Department of Education, appointed the rare national commission that 
actually makes a lasting impact, and through school visits, wall charts, and other 
manifestations of the bully pulpit of the presidency helped transform education into a 
potential political issue that attracted the attention of media and the electorate as never 
before. (p. 229) 
 
In the early 1980s the community and business leaders built upon the momentum of the 

back-to-basics movement and urged legislators to reform schools by creating higher and more 

rigorous standards required to meet the needs of a global market place (Cuban, 2004). The 

national economy was in a recession and was being challenged by the economies of Japan and 

Germany (Achieve, Inc., 2008; Ravitch, 2003). The NCEE was composed of corporate and 

community leaders and its report, A Nation at Risk, 1983 galvanized a growing sense that 

something was wrong with American schools. The business community was concerned that there 

was a tightly bound link between mediocre student performance on international and national 

assessments and poor performance in the world market place (NCEE, 1983). American education 
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“was not preparing students to compete in the emerging information-based global economy” 

(Schlechty, 1990, p. 34); thereby, threatening the nation’s future prosperity (Ravitch, 2003).  

A Nation at Risk, 1983, was a 2 year product of the commission and found that schools at 

every level were performing poorly (Toppo, 2008) and the “education system was being eroded 

by a rising tide of mediocrity” (NCEE, 1983, ¶ 1). It set into motion the excellence movement 

which created a variety of tasks focused on improving American schools. DuFour & Eaker 

(1992) summed it up this way: 

A Nation at Risk (1983) was tremendously effective as a catalyst for a flurry of school 
improvement initiatives throughout the U.S., initiatives that came to be known as the 
excellence movement. Within two years of the report, more than 300 national and state 
task forces had investigated the condition of public schooling in America. In 41 states, 
legislatures mandated that students take more courses in designated academic areas. 
Many states raised requirements for teacher certification and tenure, and took steps to 
standardize curriculum, and mandated testing. (p. 1)  
 
Excellence Movement 

The activities within the excellence movement called for changing schools by looking at 

inputs. These inputs focused on such things as requiring a greater of number of academic courses 

to graduate, higher attendance standards and increasing assessment to bolster student 

achievement (Klein, Medrich, & Perez-Ferreiro, 1996). The reform movement was initiated and 

led by a top down approach where business leaders and elected officials developed mandates 

within the context of state legislatures (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). There were few new and 

creative initiatives and “students and teachers were told to work harder and accomplish more 

with fewer resources” (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). The top down bureaucratic approach to reform 

frustrated administrators and teachers and increased the gap between legislatures and the 

classroom (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). This was contrary to the research on effective schools 
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which demonstrated the benefits of job-site autonomy and individual empowerment; thus, 

causing the movement to falter (DuFour & Eaker, 1992).  

Although A Nation at Risk, 1983, did little to improve student achievement, Ravitch 

(2003) described it as one of the most important reform documents of the 20th century. In the 

decades preceding the report prominent educators had given numerous reports aligned to the 

latest school or societal crisis. Many of these reports were written in a way which was difficult 

for the public to understand (Ravitch, 2003). A Nation at Risk, 1983, was written in a plain 

English which the public could understand; it “spoke to deeply held concerns; its call for higher 

expectations and higher standards had clearly struck a chord” (Ravitch, 2003, p. 26). Jay 

Sommer, the sole teacher on the commission who created the report said in a USA Today article 

(Toppo, 2008) that it took incisive language to move the nation and make education a priority. 

A Nation at Risk, 1983, initiated at the national level the modern standards-based reform 

movement and established the idea that schools should have high expectations for all students 

and that all should be expected to complete a rigorous and demanding curriculum (Hirch, 

Koppich, & Knapp, 1998). The opening paragraph of the Nation at Risk report (NCEE, 1983) 

identified the importance of demanding excellence for all children: 

All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair chance and to the 
tools for developing their individual powers of mind and spirit to the utmost. This 
promise means that all children by virtue of their own efforts, competently guided, can 
hope to attain the mature and informed judgment needed to secure gainful employment, 
and to manage their own lives, thereby serving not only their interests but also the 
progress of society itself. (¶ 1) 
 
A Nation at Risk, 1983, not only supported  higher expectations for all students it also 

changed the course of federal spending on public education (K-12) as funding levels increased 

from $16 billion in 1980 to nearly $72 billion in 2007 (Toppo, 2008). However, as spending 

began to increase criticisms from educational, civic and political leaders continued to grow. Low 
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test scores on national and international tests, social promotion, grade inflation and low academic 

expectations were still plaguing American schools (Ravitich, 2001). Claims by educational 

reforms mirrored those of progressives at the turn of the century and in the 1960s. They asserted 

that the nation’s schools “provide education that is too rigid, too passive and too rote-oriented to 

produce learners who can think critically, synthesize and transform, and experiment and create” 

(Darling-Hammond, 1992, p. 9). Five years after publishing the A Nation at Risk, 1983 report, 

little had been done to transform American public schools (DuFour & Eaker, 1992).  

Why had the excellence movement failed to produce results in changing public schools? 

DuFour & Eaker (1992) theorized that the A Nation at Risk, 1983 report, had failed to set clear 

national goals because of the resistance to change within the education establishment. This initial 

attempt at reform in the 1980s focused on mandated inputs which fostered resentment by local 

administrators and teachers. It was also “based on the notion that if educators were to continue to 

do many of the same things they had always done – at least in terms of organizing schools for 

teaching and learning – only do them harder, faster and generally under stricter state scrutiny, 

improved student achievement would be the result” (Hirch, Koppich, & Knapp, 1998, p. 2). It 

became more evident that this approach to school reform was not working.  

1988 arrived with the election of the first education President, George H.W. Bush 

(Dungan & Brownridge, 1994; Stallings 2002). The business and political climate for 

educational reform continued to identify standards of excellence as an essential piece in 

improving the public school system. Prior to the election the National Governors’ Association 

(NGA) spent an entire year dedicated to studying and formulating policy for public education 

(Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994). Throughout this time the governors discussed their concerns 

and plans for educational reform in their respective states which resulted in the publication of the 
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Time for Results report in 1986. Lamar Alexander, the future Secretary of Education was the 

chair of the committee while Bill Clinton the future second education president was vice chair.  

In 1989 President Bush invited the NGA to participate in the first Education Summit at 

Charlottesville, West Virginia. President Bush and the 50 governors adopted six national 

education goals to guide the direction of the education reform into the year 2000 (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1992; Elmore, 2004; Mathison, 2004). This was the first time in the American history that 

national education goals had been established to guide the development of education across the 

country. The national performance goals would educate Americans to make us internationally 

competitive (U.S. Department of Education, 1991). Margaret Goertz (2001) summarized the 

significance of the event: 

In 1990 President Bush and the country’s governors adopted six ambitious national 
education goals to provide a common direction for educational improvement in all states. 
This action marked a turning point in the focus of federal and state education policy. 
Emphasis shifted from educational inputs to educational outcomes from procedural 
accountability to educational accountability. Equity was re-conceptualized as ensuring all 
students access to a high-quality educational program rather than providing supplemental 
and often compensatory services. (p. 62) 
  

At the conclusion of the first summit President Bush and the nation’s governors identified greater 

authority and accountability for teachers as important strategies for restructuring education (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1991).  

Restructuring Movement 

As the late 1980s approached a new wave of reform was reinforcing the Standards-based 

approach to change which lasted throughout the end of the 1990s and into the 21st century. From 

the early 1980s change in the improvement of schools was shifting from how to make the system 

more efficient to remaking schools and systems to meet the challenge of a new high technology 

information society (Darling-Hammond, 1992). This became known as the restructuring 
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movement. The restructuring movement was the second installment of the standards-based 

reform which had been initiated by A Nation at Risk, 1983 (Darling-Hammond, 1992; Newmann 

& Wehlage, 1995). As social and economic realities in the nation continued to change so must 

the structure of schools because the assumptions on which the schools were created were now 

different (Schlechty, 1990). As a result, during this time period policy discussions shifted to 

school restructuring rather than federal and state mandates. It focused on the decentralization of 

decisions and more collegial relationships (DuFour & Eaker, 1992). Fullan (2000) described 

restructuring as the “changes in the structure, roles, and related formal elements of the 

organization” (p. 582). Newmann (1996), Director of the Center on Organization and 

Restructuring of Schools elaborated on comprehensive restructuring by stating these schools 

included: 

(1) Site-based management with meaningful authority over staffing, program and budget. 
(2) Shared decision-making. 
(3) Staff teams with frequent shared planning time and shared responsibility for student 
instruction. 
(4) Multi-year instructional advisory groups. 
(5) Heterogeneous grouping in core subjects. (p. 1) 
 

It was believed that through this comprehensive approach to restructuring schools that the school 

could be transformed (Newmann, 1996). 

The initiatives began to focus more on structure of the teaching profession and the overall 

structural features of schools (Hirch, Koppich, & Knapp, 1998). The U.S. Department of 

Education through its Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) published the 

Fitting the Pieces: Education Reform that Works report based upon research of education reform 

studies from 1990-1995. The themes indentified in this report emerged through a case analysis of 

the 12 areas studied which included reform efforts focused on working with the at-risk and 

limited English proficient students, pedagogy, assessment, school management and restructuring 
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(Klein, Medrich, & Perez-Ferreiro, 1996). These themes were reflective of the ideas being 

explored during the restructuring movement. President Bush and the nation’s governors at the 

first Education Summit described successful restructuring in the following way: 

Most successful restructuring efforts seem to have certain common characteristics which 
include: a system of accountability that focuses on results, decentralization of authority 
and decision-making responsibility at the school site, and a rigorous program of 
instruction designed to ensure that every child can acquire the knowledge and skills 
required in an economy in which our citizens must be able to think for a living. (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1991, 79) 
 
Other common themes found by Conti, Ellsasser, & Griffin (2000) in a review of 

literature on restructuring schools included: 

• Changing traditional school structures and cultures to promote teacher participation, 
professionalization, collegiality and a sense of community 

• Creating a new role for teachers and leaders, focusing on teaching and learning 
through professional development of teachers 

• Giving attention to learning about the change process 

• Changing the culture and structures of schools (p. 25) 
 

The findings from Newmann (1996), OERI (Klein et al., 1996), the National Education Summit, 

1989, (U.S. Department of Education, 1991) and Conti et al. (2000) illustrated a common theme 

that the restructuring movement encouraged creating school cultures where teachers collaborated 

together to develop rigorous instruction that focused on student learning; thereby, describing the 

early conception of school professional learning communities.  

As the restructuring movement continued teachers were given additional decision-making 

authority as local administration of schools was decentralized. “Central to these reforms was the 

management of schools at the site level, not the district level” (Pankake & Moller, 2003 p. 3). 

According to Darling-Hammond (1992) this reflected the legitimacy of “teachers’ individual and 

collective knowledge and judgments on behalf of students rather than being shaped solely by 

procedures mandated by governments” (pp. 7-8). This new restructuring of schools meant 
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changing rules, roles and relationships which was not a simple task and would require teachers 

and principals to change (Schlechty, 1990). Although standards, assessment, and accountability 

policies were gaining momentum at the national level, many state legislatures and local 

governments had already passed these policies and there was a parallel movement at the state 

and local levels which was giving schools and teachers more flexibility and autonomy (Darling-

Hammond, 1992). 

 National Education Goals  

In 1990 President Bush announced the national education goals at the State of the Union 

Address on January 31, 1990; the National Governors Association (NGA) adopted the goals 

which were released to the public in February of 1990 (Cavazos, 2002; Dungan & Brownbridge, 

1994). Goal 3 proposed that challenging national achievement standards be created for 

mathematics, science, English, history and geography, while Goal 4 focused on making the U.S. 

first in the world in mathematics and science achievement (Cavazos, 2002; Dungan & 

Brownbridge, 1994; U.S. Department of Education, 1995b; Mathison, 2004). President Bush 

acknowledged the inability of the excellence movement to transform public schools. The 

President then proposed America 2000: An Education Strategy as a limited but vigorous way for 

the federal government to help set standards, contribute funding, give flexibility in exchange for 

accountability, and push and prod for improvement in the nation’s schools (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1991). During the White House announcement of the America 2000 strategy 

President Bush described the importance of education in a changing world: 

Education has always meant opportunity. Today, education determines not just which 
students will succeed, but also which nations will thrive in a world united in pursuit of 
freedom in enterprise. Think about the changes transforming our world, the collapse of 
communism and the Cold War, the advent and acceleration of the Information Age. 
Down through history we’ve defined resources as soil and stones, land and the riches 
buried beneath. No more. Our greatest national resources lies within ourselves – our 
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intelligence, ingenuity – the capacity of the human mind. Think about every problem, 
every challenge we face. The solution starts with education. For the sake of the future, of 
our children and the nation’s, we must transform America’s schools. The days of status 
quo are over. (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, p. 2) 
 
The America 2000 strategy became the cornerstone document which proposed the 

development of world class standards to guide student achievement across the nation. It defined 

“world class standards as what American students should be expected to know and be able to do 

upon completion of schooling, meant to function as benchmarks against which student and 

school performance can be measured” (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, p. 38). The strategy 

was introduced as the America 2000 Excellence in Education Bill; with funding for schools 

which raised achievement and Presidential Awards for Excellence in Education for teachers from 

every state who demonstrated the highest standards of excellence (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1995b).  

The bill did not pass; however, it established the direction of national public school 

reform. America 2000 established the need for world class standards, called for schools to 

become better and more accountable for results and lead the way for the development of 

voluntary national test given in Grades 4, 8 and 12 to American students in the 5 core areas 

(Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994, U.S. Department of Education, 1991; 1995b). This revolution in 

public education was desired not to be driven by the federal government but rather it was felt that 

the nation’s schools would comply voluntarily. Initially the development of standards, 

assessment and accountability was voluntary (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994) yet the policy 

created the foundation by which future federal and state policies would require all students to 

receive a standards-based education of which schools would be held accountable for results.    

Earlier in 1990 the U.S. Congress created the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) to 

monitor and report on the progress and implementation of the national goals. The U.S. 
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Department of Education and the National Governors’ Association (NGA) both supported the 

NEGP which resulted in continuous reporting on the implementation of the national goals. Since 

establishing world class standards was one of the national goals identified in America 2000 the 

NEGP became responsible for annually reporting on the progress of the development of national 

education standards that reflected the broad consensus of what students should know and be able 

to do (U.S. Department of Education, 1995b, ¶ 5).  

Overall the education reform agenda for President Bush was not codified into law; 

however, the work during his administration pronounced the first national goals to define 

excellence in education and moved assessment and accountability to the political arena as a way 

of improving education for all American students. This provided a springboard by which the 

second education President, Bill Clinton could further the national school reform agenda. Bill 

Clinton had been heavily involved in education prior to becoming president. He was vice chair of 

the NGA during the development of the original 6 national goals for education and as governor 

of Arkansas he had continued to work with the NGA as it addressed issues and concerns with 

education at the state level. Richard Riley, who had served with President Clinton on the NGA 

became the Secretary of Education during the Clinton administration (Dungan & Brownbridge, 

1994). During 1993-1994 the Clinton Administration enacted legislation bringing about the most 

sweeping changes in American education since 1965, during the Great Society program of 

former President Lyndon Johnson” (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a, ¶ 1). 

Goals 2000 

In 1993 President Clinton introduced the Goals 2000: Educate America Act as the 

centerpiece to his education reform policy. The act proposed 5 laws which became the platform 

for systemic educational reform throughout the nation which occurred for the first time in the 
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nation’s history. Dungan and Brownbridge (1994) summarized the influence of the legislation by 

stating, “The end result of the Goals 2000 legislation was the first federal education policy for all 

students – an education policy that would act as the focal point for all present and future federal 

legislation related to education” (p. 14). It signaled a major shift from inputs to educational 

outcomes and accountability (Stallings, 2002). Goals 2000 codified into law the 6 original goals 

developed during the Bush administration plus two additional ones at the request of Congress. 

Goals 3 and 5 continued to specifically focus on standards, assessment and accountability. It also 

brought the number of core subject areas by which students should show “competency over 

challenging subject matters” to 9 (Mathison, 2004, p. 12). The new subject areas included 

government, civics, economics, the arts, and foreign languages.  

The remainder of the goals established a comprehensive approach to reaching educational 

targets which would create a world class educational system. Goal 1 focused on the readiness of 

children to enter school while Goal 2 highlighted the need for high school graduation rates of at 

least 90% (U.S. Department of Education, 1994). Goal 4 included teacher education and 

professional development as goal six developed the idea that to be competitive in the world the 

nation must be composed of literate and life long learners. Goals 7 and 8, the 2 additional goals, 

focused on creating safe and drug free schools and promoting positive school-parent 

relationships (U.S. Department of Education, 1994).   

The legislation also established in law the NEGP and created the National Education 

Standards and Improvement Council (NESIC) (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; Mathison, 2004; 

U.S. Department of Education, 1995a, 1995b). The purpose of the NESIC was to “provide 

voluntary national certification of state and local education standards and assessments – to spur 

increased educational opportunity while creating greater accountability and responsibility for 
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students and schools” (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a, Goals 2000: Educate America Act 

¶ 1). It endorsed the kinds and levels of student achievement, how to improve classroom teaching 

learning and ways to inform parents, teachers and students of progress towards achieving content 

standards. 

Goals 2000 was signed into law by President Clinton in 1994. It pushed national 

assessment as accountability which had been absent during the Bush administration for the first 

time into the political and public debate. Although assessments and standards were voluntary 

each state was required to demonstrate how assessment would be developed and aligned with 

standards specified in state improvement plans. While these requirements were voluntary there 

would be financial penalties for non-compliance. Federal funding was available for developing 

state improvement plans through Title III of the Goals 2000 legislation and through Chapter 1 

funds of the Improving America’s School Act of 1994 (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; U.S. 

Department of Education, 1995a; 1995b). 

Improving America’s School Act of 1994 

The Improving America’s School Act of 1994 was the reauthorization of Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965. This legislation became the catalyst by which the 

federal government provided financial incentives for states to develop standards and assessment 

systems which were capable of reporting performance levels and yearly progress. It invited states 

to join the reform movement and required states to have challenging performance and content 

standards in at least reading and mathematics, develop assessments in reading and mathematics, 

and hold schools and school districts accountable for achievement for all students in exchange 

for federal funds (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a; 1995b). The Improving America’s 

School Act of 1994 gave states and schools local control and flexibility for accountability, 
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provided funds for early childhood education, focused on the disadvantaged and opportunities 

for all to learn and fostered school based management and accountability. The reauthorization 

shifted the focus from remedial programs to overall school performance (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1995a; 1995b). 

Throughout the 1990s the Clinton administration and federal policy makers urged states 

to move towards systemic reform aligned to standards and accountability. This time period was 

marked by states developing “curricular and performance standards, new tests, and holding 

principals, teachers and students answerable to improving academic achievement” (Cuban, 2004, 

p. 24). States used a variety of approaches to measure adequate progress by the U.S. Department 

of Education; however, by 2003 there were still many states trying to implement assessment 

programs to comply with the Improving America’s School Act of 1994 (Olson, 2003).  

Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 

As the federal government continued to influence change through policies that directed 

funding towards the development of standards and assessments there were other forces shaping 

public criticism of public education and the demand for better schools. Headlines reporting the 

international test scores in mathematics and science caught the attention of political, education 

and civic leaders which has continued the charge for improved education. According to an 

Education Week (Manzo, 2008) report, the recent release of the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) “is sure to fuel the discussion about the adequacy of the 

effort in U.S. schools to improve instruction and curricula in the subjects” (¶ 3).  The recent 

release has mixed results for Grades 4 and 8 students in mathematics and science (Manzo, 2008). 

TIMMS assesses mathematics and science knowledge and skills in Grades 4 and 8 in countries 

around the world.  
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TIMMS is developed by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 

Achievement (IEA) and is administered by IEA internationally and by the U.S. Department of 

Education in the U.S. (Gonzales, Williams, Jocelyn, Roey, Kastberg, & Brenwald, S. (2008). 

TIMSS has been administered in 1995, 1999, 2003 and 2007 and has reported on the trends of 

mathematics and science scores over the period.  

Thirty-six countries participated in the fourth grade study while 48 countries participated 

in the eighth grade portion. The 2007 report showed that American students continued to score 

above the international average in both Grades 4 and 8 mathematics and science; however, the 

mathematics and science average scores continued to still be below several Asian and European 

countries (Manzo, 2008; Gonzales et al. 2008). Compared to 1995 U.S. scores in mathematics at 

Grades 4 and 8 were higher in 2007 while science scores remained unchanged.  

The scores demonstrate that the U.S. continues to make a good showing in comparison to 

its international counterparts; however, the differences in the growth of mathematics and science 

scores over the period may be reflective of the differences in investment and focus between 

mathematics and science. According to the Education Week report (Manzo, 2008) efforts in 

mathematics and science instruction and teacher training has improved over the last 10 years; 

however, it is still “wholly inadequate” (¶ 7). There has been a greater focus on mathematics 

(Manzo, 2008) which is assessed on state assessments yearly during Grades 3-8, while science is 

assessed only once in the elementary, middle and high school levels according to requirements of 

NCLB (U.S. Department of Education, 2008). This may indicate the power that accountability 

has on what occurs in schools and it may also show that the progress of student learning should 

be monitored more frequently in science and how instruction should be better aligned between 
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grade levels. These are the kinds of ideas that will continue the dialogue on how to continue to 

improve student achievement in these areas and compete with the rest of the world. 

National Education Summits of the 1990s 

Public education according to the U.S. Constitution is a function of the states; therefore, 

during the 1990s and early 21st century, the nation’s governors were very active in working 

through the National Governors’ Association (NGA) creating public policy to formulate public 

school systems that supported high levels of achievement for all students and adults (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1995b). In a joint statement from the 1989 National Education Summit 

the president and 49 of 50 of the nation’s governors (excluding the Minnesota governor) agreed 

that “as a nation we must have an educated work force, in order to succeed in an increasingly 

competitive world economy” (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, p. 73). Thereby, this 

illustrated their consensus on the value of education in a changing society. After the first historic 

education summit of 1989 the governors meet three more times in 1996, 1999, and 2001 

planning and continuing the national agenda for standards-based reform, testing and 

accountability.   

The 2nd National Education Summit was held in Palisades, NY in 1996. Over 45 business 

leaders and 41 governors from across the nation met to sustain efforts on establishing clear 

academic standards in all core subject areas at both the state and local levels (Olson & Hoff, 

1999; Steinberg, 1999). At the convening of the summit business coalitions across the country 

became dedicated to improving student achievement (Achieve Inc., 1999). During this meeting 

the business leaders “were staunch supporters of efforts to set goals, define standards, and 

measure progress in education” (Achieve Inc., 1999, p. 2), while they pledged to consider 

placing facilities in states where standards had been developed (Mathison, 2004). There was a 
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definite shift by the governors and business leaders to focusing on developing specific 

measurable standards rather than broad goals. The leaders pledged to move to define academic 

standards and hold schools accountable for results (Achieve Inc., 1999).  

During this summit, Achieve Inc., an external nongovernmental organization was created 

as a resource to assist governors and business leaders with commits resultant of the summit. The 

organization built on the work and expertise with standards, assessment and accountability. The 

governing body of the new organization included 6 governors and 6 business leaders from the 

NGA (U.S. Department of Education, 1995b).  

In 1999, the 3rd National Education Summit was again held in Palisades, NY and 

participants included governors, educators, and business leaders. Twenty-four governors 

attended with George W. Bush, the governor of Texas being one of the most notable that was not 

present at the meeting due to obligations from the presidential campaign (Steinberg, 1999).The 

summit identified 3 key issues challenging the nation’s public schools – “improving educator 

quality, helping all students reach high standards, and strengthening accountability – and agree to 

specify how each of their states would address these challenges” (Mathison, 2004, p. 12). In 

2001 the National Education Summit again met in Palisades, NY as 25 governors and 36 

business leaders as the terrorist attacks at the World Trade Center in New York City in 

September 2001 and the Afghanistan War greatly impacted attendance at the meeting (Steinberg, 

2001). The governors and Fortune 500 business leaders discussed how to provide guidance to 

states as they created and used tests to measure student achievement. The leaders also explored 

the creation of a national testing plan (Mathison, 2004). During the meeting leaders reaffirmed 

public support for standards, accountability and assessment; however, there were parental 

concerns of single tests determining promotion and graduation. Also technology was explored as 
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a tool for promoting effective standards based curriculum and efficient accountability and 

assessment systems (Gandal, Rothman, Vranek, & Weedon, 2001). As discussions at the 

education summits over the 12 year period evolved so did the specificity of standards, 

assessment and accountability as the nation, states and schools sought ways to bring high quality 

education to all students and identify ways to effective measure their progress. 

Reform of 2000 through Today 

Congressional laws, commission reports, national organizations and presidents over the 

last twenty years moved the country along the path of systemic reform aimed at ensuring a 

quality education for all students. As the nation approached the year 2000 it was increasingly 

clearer that the “the global society is increasingly complex, requiring educated citizens who can 

continuously learn and who can work with diversity, locally and internationally” (Fullan, 2007, 

p. 7). This called for schools which could “ensure that all children did have the opportunity to 

obtain a high quality education and reach proficiency on challenging state standards and 

assessments” (U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, 2006, p. 1). It was 

within this context that the country approached the upcoming national elections. 

During the presidential election in 2000, George W. Bush added education to his 

platform and identified it as the most important issue in his campaign. As the Texas governor 

was elected U.S. president he was eager to promote and apply many of the reform strategies at 

the national level which had been used in the State of Texas (Cuban, 2004; Stallings, 2002). The 

first year educational goal for the new administration was to close the achievement gap between 

white, minority and disadvantaged children (Stallings, 2002). President Bush appointed Rod 

Paige, the Houston Independent School District Superintendent as Secretary of Education. Paige 

was nationally known for his alliances with the business community which enabled him to 
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develop resources to in part improve minority students’ test scores (Cuban, 2004; Paige, 2002; 

Stallings, 2002). Secretary Paige rolled out the president’s policy which has impacted every child 

in America. 

No Child Left Behind 

President George W. Bush set as the centerpiece of his 2001 efforts in education the 

development and passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), 2002, which was the re-

authorization of the Elementary Secondary and Education Act (ESEA), 1965 (Cuban, 2004; 

Stallings, 2002). The following excerpt summarized the President’s personal beliefs about public 

schools and reform: 

The quality of our public schools directly affects us all – as parents, as students, and as 
citizens. Yet too many children in America are segregated by low expectations, illiteracy, 
and self-doubt. In a constantly changing world that is demanding increasingly complex 
skills from its workforce, children are literally left behind…These reforms express my 
deep belief in our public schools and their mission to build the mind and character of 
every child, from every background, in every part of America. (Bush, 2001, Forward, ¶ 1, 
¶ 3) 
 
President George W. Bush signed NCLB into law on January 8, 2002, which the U.S. 

Department of Education and many others felt was the most complete reform of ESEA since its 

inception in 1965 (Soloman & Firetag, 2002) and according to Fullan (2007) NCLB is an 

accountability-based intervention large scale reform. NCLB received bipartisan and business 

support and primarily uses Title I money to maintain federal initiatives aimed at supporting the 

needs of disadvantaged students (Mathison, 2004). The 4 main tenets that guide the provisions of 

NCLB include increased accountability for student performance, focusing on research-based 

programs and practices, reduced bureaucracy with increased flexibility and local control, and 

expanded options for parents and students when schools are considered low performing (Bush, 

2001; Stallings, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, 2006).  
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Throughout the history of federal support of the 1960s until 2001 funding was more 

narrowly linked to helping disadvantaged students and addressing urgent national needs, such as 

improving science and mathematics education (Kober, Rentner, & Jennings, 2006). NCLB 

increased the federal role to include all students and all teachers. For example: 

• States must implement annual state assessments in reading and mathematics in grades 3-8 
and at least once in grades 10-12, and in science at least once in each of the three grade 
spans: 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12. Assessments must be aligned with challenging state content 
and academic achievement standards. States must provide for participation of all 
students, including students with disabilities and limited English proficient (LEP) 
students. 

• States must set annual targets that will lead to the goal of all students’ reaching 
proficiency in reading and mathematics by 2013-2014…Schools and districts must meet 
annual targets for each student subgroup in the school, and must test 95% of students in 
each subgroup, in order to make adequate yearly progress. 

• All teachers of core academic subjects must be highly qualified as defined by NCLB and 
the state. (U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Services, 2006, p. 12) 
 
As noted above schools and districts must show adequate yearly progress; therefore, 

those who fall short of their state’s performance targets over a 2 year period will be labeled as 

“in need of improvement” (Center on Education Policy, 2005, p. vi) and face federal sanctions 

(Olson, 2007). Schools who continue to perform poorly may undergo such actions as having staff 

replaced, changing curriculum, and being completely restructured through governance changes 

(Rentner, Scott, Kober, Chudowsky, Chudowsky, Joftus, et al. 2006). Although NCLB was a 

sweeping reform in regards to the changes it made to federal legislation a pattern emerged which 

illustrated the culmination of the past 20 years of reform integrating standards, assessment and 

accountability. NCLB also brought to the forefront the discrepancies in learning between groups 

of students which according to Hoff & Manzo (2007), “The big success of NCLB so far is to 

galvanize attention to the challenges we face, particularly the challenges of inequity” (p. 27). 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2008) the foundation of success for reducing 
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these inequities and fostering excellence in all schools will depend on the nation’s continued 

commitment to “high standards, annual assessments, accountability for results, highly qualified 

teachers in every classroom (HQT), information and options for parents, and all children on 

grade level by 2014” (¶ 1).  

Other Federal Initiatives 

NCLB over the last 7 years has dominated the national conversation concerning the 

approach to educational reform, yet there have been other initiatives and reports which have 

continued the dialogue on ways to fund and restructure the public education system. In February 

2006, President George W. Bush introduced the American Competitiveness Initiative which 

proposed to increase funding under NCLB by $380 million to “promote stronger instruction in 

math, science, and critical foreign languages in high school to give America’s students the skills 

needed to compete in the global workforce (U.S. Department of Education, 2006b, p. 1).  

Also within this time frame the president announced the creation of the National 

Mathematics Panel, which was composed of math experts who studied the empirical evidence of 

effective math learning strategies. The Mathematics Panel was charged with documenting 

recommendations of researched instructional methods that will help teachers bring K-7 students 

pre-algebra concepts preparing them for more rigorous coursework in at the secondary level 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2006a). The National Mathematics Panel issued its report of 

recommendations in February 2008 (National Mathematics Advisory Panel, 2008). The theme of 

mathematics and science achievement stems back to national education goals and Goals 2000 

which is a consistent call for educational reform within these core subject areas. 
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National Commission for Change 

The New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce composed of national, 

state, local education, business and political leaders in 2006 issued a report, Tough Choices or 

Tough Times, which proposed a “top to bottom overhaul of the U.S. education and training 

system to help Americans compete in a global economy” (Olson, 2006, ¶ 1). Some of the 

proposals included: 

Teachers employed by states rather than districts. State, not local, financing of education. 
Schools no longer run by districts but by independent contractors. Teenagers who take 
exams at age 16 that let them enroll immediately in community or technical colleges. 
High-quality early education available to all 4 year-olds and to all 3 year-olds form low-
income families. (Olson, 2006, ¶ 3) 
 
Richard Riley, the Secretary of Education during the Clinton administration, and member 

of the commission stated that this is a new kind of systemic reform that could open up 

conversations on all of these topics. According to the commission the high skilled workers in 

America are competing against “equally skilled, equally well-educated workers in other 

countries” (Olson, 2006, ¶ 6) and in order for America to keep its standard of living, the nation 

“will have to keep a razor-sharp technological edge and produce workers who have both much 

higher levels of academic knowledge than they do now and a deep vein of creativity that enables 

them to keep generating innovative products and services” (Olson, 2006, ¶ 6). While the Tough 

Choices or Tough Times report has initiated a new dialogue about educational reform there 

continues to be an emergence of the demand for schools where learning is based on quality 

standards and are restructured so that all children can learn. 

Texas: Reform for Change 

 Reform in the state of Texas has paralleled much of what has happened across the 

country; however, in many ways it has been different. This section of the literature review will 
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identify how education reform has impacted public schools in Texas. This will continue to build 

an understanding of the context in which public schools have developed to support high levels of 

achievement for all students. The history of education reform has varied depending on the social, 

political and economic climate found in the state. Much of the school reform policy has occurred 

in the last 50 years, and has been focused on more accountability for student achievement and 

equal funding of education across the state (Kuehlem, 2004). 

Republic until the 1940s 

 The early history of education reform began with much promise. In the Texas Declaration 

of Independence from Mexico, the founding fathers illustrated their frustration with the failure of 

the Mexican government to provide an appropriate education. The following charge was brought 

against the government in 1836 (Eby, 2004): 

 It has failed to establish any public system of education, although possessed of almost 
boundless resources, (the public domain) and although it is an axiom in political science, 
that unless a people are educated and enlightened, it is idle to expect the continuance of 
civil liberty, or the capacity of self-government. (p. 36) 

 
Early Texans felt strongly about education; however, because of philosophical differences in the 

people who came to Texas the public education system failed to be established as an important 

force in educating the citizens of the state. The largest issue which affected the development of 

public education was the debate over local or even family control versus state control of 

education which fostered and ultimately established disparity between rural and urban education 

in the state (Eby, 2004). Settlers from Germany and the northern U.S. came to Texas with the 

desire for a strong public education system while settlers from the southern U.S. viewed 

education as a local or even family concern. This authority issue caused a cold war within the 

state which parallelized the development of a public school system (Eby, 2004). 
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 The 1st elementary schools were established in San Antonio in 1853 while lands were set 

aside to create common schools in each county by the Common School Law of 1854 (Texas 

Education Agency [TEA], 2004c). The sale of lands to the U.S. government during the 

annexation of the state created the Texas Permanent School Fund which has served as a source of 

funding throughout the history of the state. Although the establishment of education had good 

intention by 1870 the condition of public schooling had deteriorated. Studies at this time were 

published comparing Texas to other states of which a 1904 report entitled Some Wholesome 

Educational Statistics by Dr. W. S. Sutton acknowledged the poor quality of education in the 

state. John Eaton, the U.S. Commissioner of Education stated that Texas was the “darkest field 

educationally, in the U.S.” (Eby, 2004, p. 45) while the State Superintendent of Public 

Instruction said that “the population had been permitted to grow up in ignorance for thirty-five 

years” (Eby, 2004, p. 45). Public education in the state had almost become non-existent because 

of the Civil War. 

 The turn of the 19th century brought great promise to the state as the economy was 

booming. Texas experienced an unprecedented growth as its population grew, the railroad linked 

the western part of the state to the south and east, oil and natural gas were discovered and other 

resources were abundant in the state. During this time Houston became the second largest port in 

volume in the U.S. Many of the new citizens moved to the cities where culture and education 

began to grow leaving the rural areas to become disadvantaged and poor (Eby, 2004).  

Common schools continued to be the primary mode of education in the rural areas while 

independent school districts were more prevalent in urban areas. This created a disparity in the 

quality of education in the rural and urban areas which seemingly was in contrast to what was 

happening in the large cities of the Northeast U.S. The creation of the Conference for Education 
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in Texas in 1907 lead to legislation aimed at improving education in rural areas (Eby, 2004; 

TEA, 2004c). In 1910 the Biennial Report of the State Department of Education also concluded 

that condition of rural education was poor and legislation again was passed to try to improve the 

education in these areas (TEA, 2004c). By the 1920s public surveys became popular and the first 

survey of schools was completed in 1923 which brought in experts from out-of-state to examine 

the conditions of public schools. This resulted in increased per capita spending to improve public 

education.  

During the 1930s there were nearly 7,000 school districts with 6,000 being common 

school districts in the rural areas and 1,000 being independent school districts in urban areas. The 

time was marked by the economic crisis of the Great Depression and there was an urgent desire 

to consolidate schools to make the state funding more efficient and equitable for schools in the 

rural and urban areas (TEA, 2004c). The Texas State Board of Education commissioned a survey 

to study the consolidation issue. The three year study resulted in the 1938 publication of the 

Report of the Results of Texas Statewide School Adequacy Survey which recommended the 

greatest and most radical move to consolidate schools to improve funding for all schools; 

however, this measure was defeated and the quality of public education remained the same 

(TEA, 2004c). Throughout this period in Texas history most education reform policies were 

focused how to reduce the disparity between rural and urban schools and how to improve the 

quality of rural schools.  

Gilmore-Aiken Act until Today 

Gilmore-Aiken Act of 1949 

As the economic and social conditions changed during the prosperity of the 1920s, the 

Great Depression of the 1930s and World War II of the 1940s increasing pressure was put on the 



64 
 

system to improve public education in the state. Throughout the 1930s and World War II the 

public school system in Texas became greatly compromised due to the lack of funding 

throughout the Great Depression and shortage of supplies and educators during the war 

(Kuehlem, 2004). Just as in the rest of the U.S., post-war parents in Texas were concerned about 

the quality of schools and the need to improve them to meet the demands of the changing and 

increasingly more modern and technological society (Kuehlem, 2004). During this time there 

was a great increase in births which resulted in the baby boom generation which signaled the 

need for more and better public schools. 

The Gilmore-Aiken Committee was authorized by the Texas Legislature in 1947 to study 

Texas public schools and make recommendations for reform. The Gilmore-Aiken Committee in 

1949 issued its report, To Have What We Must, “calling for a new public school system model to 

improve education” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 60). The Gilmore-Aiken Act of 1949 became seminal 

legislation that changed the history of public schools in Texas aimed at improving education for 

its children. The critical changes included the creation of the Texas Education Agency (TEA) 

from the State Department of Education whose purpose was to facilitate and administer more 

effective programs balanced with local control of independent school districts, create office of 

the commissioner of education, establish the Minimum Foundation Program which improved 

funding to impoverished school districts to “maintain a higher standard of local services” 

(Kuehlem, 2004), and to create a minimum salary schedule for teachers (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 

2004c). Once TEA was formed school personnel were hired to begin working on plans to 

improve achievement and financial support for schools as they “moved from an agricultural and 

technical emphasis to better preparation in specific subject areas” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 61).  
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1950s through the 1970s 

The social, economic and political conditions of the 1950s and 1960s which impacted the 

nation also influenced Texas. During this time significant numbers of the population continued to 

shift to urban areas seeking better education while the Brown v. the Board of Education of 

Topeka called for change in the culture of society by eliminating racial segregation in public 

schools of black and white students (Kuehlem, 2004; Ravitch, 2001; TEA 2004c). Although the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 had been passed at the national level to eliminate racial discrimination, 

Texas made little progress in desegregating the public schools. This resulted in a 1970 court 

order mandating TEA to oversee the integration of Texas public schools through the court order, 

Civil Action 5281. Civil Action 5281 required all-black school districts to consolidate with 

surrounding all-white districts and prohibited the assignment of students to school by race 

(Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c). The Cisneros v. Corpus Christi Independent School District 

(Texas State Historical Society [TSHA], n.d.) expanded the anti-discrimination laws to Mexican-

American students and according to Kuehlem (2004) “integration is among many factors leading 

to dramatic progress in closing the achievement gap among ethnic groups” (p. 63). 

The National Defense and Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 in response to the 1957 launch 

the Russian satellite, Sputnik I, increased funds to the state for improving instruction in 

mathematics, science and foreign languages (TEA, 2004b). The authorization of Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 provided aid to Texas to improve education for 

underprivileged children which resulted in increased federal funding and federal regulation of 

schools (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c). ESEA of 1965 also provided funds for libraries, 

textbooks and media support which essentially provided the initial funding for the establishment 

of Educational Service Centers (ESC) (TEA, 2004c). Over time the role of the ESCs have 
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evolved from providing library and media support improving the quality of education to 

delivering professional development and instructional and technical support aimed at facilitating 

educational reform to improve education for students across the state (Texas System of 

Education Service Centers, n.d.).  

In 1965 Governor John Connally initiated the report, To Make Texas a National Leader 

in Public Education: The Challenge and Change (Kuehlem, 2004), which was published to 

establish a plan for the governor and the legislature to move Texas towards being a leader in 

education through high quality schools. The “recommendations for a quality education in Texas 

called for a broader role of public schools in order to impede social problems such as 

delinquency, unemployment and soaring welfare costs” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 64).  Texas was 

taking initiative to improve schools and throughout the 1970s most legislation was focused on 

increasing expenditures for disadvantaged schools.  

According to Darling-Hammond (1992), many state legislatures and local districts had 

already passed policies aimed at improving curriculum standards, keeping schools more 

accountable and requiring new school and district planning and management decision making 

processes prior to the A Nation at Risk, 1983. Texas was no exception; the legislature in 1979 

passed House Concurrent Resolution 90 which created a curriculum study panel charged with 

surveying citizens from around the state identifying how education may be improved. They made 

their recommendation and in 1981 a new state-wide balanced curriculum was established in 12 

subject areas by House Bill 246. The curriculum became known as the Essential Elements 

curriculum and this signaled the beginning of the standards-based reform movement in Texas 

(Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 2004c; Walenta & James, 1993). Also at this time the back-to-basics 

movement had moved across the nation and Texas passed Senate Bill 350 which mandated the 
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administration of the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS), a basic skill competency test 

(Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c). Texas had earnestly begun to focus on improving public 

education through standards and holding students accountable for their learning.  

1980s until Today 

As the 1980s approached, citizens, politicians and educators of Texas criticized the 

decreasing literacy and test scores of school children (TSHA, n.d.). The 1983 A Nation at Risk 

report prompted Governor Mark White to appoint a Select Committee on Public Education 

chaired by Dallas businessman, H. Ross Perot to study education in Texas which resulted in the 

1984 passage of House Bill 72 (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 2004c; Walenta & James, 1993). At this 

time, it was believed the economy needed diversification and to move away from dependence on 

the oil and natural gas industry. The ability to attract new industry was considered to be 

influenced by whether Texas public schools could produce a work force to meet the needs of 

potential industry (Grissmer & Flannigan, 1998). This economic need and the public’s criticism 

for decreasing test scores empowered the new commission to study schools over the following 

year.  

This year long study created the extensive education reform intended to improve public 

schools across the state. It also demonstrated the power that big business had on impacting 

education in the state (Grissmer & Flannigan, 1998). Business believed that “trained and 

intelligent people are the most efficient producers of goods” and that the “organization of 

industry and commerce requires trained personnel” (Eby, 2004 p. 57). It was also held this 

collaborative effort between government and business was successful in changing policy towards 

education. Key components of House Bill 72 included the end to social promotion by requiring 

at least a score of 70 to pass in the core subject areas, increased statewide testing and the passage 
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of the no-pass-no-play rule, requiring student athletes to pass all subject areas, pay raises for 

teachers, provisions for a daily planning period for teachers, and lowered student to teacher ratios 

in the lower grades (Grissmer & Flannigan, 1998; Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 2004c; Walenta & 

James, 1993). Each of these recommendations was aimed at improving the quality of education 

for all students and improving accountability in the state’s education system. 

During 1984 the Essential Element curriculum was also put into practice in schools while 

assessment continued to become more rigorous with the development of the Texas Educational 

Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c). Throughout the rest of 

the 1980s and early 1990s the state continued to seek ways to improve equity in educational 

finance, improve accountability and the systems that supported it (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c). 

This culminated in the passage of Senate Bill 7 in 1993 which revised the Texas Education Code 

(TEC). Many of the Senate Bill 7 policies concerning finance were based in part on decisions by 

the courts which deemed the Texas system inadequate in sharing funding between wealthy and 

poor school districts (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 2004c). The state assessment for student assessment 

became the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) which reflected an increase in 

expectations for student achievement from basic skills in 1979 to academic skills which assessed 

problem solving and higher order thinking skills in 1990 (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, n.d.).  

The restructuring movement (Fullan, 2000) was influencing public school reform 

throughout the country during the 1990s and Senate Bill 1, the rewrite of the TEC in 1995, 

demonstrated the impact this movement had on educational thought and reform in Texas. The 

bill “established clear new roles and relationships between the state, regional, and local 

education entities” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 68). It also gave districts more power over school 

processes, created charter schools, and renewed TEA’s “role in supporting local communities to 
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ensure that all students achieve a high standard of student performance” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 68). 

These words mirror the intent of the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 and Goals 2000 

(U.S. Department of Education, 1995a) that were adopted into law by the Clinton administration. 

Senate Bill 1 was signed into law by Governor George W. Bush of which many of its 

requirements were precursors to the key components found in the NCLB, 2002.  

During the mid to late 1990s the state continued to focus on improving standards, 

assessment, instruction and accountability systems focused on improving student achievement in 

Texas public schools. The Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) which collected and 

reported the performance data from state assessments was placed on the Internet and the state 

curriculum standards, Essential Elements, had been rewritten and renamed the Texas Essential 

Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) (Kuehlem, 2004). Senate Bill 103 in 1999 established the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) which was more rigorous and completely aligned 

to the TEKS. The new test was administered in 2003 (TEA, 2003a; 2003b). Through these 

education reform initiatives Governor George W. Bush commented, “Texas leads the nation 

when it comes to improving public schools. We are raising standards, strengthening 

accountability and funding early intervention so that every child learns to read and no child is left 

behind” (Kuehlem, 2004, p. 69).  

House Bill 4 of 1999, the Student Success Initiative (SSI) was enacted into law with the 

goal of ending social promotion by requiring students to pass state assessments in reading at 

Grade 3 and reading and mathematics in Grade 5 in the elementary school (Kuehlem, 2004; 

TEA, 2004c; TEA 2008c). The student may also be promoted based upon the decision of the 

grade placement committee (TEA, 2008c). The state determined to provide support so the 

Reading Initiative and reading academies were established to provide Grades K-4 teachers with 
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professional development that focused on accelerated instruction to help struggling learners 

(Kuehlem, 2004). According to the Grade Placement Committee Manual 2008-2009 (TEA, 

2008c) the purpose of the SSI is: 

to ensure that all students receive the instruction and support they need to be 
academically successful in reading and mathematics. This effort depends greatly on 
schools, parents and guardians, and community members working in partnership to meet 
individual student needs. (p. 1) 
 

The imperative for student success is aligned to the idea that schools must be structured in ways 

focused on learning for all students which is iterated in the preceding statement. 

 The years 2000 through today have been marked by improving Texas schools through 

improved standards and assessments. The Texas Math Initiative was established in 2001 to 

support improved instruction in Grades 5-8 mathematics (Kuehlem, 2004). According to a 2003 

publication of the National Association of State Boards of Education (NASBE) the 

comprehensive goals of the initiative are: 

• Identify best practices and proven research based models for math instruction 

• Give teachers a clear understanding of the math skills expected of students and the best 
instructional practices to enhance student performance 

• Bring teachers, administrators, and mathematics experts together to build consensus 
around reform efforts 

• Give teachers, parents, and school districts the power to implement meaningful changes 
that lead to measurable results in math achievement 

• Align essential mathematics knowledge and skills, textbook content, and state 
assessments more fully 

• Recruit and retain highly qualified teachers in mathematics 

• Ensure that students receive intensive, targeted instruction in mathematics if they fall 
behind their classmates (p. 1) 
 

These goals represented a comprehensive reform approach to mathematics instruction which was 

aimed at supporting learning for all students and incorporating the entire educational community. 

Although the initiative was developed prior to the authorization of NCLB, 2002, these goals 
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were aligned to the objectives of NCLB which focused on best methods, highly qualified 

teachers and improved student achievement.  

 As this review has demonstrated education reform in Texas progressed slowly prior to the 

passage of the Gilmore-Aiken Act of 1949 but gained momentum which has sustained it through 

today. As standards-based reform also gained momentum after A Nation at Risk, 1983, Texas 

became an early adopter of the “fundamental tenets of standards-based reform – setting 

expectations for students and schools, measuring performance against those standards, and 

demanding accountability for those results” (Garcia & Rothman, 2002 p. 5). Texas has also had 

consensus and consistent support from the business community which has sustained the current 

education reform movement. The Texas Business Education Coalition has been active in 

supporting and holding firm to the significance of standards, assessment and accountability 

(Garcia & Rothman., 2002). Reform efforts in Texas will continue to evolve as the student 

population continues to grow and become more diverse (TEA, 2005c; 2007b). According to Jim 

Windham (2006), the chairman of the Texas Institute for Education Reform, “reform is never 

over” (¶ 3) which means Texas will be required to continually improve so that public schools can 

“prepare all students to ‘function in a world of ideas’” (Schlechty, 1990, p. xvii). 

Standards-based Education Reform 

National Perspective 

Standards-based education has been an essential component of the current educational 

reform movement at both the federal and state level since the publication of the A Nation at Risk 

report was released in 1983. Also the essential component of today’s accountability systems in 

education includes standards. Although standards-based education is perceived as relatively a 

new development, the standards movement can be tied to earlier events in the American public 
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education history. Standards-based education had its early roots in the works of Charles Eliot 

who was President of Harvard University during the 1890s. He was an early supporter for a 

quality education for all children regardless of their socio-economic status (Ravitch, 2000). He 

believed that all students deserved the same education regardless of whether or not they would 

be attending college. He was an advocate for higher standards and believed that “the primary 

purpose of education was to improve society by improving the intelligence of individuals” 

(Ravitch, 2000, p. 30). Eliot also served on the Committee of Ten which published a report in 

1893 that in 1900 influenced the creation of the College Board. The College Board adopted 

common standards for academic courses which foreshadowed the development of standards 

nearly 100 years later with the Nation at Risk report in 1983 (Ravitch, 2000; 2002; 2003) and the 

pursuant standards-based reform era.  

Another event demonstrating the early development of standards was the creation of the 

Carnegie Unit in 1906 (Malone & Nelson, 2006). In the early 1900s high schools were relatively 

new so there was very little consistency in what was taught and for how long and colleges 

wanted some way of knowing students were prepared before being admitted to school. The 

Carnegie Foundation established a unit of measure as “a means to create uniform time and 

content standards” throughout schools (Malone & Nelson, 2006, p. 121) which was aimed at 

improving the amount of time that all students consistently participated in high school courses 

across the country. Clarifying expectations, setting higher expectations and establishing common 

expectations are reasons for developing standards (Mathison, 2004); thus, these early examples 

demonstrate the importance of standards in creating an equitable and excellent education for all 

students. In other words, “To have good schools, we must have high standards and high 

expectations for all schools and all children” (Hunt, 2002, p. 718). 
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A Nation at Risk, 1983, established a sense of urgency in repairing the educational system 

which had fallen into a state of mediocrity (NCEE, 1983). It deemed that higher expectations or 

standards were needed to improve education so that Americans could compete within the global 

economy (Mathison, 2004; Schlechty, 1990). Standard-based reform would become the means 

by which the nation could keep from falling behind other countries in achievement and could 

address the disparity between high and low achieving students (Lefkowitz & Miller, 2005; 

Malone & Nelson, 2006).  

“All students are capable of achievement and entitled to rich challenging and engaging 

work” (Weiss, 2000, p. 4) became the philosophical core of the standards-based reform 

movement of the mid-1980s. Throughout the George H. W. Bush and Clinton administrations the 

standards movement continued to gain momentum in the national public arena (McAndrews, 

2006). As standards became the guiding framework for public education policy at the federal, 

state and local levels (Kohlmoos, 2005) President H. W. Bush declared in America 2000 that 

world class standards for schools, teachers, and students would be the catalyst that the federal 

government would use to create change in public schools (U.S. Department of Education, 1991).       

In 1992, Raising Standards for American Education, a bipartisan report was released 

which advocated for high national education standards. The National Education Standards and 

Assessment Council (NESAC) chartered by the National Education Goals Panel (NEGP) 

initiated the development of voluntary national standards by professional organizations and 

associations (U.S. Department of Education, 1995b). The 1992 report, a product of NESAC and 

the U.S. Department of Education worked in conjunction to garner attention for world class 

standards as Lamar Alexander, the U.S. Secretary of the Department of Education released 
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funding for many standard development projects (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; Mathison, 

2004).  

During this time teachers and scholars across the nation developed national standards in 

science, history, civics, the arts, geography, and English funded by the U.S. Department of 

Education, however, there were professional organizations which developed national standards 

without federal funding. The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) published 

Curriculum and Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics in 1989 which inadvertently 

became the model for developing national standards in other content areas (Dungan & 

Brownbridge, 1994; Mathison, 2004; U.S. Department of Education 1995b.) The American 

Association for the Advancement of Science, the National Science Teachers Association, and the 

National Council of Teachers of Social Studies were other organizations which developed 

national standards outside of federal funding (Mathison, 2004). 

By 1993 low expectations were still prevailing at high poverty schools because of the 

lack of funding at the local, state and federal levels and due to the lack of rigorous standards 

(Riley, 2002). Education became the most important issue for domestic policy and there was 

public consensus that raising standards for all children was an essential way of improving all 

schools. The Clinton administration based its educational policy on “three connected and 

defining principles: high standards for all children, new accountability measures linked to high 

standards, and new investments to improve the quality of education for all children” (Riley, 

2002, p. 701). High standards became the center piece of federal policy and the emerging 

accountability system as Chapter 1 of the Improving America’s School Act of 1994 provided the 

primary source for funding the voluntary development of state standards.  
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Since the mid-1990s state and federal education policies consistently defined the goals of 

standards-based reform to be: 1) high academic standards, 2) accountability for student 

outcomes, 3) the inclusion of all students in reform initiatives, and 4) flexibility to foster 

instructional change (Goertz, 2001, p. 63). No Child Left Behind (NCLB), currently integrates 

all of these components to require states to continue developing and revising challenging 

standards, assessments and equitable accountability systems (U.S. Department of Education, 

Institute of Education Services, 2006). 

Throughout the 1990s the standards movement gained momentum because national polls 

and surveys showed support, business and industry leaders gave support, and education 

researchers and reformers maintained that successful schools focus on goals and realign teaching 

and learning around those goals (Weiss, 2000). According to the Public Agenda Survey in 1999 

support for raising standards was strong “among Americans in every part of the country and 

from every walk of life” (Achieve, Inc., 1999, p. 57). Business and civic leaders were especially 

diligent in supporting standards-based education and pressed for federal policies which required 

more testing and greater accountability (Cuban, 2004). Education reformers emphatically 

supported standards-based reform in the “hope that accountability systems focused on 

universally applied standards will shine a spotlight on inequities and encourage states and 

communities to pay more attention to the schools that fail to measure up” (Achieve, 1999, p. 35).   

The standards and accountability movement in education has had a broad-based support 

which comes from educational leaders, state governments, governors, business leaders, and 

professional organizations. The current movement has been developed and sustained politically 

much longer than anyone could have predicted. In the world of policy analysis, the issue 
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attention cycle is generally 3-5 years in duration; therefore, it is significant that the current period 

of reform has been in existence since the early 1980s (Achieve, Inc., 1999; Elmore, 2004).   

As in 1999, a greater number of minority parents as compared to white parents feel that 

high standards are required to create good schools (Achieve, 1999; Associated Press, 2008). Also 

an adult survey conducted by Education Next and Harvard University’s Program on Education 

Policy and Governance (PEPG) found that: 

Americans continue to believe that schools should be held accountable through national 
standards and tests. No less than 69 percent of the public think the federal government 
should set standards for the country and administer tests in math, science and reading. 
(Howell, West, & Peterson, 2008, Setting National Accountability section, ¶ 1) 
 

The National Dialogue Project conducted by Mid Continent Research for Education and 

Learning (McREL) (Lefkowitz & Miller, 2005) provided further evidence that the public 

believed schools should be held accountable for performance goals based upon standards; 

however, parents also believed it was important “to ensure that schools support the development 

of every child’s unique talents and skills” (Lefkowitz & Miller, 2005, p. 5). 

Throughout reform over the last 25 years standards-based education has become a 

powerful force in today’s public schools, demonstrated in the fact that today all 50 states have 

adopted core subject standards (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2008). The 

standards have identified what students should know and be able to do and have established 

higher expectations for all students; however, standards can only lead to change and 

improvement if states align curriculum, assessment and accountability to these standards (Weiss, 

2000). Standards can also be very powerful for learning and teaching when educators: 1) develop 

shared perceptions and a common language while clarifying their understanding of standards, 2) 

use standards to remind themselves of the important knowledge and skills to teach students, 3) 

use standards to set expectations for students, 4) can enhance their knowledge of how students 
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learn through assessment of rigorous standards, and 5) discuss and debate standards-based 

initiatives while learning together (Falk, 2002). In summation, standards can be very effective in 

leading collective learning and application within a professional learning community.       

Development of Standards in Texas 

Texas entered the standards-based education reform movement in 1979 when the 66th 

session of the Texas Legislature passed the House Concurrent Resolution 90 which called for 

curriculum study of Texas public schools (Walenta & James, 1993). Two years later the panel 

reported the following recommendations to the State Board of Education (Walenta & James, 

1993): 

1) Require all school districts to offer a well-balanced curriculum that includes…science 
and mathematics. The well balanced curriculum should be available to all students, 
including those in special programs for meeting unique needs. 

2) Direct the State Board of Education to designate the most essential parts of each of the 
subjects in the well-balanced curriculum. These constitute the basic elements that all 
students should be expected to master, 

3) Direct the State Board of education to ensure that virtually all students master these 
basic or essential elements. 

4) Charge the State Board of Education, in conjunction with the education committees of 
the Texas House of Representatives and Senate, with responsibility for instituting a 
system for the regular review and update of curriculum. 

5) Consider repealing present laws mandating courses subjects or elements to be included 
in the curriculum decisions so that curriculum decisions may be made in a pedagogically 
sound manner. (pp. 7-8) 
 
House Bill 246 was mandated in 1981 and included these recommendations which put 

into code a well balanced curriculum including 12 subject areas through 12 grades (Kuehlem, 

2004; TEA 2004c; TEA, 1996; Walenta & James, 1993). “The State Board of Education also 

designated the essential elements of each subject listed and required each district to provide 

instruction in those elements in order to be accredited” (Kuehlem, 2004 p. 65). The Essential 

Elements of Instruction were enacted into law by the State Board of Education in 1984 (TEA, 
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2002b) and implemented in school districts during the 1985-86 school year. During 1990-91 the 

Essential Elements of Instruction were revised to preserve alignment to newly adopted 

instructional materials (TEA, 1996).  

 Texas continued to make efforts to improve the state curriculum during the 1990s by 

making it more rigorous. Most of the curriculum changes during the early part of the decade 

focused on making changes to high school courses and to graduation requirements (TEA, 1996). 

In May 1995 Senate Bill 1 authorized the rewrite of the Texas Education Code and directed the 

State Board of Education to develop a required kindergarten through Grade 12 foundation and 

enrichment curricula (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA 2004c; TEA 1996). According the 75th Legislature 

(TEA, 1996) the foundation curriculum included: “English language arts, mathematics, science, 

and social studies, consisting of Texas, U.S., and world history, government, and geography” (p. 

40). 

 Essential knowledge and skills were to be identified for each of the foundation and 

enrichment curricula by writing teams of teachers, business representatives, parents and industry 

leaders (TEA 1996; TEA, 1998). The essential knowledge and skills were required by statute to 

be used to teach foundation courses while in the enrichment courses the essential knowledge and 

skills could be used as guidelines (TEA, 1996). During the 1995-97 biennium, 15 writing teams 

developed the foundation and enrichment curricula with the following charges from the 

commissioner of education: 

• Review the essential elements 

• Ensure relevance and rigor in the curriculum 

• Articulate what students should know be able to do 

• Specify the levels of performance expected of students at particular grade levels 

• Ensure that the knowledge and skills meet the learning needs of all students  
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• Link interdisciplinary concepts, content, and skills across the curriculum (TEA 
1996, p. 41) 
 

The new curriculum standards were identified as the Texas Essential Knowledge and 

Skills (TEKS) (TEA, 1996; TEA, 1998). Throughout the development process a connection team 

ensured a common format was used by all writing teams while State Board of Education review 

committee content experts reviewed draft proposals of the TEKS for content errors (TEA, 1996). 

The two drafts of the proposed TEKS were sent to school districts, campuses, region service 

centers and posted on the Internet for the public and educators to review and provide responses 

for consideration by the writing teams (TEA, 1996; 1998). There was an overt attempt to include 

the public in the discussions on the new curriculum standards by public hearings and town 

meetings held at the region service centers around the state (TEA 1996). During this phase of 

development public responses were taken into consideration before the final presentation and 

adoption of the TEKS by the State Board of Education. The Southern Regional Education Board 

(SREB) stated, (Watts, et al. 1998) “content and student achievement standards should be 

developed with consistent input from a variety of sources” (p. 2) so throughout the process TEA 

made an intentional effort to involve the public so that there was consensus among the 

community on the intent of the new standards (Garcia & Rothman, 2002). The TEKS were 

adopted by the State Board of Education in 1997 and were implemented in the schools districts 

in 1998 (Kuehlem, 2004). It was important to note throughout the development of the TEKS 

funding from Goals 2000 played an important role in underwriting the state efforts at developing 

the standards and accountability system in the state (TEA, 1998; U.S. Department of Education, 

1996).  

The Essential Element curriculum standards focused on what the student had opportunity 

to learn (TEA, 1998) while the TEKS focused on what the student should know and be able to do 
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(TEA, 1996; 1998). Both the Essential Elements and TEKS were aligned to each Grade, K-12, 

and were linked to the state approved curricula. The TEKS were also organized by: 

basic understandings, which are statements of the fundamental concepts that comprise the 
body of knowledge in each discipline area. Thereafter the TEKS articulate knowledge 
and skills, that is, statements of what the students should know and be able to do at 
specified grade levels, and performance descriptions, which are statements of ways 
students can show that they have acquired the knowledge and skills. (TEA, 1996, p. 41) 
 

It was important that content standards should be concise and understandable so that children 

knew what is expected to learn and teachers knew what was expected of them to teach (Watts, et 

al., 1998) Without clear and specific standards, vagueness would lead to inconsistency in 

teaching across the state.   

Since the implementation of the TEKS in 1998 the enrichment curriculum was added to 

the courses required to use the TEKS for instruction (TEA, 2005b). The enrichment program 

includes: “health education, physical education, fine arts, career and technology education, and 

economics” (TEA, 2005b, p. 115). Texas continues to use the TEKS to promote rigorous and 

high standards by: 

• Facilitating the implementation of the TEKS in all classrooms in the state 

• Adopting textbooks aligned to the TEKS 

• Aligning the statewide assessment, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 
(TAKS), to the TEKS 

• Aligning the graduation requirements to the TAKS (TEA 2005b, p. 115) 
 

The TEKS are periodically revised to reflect changes in the state’s understanding of how 

students learn and will reflect the expectation that all children can learn; “getting academic 

standards right and keeping them right may be the most important task facing public education 

today” (Diaz, 2006, p. 1). Education reform which builds the capacity of schools within the 

context of rigorous essential knowledge and skills (Watts et al., 1998) can ensure that “all 

students learn, and further more they learn to think critically, invent, produce, and problem-
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solve” (Darling-Hammond, 1992, p. 7). Clear and specific learning goals at each school will 

support creating the high performing schools (Borsuk, 2006) where there is equity and 

excellence for all children (Riley, 2002). According to Riley (2002), “an excellence of excellence 

for every child in America must be the new ‘civil right’ for the 21st century” (p. 703). 

In summary, education reform at the national and state levels have and will continue to 

promote policies that will impact public schools. The bottom line for any reform is to improve 

student performance and yet the greater power and promise of excellence in education is best 

summarized by the authors of the report, A Nation Still at Risk: An Education Manifesto, April 

30, 1998 (Center for Education Reform, 1998): 

more is at stake than our future prosperity…good education is not just about the readiness 
for the practical challenges of life. It is also about liberty and the pursuit of happiness. It 
is about preparation for moral, ethical, and civic challenges, for participation in a vibrant 
culture, for informed engagement in one’s community, and for a richer quality of life for 
oneself and one’s family. Test scores are important. But so, too, are standards and 
excellence in our society. The decisions we make about education are really decisions 
about the kind of country we want to be; the sort of society in which we want to raise our 
children; the future we want them to have; and even-and perhaps especially-about the 
content of their character and the architect of their souls…we must not be content with 
anything less than the best for all our children. (Hope for the Next American Century 
section, ¶ 5) 
 

Accountability and Achievement in the U.S. and Texas 

Historical Development of Accountability 

National Perspective 

 Accountability in the most general sense is based upon the idea that schools, teachers, 

and students are held accountable for performance results (Ravitch, 2002). Although testing and 

pieces of accountability in public schools began very early in the history of the U.S. (Cuban, 

2004) contemporary accountability is relatively new (Ravitch, 2002). Thomas Jefferson believed 

that education was a matter of local concern (Eby, 2004); therefore, accountability resulted at the 
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school board and community level. Early in the 19th century tax-supported schools were 

accountable to voters and elected officials; thus, the main measure of accountability was through 

the election to school boards (Cuban, 2004). The success of schools was primarily decided by 

how the electorate voted. 

 As schools began to grow with the industrialization and urbanization of the New England 

states it became increasingly more difficult to hold schools accountable for student success and 

ensure each school was spending funds efficiently (Cuban, 2004). During the 1800s many school 

boards of education developed standardized tests in each subject area to measure what students 

were learning and account for the efficient spending of school funds. Also students who did not 

successfully pass these tests were retained which did indicate a level of accountability placed on 

the student; yet, there was none placed on the district or school (Ravitch, 2001; 2002). 

 Many city school boards had employed superintendents to manage school districts by the 

end of the Civil War (Cuban, 2004; Ravitch, 2001). Accountability for the efficient use of tax 

money was now dispersed from the board of education to the superintendent, principal and the 

classroom teacher in schools across the district (Cuban, 2004). State school boards were weak 

and much of the control was still at the local school district level (Ravitch, 2001). Achievement 

tests became more prevalent as a tool for school boards and superintendents to hold schools 

accountable for results. According to Cuban (2004), “Achievement tests helped school boards 

and superintendents assess what teachers taught and what students learned in the schools in their 

districts” (p. 20); however, the results were very rarely made available to the public, thus, this 

represented the belief that no one in the profession would be held accountable for achievement 

results (Ravitch, 2002). 
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 The school survey movement before and after World War I provided large scale surveys 

of public schools in the nation (Cuban, 2004) and in Texas (TEA, 2004a) to provide information 

concerning the condition of students and schools. The large scale surveys put experts in public 

schools who “counted every public dollar and how it was spent on buildings, curriculum, 

supervision, teachers, methods of teaching, students and school organization” (Cuban, 2004, p. 

21). Again, accountability was measured more by being accountable for how funds were spent 

rather than student performance. Ravitch (2002) concluded that the level of rampant social 

promotion, passing students to the next grade without performing, during the Great Depression 

and progressive movement indicated there was no real accountability for student achievement 

throughout much of the 20th century.  

 According to Ravitch (2002) the contemporary sense of accountability may have its 

origin in the release of Equality of Educational Opportunity Study (EEOS) by James Coleman in 

1966. Coleman reported on the opportunities and distribution in resources for children of 

different ethnicities and also looked at their achievement scores (Ravitch, 2000; 2002; Viadero, 

2006). One of the outcomes of this study was that it began encouraging the public, policy makers 

and education researchers to examine student outcomes or results rather than just inputs or 

resources which began the shift of looking at student achievement as an indicator of student 

success (Viadero, 2006). There were other conclusions drawn from this report; however, the shift 

in looking at outcomes to study student achievement was a powerful force in moving educational 

reform to “accountability by results” (Elmore, 2004, p. 215). Opportunity which had been in the 

education lexicon during the 1960s was now being replaced by accountability (McAndrews, 

2006). 
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 By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the back-to-basics movement reports of falling test 

scores and the Nation at Risk, 1983, guided national attention to poor student performance. 

Standards of excellence (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a) became important factors in the 

national, regional and state discussions on how to improve schools; this became an important 

first step in establishing standards-based reform (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994). Accountability 

during the 1980s called for improvement in a context of global competition (Fullan, 2007). It 

was believed that America’s preeminence in the global economy had fallen because of schools 

which lacked high expectations and goals for all students (NCEE, 1983). This period of time 

ushered in the beginning of today’s contemporary standards-based approach to accountability.  

During the 20 years that followed A Nation at Risk, 1983, there were key federal policies 

and legislation that were enacted producing today’s definition of accountability and its impact as 

a strategy for school improvement. Also the availability of test data from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and international tests, such as the Trends in 

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) has played a key role in using student performance on 

achievement tests as a strategy for holding districts, schools, teachers and students accountable 

for results (Ravitch, 2002).  For many political, civic and business leaders “accountability for 

student learning has become crucial for the future of education” (Watts et al., 1998, p. 1) and 

achievement tests are an important strategy for measuring and recording results.  

The National Education Goals and America 2000: An Education Strategy (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1991), presented in 1990 by President George H. W. Bush and the 

National Governors Association (NGA) moved the country towards results driven accountability 

by announcing, “There’s no place for a no-fault attitude in our schools. It’s time we held our 

schools – and ourselves – accountable for results” (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, pp. 3-
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4). Bush continued and defined how the nation must move towards achievement for all children; 

therefore, defining standards-based accountability: “When goals are set and strategies for 

achieving them are adopted, we must establish clear measures of performance and then issue 

annual report cards on progress of students, schools, the states and federal government” (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1991, pp. 79-80). The reform approach had been defined based upon 

three key components: standards of excellence, measures of performance towards meeting 

standards, and annual report cards showing progress. 

  Since the authorization of the Improving of America’s Schools Act of 1994, (Riley, 

2002) the effort became to establish “workable accountability systems linked to standards 

….Title I required to set a high standard for all children and to test students at three key grades to 

gauge progress”  (p. 702). As public schools moved away from the factory-model where schools 

acted as sorting machines the expectations for the nation had shifted to a model of schools which 

give all students the opportunity to achieve high standards (Riley, 2002). Although the 

requirements were voluntary for the development of state standards and accountability systems, 

Title 1 of Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 used funding incentives to encourage the 

development of each (U.S. Department of Education, 1995b). The Clinton education policy was 

critical in creating required accountability systems in each state; thus, establishing standards-

based education as the national and state approach to school reform. 

 Accountability increased in importance when the U.S. Congress authorized No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) in 2001 which was the eighth reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA), 1965 (Stecher & Kirby, 2004; Weaver, 2006). It became one of the most 

ambitious education policies in the history of the U.S. (Guilfoyle, 2006). NCLB continued the 

goal of Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 to “improve education through a performance 
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based accountability system built around student test results” (Stecher & Kirby, 2004, p. 1). This 

emphasis was a change from past federal initiatives in that those focused on providing services 

and accountability based on how funding was spent while NCLB focused on performance and 

accountability (Hunt, 2002; Stecher & Kirby, 2004). According to Guilfoyle (2006), the key 

word that describes NCLB is testing; she quoted Margaret Spellings, the Secretary of Education 

as saying that testing is the “lynchpin of the whole doggone thing” (p. 8).  

Currently, NCLB, requires each state to develop and implement standardized tests in 

reading and mathematics in Grades 3-8 and once in high school and in science once in Grade 3-

5, 6-9, and 10-12 (Lee, 2006; Guilfoyle, 2006). This is based upon the education policy of 

President George W. Bush: “a strict emphasis on standards and accountability, intended to close 

the ‘achievement gap’ between black and white, rich and poor…Mr. Bush cast education as a 

civil rights issue, challenging ‘the soft bigotry of low expectations’” (Stolberg, 2008, A Triumph 

section, ¶ 5).  

The key element of NCLB is the requirement that states must set targets for student 

performance (Stolberg, 2008) until 100% of the students are proficient by 2014 which the federal 

government identifies as adequate yearly progress (Diaz & Lord, 2005; Guilfoyle, 2006). This 

consists of improving the performance of subgroups including minority, economically 

disadvantaged and students with disabilities (Stolberg, 2008). Testing and reported performance 

have now become an important part of the accountability system which rewards schools who 

perform with federal funding and sanctions schools which do not. This mirrors the management-

based private sector argument that student achievement will “improve only when educators were 

judged in terms of student performance and faced consequences for results” (Stecher & Kirby, 

2004, p. 1). Elmore (2004) stated it another way: 
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The current thought in public policy guiding American schools is that  students should be 
held to high common standards for academic performance and that schools and the 
people who work in them should be accountable for ensuring that student – all students – 
are able to meet these standards. (p. 90)  
   
Today, many education leaders question this current approach to accountability and show 

a lack of consensus over whether NCLB has improved student achievement and what should be 

done to enhance it (Guilfoyle, 2006; Zavadsky, 2006; Hoff, 2008). There are varied opinions 

ranging from complete overhaul to repairing NCLB and in a 2008 Education Week article 

varying viewpoints were offered (Hoff, 2008). The American Federation of Teacher (AFT) 

president, Randi Weingarten (Hoff, 2008) stated that NCLB cannot be fixed but must be 

completely changed, as urban leaders of public schools stated that NCLB has encouraged all 

schools to focus on student performance (Hoff, 2008) by student group disaggregated data 

(Zavadsky, 2006). Urban school leaders have asked congress for more accountability and the 

establishment of national content standards while the American Association of School 

Administrators and National School Boards Association want for student achievement goals to 

be reduced and to give more discretion to local school districts when helping struggling schools 

(Hoff, 2008). Although this debate will continue as the reauthorization of NCLB nears, 

accountability for student performance will continue to be a part of public education as it has 

been throughout the nation’s history. The continuous improvement oriented culture of the 

professional learning community (Hord, 1997a; Huffman & Hipp, 2003) may provide the 

environment in which schools can manage these potential changes in policy and support learning 

and achievement for all children. 

Regional and State Perspective 

This section of the literature review identified the development of accountability in Texas 

produced in collaboration with the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB). The SREB 
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created in 1948 is a significant regional organization composed of education officials, governors, 

and legislature (Vinovskis, 1999). The SREB has worked with 16 states in the southern part of 

the nation developing standards and accountability systems over the last 20 years (Watts, et al. 

1998). Prior to the 1960s most of the accountability efforts at the state level progressed the same 

way as it had at the national level with most accountability focused on resources and equity in 

funding (Ravitch, 2002). The meaning of accountability has changed throughout the years and 

began to evolve during the late 1960s until today (Watts et al., 1998). 

During the 1970s schools were considered adequate if they had sufficient classroom 

space, enough teachers and current textbooks; accountability was focused on inputs (Cuban, 

2004). In the late 1970s public demand also began to rise for accountability which resulted in 

many states creating minimum competency basic skills tests (Ravitch, 2001). The Texas 

legislature in 1979 passed into law the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) which was the 

first achievement test administered in 1980 to students in Grades 3, 5 and 9 (Kuehlem, 2004; 

TEA, n.d.; TEA 2004b). In 1981 the first suggestion of high stakes accountability appeared in 

Texas when the TABS assessment was required to be taken each year in high school until passed 

beginning with 9th graders. Although there were no sanctions against the student or school the 

test became high stakes in nature because the results were published to the public (Kuehlem, 

2004). In 1981 the attention of accountability was shifted to educator’s knowledge and skills 

(Watts et al., 1998). It was during this time in Texas as a result of recommendations from the 

1983 Perot Commission teachers in 1984 took the Texas Examination of Current Administrators 

and Teachers (TECAT) in order to be re-certified (Kuehlem, 2004). As the late 1980s 

approached student performance on achievement tests became the focus of accountability in 

many states (Fuhrman, 1999; Watts et al., 1998) which continues to be the foundation of 
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accountability systems in Texas and across the nation today (Watts et al., 1998; Guilfoyle, 2006; 

Stolberg, 2008).  

SREB in 1988 called state and regional leaders together to create educational goals for 

the organization. Accountability was identified a regional priority which was reflective of the 

first developed goal: “All states and localities will have schools with improved performance and 

productivity as demonstrated by results” (Watts et al. 1998, p. 1.) This call for accountability had 

the same accountability for results tone that was emerging at the national level. As the SREB 

continued to work with the state leaders the organization formulated their definition for an 

accountability system. School districts and schools would become the unit of accountability 

(Garcia and Rothman, 2002; Fuhrman, 1999) and the comprehensive system would include 

content and achievement standards, testing, professional development, accountability reporting, 

and rewards, sanctions and targeted assistance (Fuhrman, 1999; Watts et al., 1998) . During the 

late 1980s Texas business leaders collaborated with the legislature to develop a strategic plan, 

The Path to a Quality Education for all Texas Students: A New Accountability System for Texas 

Public Schools (Grisssmer & Flannigan, 1998), which focused on developing an accountability 

system aligned to improving public education. The plan reflected a business philosophy to 

accountability and included; new learning standards for each grade level, measurement by 

assessments aligned to the standards, schools accountable for results, and alignment between 

standards, assessments, curriculum and accountability systems (Grisssmer & Flannigan, 1998). 

Briefings from the 1999 National Education Summit reported that these were also the elements 

included in many state systems across the country; however, there was great variety in their 

approaches (Achieve, Inc., 1999; Elmore, 2004; Fuhrman, 1999). 
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SREB also felt that it was imperative all components were included and completely 

aligned with each other so student achievement could be raised and schools improved (Watts et 

al., 1998). Three Paths Once Destination: Standards Based Reform in Maryland, Massachusetts 

and Texas, a 2002 report by Achieve, Inc. (Garcia & Rothman, 2002), found that these states 

were showing impressive gains in student achievement due in part because all parts of the system 

were aligned which had been a firm policy since the initial stages of the development of their 

accountability systems (Gandal, Rothman, Vranek, & Weedon, 2001). These state accountability 

programs had “stayed the course of continuous development and improvement” (Watts, 2000, p. 

6) and have shown steady and sometimes dramatic gains in state and National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) achievement scores while reducing the gaps in achievement 

between groups of students (Watts, 2000). Quality Counts 2006 and 2008 (Editorial Projects in 

Education Research Center [EPERC], 2006; 2008) also confirmed these criteria by finding that 

states where schools had strong and aligned standards, assessments and accountability systems 

showed a positive relationship to gains on the NAEP.  

Accountability at the state and regional levels continued to develop and progress 

throughout the 1990s into the 21st century. Texas has persisted in revising content and 

performance standards, providing instructional materials, intervention initiatives, and 

professional development and has linked these components of the comprehensive system to 

student achievement (Weiss, 2000; TEA 2002a; 2004b). State law and NCLB have pressed for 

increased student and school accountability as content standards have become more rigorous 

thereby resulting in more challenging achievement tests and increased performance standards 

(TEA, 2001; 2002a; 2005a). The 2005 Comprehensive Annual Report on Texas Public Schools 

(TEA, 2005b) described the state’s goal for academic performance in the following way: 
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An objective of public education in Texas is to encourage and challenge students to meet 
their full educational potential. Moreover, the state academic goals are for all students to 
demonstrate Exemplary performance in language arts, mathematics, science, and social 
studies. (p. v) 
       

Achievement Tests 

 Testing has had a long history in the U.S. as a means of measuring student performance 

and can be traced back to early 19th century schools where students were tested to determine if 

they had achieved what had been taught (Ravitch, 2001; 2002). In 1845 a Boston survey which 

consisted of 154 questions on various topics was developed by Horace Mann because of the 

belief of the lack of quality and consistency in Boston schools (Mathison, 2004). Through the 

assessment program in 1895 by Joseph Rice poor results on spelling and mathematics testing 

lead to the concept of standardization of the curriculum to improve results (Mathison, 2004). 

 In the early part of the 20th century superintendents and school boards were using 

achievement tests to discover why so many 11 and 12 year olds were leaving school. The nation 

was becoming more industrialized and employers wanted the citizenry to be better educated to 

meet the demand of the changing economy (Cuban, 2004). It is important to understand that 

during this early time of testing public school was a function of local school boards (Ravitch, 

2001); therefore, it was localized with little consistency across the nation. By 1904 E. L. 

Thorndike began developing the first achievement test with consistent administration and scoring 

(Mathison, 2004). 

 The growth of testing in public schools began with intelligence testing that built on the 

work of Thorndike. During World War I, intelligence tests were given to 1.5 million army 

recruits by Terman and Otis to determine who was officer material, and who would serve along 

the battle lines (Mathison, 2004). Houghton-Mifflin saw the potential for intelligence testing and 

in 1916 commercially published the Stanford-Binet Intelligence test. This led to the development 



92 
 

of machine scanned testing that allowed for tests to be given to large groups of students, thereby, 

generating statistical data that could be used to improve teaching and learning for schools, 

teachers and counselors (Mathison, 2004). 

   Terman developed the Stanford Achievement Test to complete a longitudinal study of 

gifted students and in 1919 with funding from the Rockefeller Foundation Terman gained 

support to administer a mental test to every child in the country. The national intelligence test 

was made available to all elementary schools and early on in the 20th century intelligence tests 

were administered to whole groups of students and used to measure Intelligence Quotients (IQ) 

which selectively placed students in groups for learning, a practice mirroring what the army used 

with recruits during World War I (Mathison, 2004; Ravitch, 2001).  

Throughout the period from the 1920s until the 1960s achievement and ability tests were 

also used for a variety of purposes which included, monitoring and adjusting teaching based 

upon the needs of individuals, aiding in grade placement of students, identifying needs and 

special abilities of groups of students and evaluating the effectiveness of alternative curriculum 

and instructional methods (Linn, 2005; Mathison, 2004). Initial testing requirements for federal 

evaluation and accountability occurred with the authorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 (Linn, 2005) and as the 20th century progressed technological 

advancement in the areas of data management and statistical analysis provided the means by 

which achievement tests could be used in the accountability driven education reform which 

became prevalent throughout the late 1980s until today (Mathison, 2004). 

 Today’s focus on student achievement testing as a part of the accountability system can 

be traced back to the historic documents and policies which include A Nation at Risk, 1983, 

(NCEE, 1983), America 2000 (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; U.S. Department of Education, 
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1991), Goals 2000 and the Improving America’s School Act of 1994 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 1995a; 1995b) and No Child Left Behind, 2002 (Kober, Rentner, & Jennings, 2006). 

A Nation at Risk, 1983, and other documents of the early 1980s had caught the nation’s attention 

for the need for high academic standards to require excellence from all students and creating 

minimum competency tests (Vinovskis, 1999).  

America 2000 reinforced the national attention on the development of world class 

standards and national assessments to measure the progress of students towards meeting these 

new standards (Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994). Goals 2000 and Improving America’s School 

Act of 1994 established standards development, student achievement in core subject areas and 

the development of assessment systems on a voluntary basis to measure student achievement as a 

national agenda towards improving public education (U.S. Department of Education, 1995a; 

1995b). Although this was voluntary federal funding, states that received federal funding through 

these laws were required to develop state standards by 1998 and develop achievement tests in 

mathematics, reading and language arts and assessment systems aligned to the standards by 2001 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2001). Standardized tests continued to grow in their importance 

for “evaluation and accountability in Texas as well as in other states” (TEA, 2002b, p. 76).  

NCLB of 2001 changed the national and state dynamic of accountability and testing in 

the U.S. Legislation that was once voluntary had now become mandatory by the federal 

government for all schools. The federal government had continued to bring to the forefront the 

realization that public education is for all children and that all children would perform at high 

levels of achievement (Bush, 2001). NCLB, 2001, requires each state to develop and implement 

standardized state level achievement tests in reading and mathematics in grades 3-8 and once in 

high school and in science once in Grades 3-5, 6-9, and 10-12 (Lee, 2006; Guilfoyle, 2006). 
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According to the latest release of Education Week’s Quality Counts 2008 (EPERC, 2008) all 50 

states had developed assessments to measure student performance. The next section of this 

literature review will describe the development of achievement tests at the state level as the 

lynchpin in creating accountability systems for public schools (Guilfoyle, 2006). 

Texas Assessment 

 The objective of the Texas testing program is to “measure and support student progress 

toward achieving academic success” (TEA, 2003a, p. 3). The principle rationale for the state 

assessment program is to accurately measure student achievement in science, social studies, 

mathematics, writing and reading. The assessment performance results are also used as a 

measure for school accountability (TEA, 2003b). State law requires the State Board of Education 

to approve a set of criteria to determine the quality of learning at each school. The following 

principles have guided the development of statewide tests: 

• The tests are grounded in the TEKS and reflect those skills in a manner consistent with 
sound instructional practice 

• Information about content, level of expectation, and structure of the tests is based on 
judgment made by Texas educators, students and the public 

• Texas educators participate in all phases of test development 

• Test results are useful for providing a snapshot of individual student performance, and 
indicator of areas in which further diagnosis is warranted, and a mechanism for 
providing a ‘level playing field’ for comparing performance of campuses and districts 
(TEA, 2002b, pp. 2-3) 
 
As testing became an important component of accountability the nature of assessment in 

Texas has changed from the “collection of school-level information (TABS) to assessment of 

curriculum-specific minimum skills (TEAMS) to school accountability for student performance 

(TAAS)” and TAKS (TEA, 2002b. p. 81). The testing program has become more rigorous and 

high stakes in nature as the public has sought increased accountability for improved achievement 

results. 
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Senate Bill 350 in 1979 authorized the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) which 

became the first criterion-referenced state-wide achievement test required to assess basic skills in 

reading, writing and mathematics in Grades 3, 5 and 9 (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, n.d.; TEA 2002b). 

The test was administered from 1980 until 1984 (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 2002b; 2003b).  

In 1984 the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills (TEAMS) replaced TABS 

and was considered more rigorous as it was aligned to the Essential Element curriculum and it 

provided sanctions for students unable to demonstrate proficiency in the Grade 11 by denying 

diplomas (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA n.d.; TEA 2002b). TEAMS was administered from 1985 until 

1989 and measured minimum skills in reading, writing and mathematics for students in Grades 1, 

3, 5, 7, 9 and 11 (TEA, 2002a). 

The Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) was authorized to replace TEAMS. 

TAAS was a criterion-referenced assessment and exemplified a more comprehensive and 

rigorous assessment of the Essential Elements (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, n.d.; TEA 2002b). The 

Texas State Board of Education wanted a test which measured higher levels of academic 

achievement; therefore, TAAS assessed an expanded amount of the Essential Element 

curriculum and there was a greater emphasis on critical thinking and problem solving skills 

(TEA, n.d.; TEA 2002b). The development of the new test was completed through a process 

which involved educators, parents, community leaders and content experts which helped to build 

consensus on the items which should be included on the TAAS (TEA, 2002b). The test was 

administered in the fall of 1990 in mathematics, reading and writing in Grades 3, 5, 7, 9, and 11 

(TEA, 2002a). The test was moved to a spring administration in 1993 while in 1994 the test was 

administered in Grades 3-8 and 10 for mathematics and reading and Grades 4, 8 and 10 for 

writing (TEA, n.d.; TEA, 2002a). Social studies and science in Grade 8 were added to the TAAS 
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test in 1995 (TEA, n.d.). TAAS served as the state-wide assessment from 1990 until 2002 when 

it was replaced by the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) (Kuehlem, 2004; 

TEA, 2004a).   

A new and more rigorous testing program was enacted by the legislature in 1999 which 

would be aligned to the newly adopted TEKS (TEA, n.d.; TEA 2004c) The TAKS represented a 

“strong, direct and effective link between the TEKS curriculum and statewide assessments” 

(TEA, 2004b, p. 7). The design process of TAKS was similar to the TAAS which included 

development and review by educators, parents, community and business leaders, content and 

assessment experts and final adoption by the State Board of Education (Garcia & Rothman, 

2002; TEA, 2002b). The TAKS test asks questions in “more authentic ways…and was developed 

to better reflect good instructional practice and to more accurately measure student learning” 

(TEA, 2005d, p. 9). TAKS was first administered in 2003 in mathematics and reading in Grades 

3-8, 10 and 11, in writing in Grades 4 and 7, in science in Grades 5, 10 and 11 and in social 

studies in Grades 8, 10 and 11 (TEA, 2004b). Today, TAKS is still administered as the State’s 

most rigorous criterion-referenced assessment and testing program and continues to change 

based upon public and policy demands and the needs of Texas students (TEA, 2008a).           

Accountability and Report Cards 

 Early in the history of the U.S. accountability system report cards were not existent in the 

way reports of educational progress are present in contemporary society (Ravitch, 2002). In the 

late 19th century and the early decades of the 20th century school boards used achievement tests 

and school surveys to “inform the public and compare the quality of their district against that of 

others” (Cuban, 2004, p. 22). These reports were localized and were aimed at increasing teacher 

and administrator efficiency as described by Cuban (2004): 
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 Public reports of standardized achievement tests and school surveys in the closing 
decades of the 19th century and the early decades of the 20th century were rational efforts 
to increase administrator and teacher efficiency in managing over-crowded schools, 
teaching classes of 50-plus students, and reducing the number of 12 year old school 
leavers. (p. 21) 

 
This type of public reporting focused on educational inputs rather than student achievement 

remained fairly common throughout the 20th century until the late 1960s and the 1966 Coleman 

report (Ravitch, 2002), shifted attention to the reporting of outcomes and student performance on 

achievement tests.  

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s more testing data reports became available which 

influenced today’s reporting systems. One report which gained the public’s and states’ 

governors’ attention was the wall charts published over a 6 year period after the publication of A 

Nation at Risk in 1983 (Vinovskis, 1999). These reports published state comparisons of ACT and 

SAT scores which was based upon data that did not necessarily represent the conditions of 

education in each state (Vinovskis, 1999). The SAT and ACT scores were based upon college-

bound students; however, the percentages of students taking the tests varied greatly from state to 

state making it difficult to compare populations of students (Vinovskis, 1999). Although 

governors were reluctant to these comparisons their awareness grew of the need to collect better 

achievement data  which was accurate and fair and over time the governors became more open to 

the idea of comparing state achievement results (Vinovskis, 1999). This event and the 

recognition by the Alexander-James report of 1987 of NAEP as a valuable tool for collecting 

achievement data (Vinovskis, 1999) led to the development of national report cards of school 

performance by organizations such as the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation (2006) and Editorial 

Projects in Education Research Center (2006; 2008).      
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One important component of a strong accountability system includes reporting results in 

a fair manner which is understandable to educators, parents and the public. The results presented 

in report cards “should identify clearly the levels at which students and schools are expected to 

perform” (Watts et al., 1998, p. 4). The current development of report cards showing results at 

the national level can be traced back to the education strategy set out by Bush’s America 2000 in 

1990. The proposed strategy asked for congressional authorization of report cards to share 

progress on achievement in schools across the nation which set into motion how state and school 

accountability records could be shared with parents and citizens in states across the nation 

(Dungan & Brownbridge, 1994; U.S. Department of Education, 1991; Vinovskis, 1999). 

America 2000 identified report cards as ”a public reporting system on the performance of 

education institutions and systems which provides maximum information at the school, district, 

state and national levels” (U.S. Department of Education, 1991, p. 37). Although this was not 

enacted into federal legislation its influence can be seen in the development of national and state 

report cards. 

 State systems for reporting results and rating school’s performance developed gradually 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Watts, 2000). State level accountability measures in the 1980s 

began to reflect business practices because of low student achievement on tests and at the same 

time education budgets were growing and in some cases were beginning to consume up to 40% 

of the total budget (Ravitch, 2002). Many governors wanted to find ways to make education 

spending more cost effective and get spending under control so they turned to business for help. 

This integrated many business practices into state budgeting for education which reinforced the 

idea of accountability for performance results (Ravitch, 2002). During the early years of the 

accountability programs school performance ratings was a minor part of reporting state and 
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district results. Initially, states worked directly with school districts with little interaction with 

schools (Watts, 2000). As the 1990s approached there was a shift in state policy in which 

accountability programs and reports began to focus more on individual schools rather than 

school districts (Watts, 2000). Although momentum for reporting individual schools grew during 

the 1990s, Florida became the first state to issue an accountability report card on individual 

schools and classrooms in 1976 while Texas issued its first report card on individuals in 1984 

(Watts, 2000). Many states began publishing school report cards with criteria including test 

scores, attendance, graduation and dropout rates with test scores being the chief indicator 

(Achieve, Inc., 1999; Watts, 2000). 

 During the 1980s and 1990s the Southern Regional Education Board (SREB) worked 

with regional leaders to develop guidelines for improving report cards. The essential 

characteristics of effective report cards included: student achievement and performance results, 

data useful for school improvement and accountability, concise and understandable data, timely 

and accurate information, trends student data, and data on groups of students within schools 

(Watts, 2000; Watts et al., 1998). Report cards should also be used to “inform the public of 

quality of schools and build public support for education reforms” (Watts et al., 1998). As report 

cards were developed it was felt that “public confidence in public education and future 

investments by policy-makers rest largely on continuing evidence from schools that students are 

learning,” (Watts et al., 1998, p. 8); yet it was quickly discovered that “report cards alone would 

not drive improvements in schools and student achievement” (Watts et al., 1998, p. 16).  

 Accountability systems focused on individual schools and as the systems became more 

advanced states developed “performance standards or benchmarks of adequate progress” 

(Fuhrman, 1999, p. 2) which were reported to the public. States began to develop additional 
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categories of performance in order to “discriminate more discretely among districts and schools” 

(Fuhrman, 1999, p. 2). School performance based on state testing results became an important 

and controversial part of the accountability system which many times lead to high public scrutiny 

and challenges to the high stakes nature of assessment (Watts et al., 1998). Report cards were 

now presenting individual student performance and school ratings based upon achievement to the 

public and elected officials; thereby creating high stakes accountability which profoundly 

affected not only schools but the students and communities they served (Watts, 2000; Watts et 

al., 1998).  

 State Report Card    

 Reporting of assessment results and criteria for individual student, school and district 

performance has changed over the last 25 years. Student test scores were first reported in 1981 

with the TABS test (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, n.d.) and reporting has continued to change over time 

reflecting the standards-based definition of accountability. Texas began reporting student 

performance in the 1985-86 school year with the TEAMS test which had replaced the TABS test 

(TEA, n.d.; TEA 2002b). The TEAMS was the first assessment including sanctions for 

individual students who did not pass the Grade 11 exit level test. Students who did not pass the 

test would not receive their diploma. Although schools were not rated at this time and 

contemporary report cards were not published, student test scores were made public. As reform 

at the national, regional and state levels continued, Texas began to develop and refine its report 

card definitions for student and school performance ratings. 

 The TAAS test was first administered in 1990 and represented greater accountability by 

schools and more in depth reporting of results by the state (TEA, n.d.; 2002b; 2003b). The TAAS 

provided several purposes by offering scores and consequences at the student, school and district 
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levels. Because there was a more rigorous level of accountability the state allowed a one year 

phase in period for the new TAAS (TEA, 2001). The TAAS passing standard became Met 

Minimum Expectations which equated to 70% of the items correct on the multiple choice test 

(TEA, 2001). Students who mastered 95% of the TAAS items demonstrated high levels 

achievement and received academic recognition (TEA, 2001). The TAAS test was developed in 

relationship to defined objectives which aligned test items to these objectives in each of the 

subjects tested. Individual student performance was also defined by progress made towards 

achievement on each of the objectives (TEA, 2001). “Mastered All Objectives” (TEA, 2001, p. 

46) was placed on individual reports for students who demonstrated mastery of all objectives for 

the subject area tests. Also in 1990 the Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) became 

operational which became the mechanism for reporting campus and student assessment results 

which by the 1996-97 school year became available on the Internet (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, 

2008a).  

 During the 1993-94 school year new TAAS passing standards were established, 

performance ratings for campuses were defined and school report cards would be released to the 

public (TEA, n.d.; 2001; 2008a). Also during this year Texas began disaggregating and reporting 

school achievement results by race/ethnicity and economically disadvantaged status (Grissmer & 

Flannigan, 1998; TEA 2002b; Watts et al., 1998). The student passing rate was now based upon 

the Texas Learning Index (TLI) which equated to a scale score of 1500 and allowed districts to 

determine if students were making yearly progress towards passing the exit level TAAS at Grade 

10 (TEA, 2002b). Campuses for the first time were rated based upon the drop out rates, 

attendance rates and the number of students in each group passing the minimum standards on the 

reading, writing and mathematics TAAS (TEA, 2002b). The rating categories included: 
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• Exemplary…at least 90% passing each subject area (all students and each student 
group) 

• Recognized…at least 65% passing each subject area (all students and each student 
group) 

• Acceptable…at least 25% passing each subject area (all students) 

• Low Performing…below 25% passing any subject area (all students) (TEA, 1994, p. 
5) 
 

By the last administration of the TAAS in 2002 (TEA, 2002b; 2008a) the passing standards for 

school ratings were 90% for Exemplary, 80% for Recognized, 55% for Academically Acceptable 

and below 55% for Low Performing. The tests included on the school report cards were reading, 

writing, mathematics and social studies (TEA, 2002a). 

 The implementation of the TAKS test was pursuant the adoption of the newly created 

state curriculum standards, the TEKS (Kuehlem, 2004; TEA, n.d.).  The development of 

performance standards, test objectives and items included on the new assessment proceeded 

using the same approach that was used during the development of the TAAS. Throughout the 

process public school and university educators, public and business leaders, parents, TEA and 

the State Board of Education were involved in reviewing and creating and adopting the new 

assessment (TEA, 2002b).  

Early in the development of the TAKS the Texas State Board of Education (SBOE) 

wanted a more descriptive report card and looked for ways to change the performance standards 

for individual students from “pass/fail” (TEA, 2002b, p. 90). Many states at the time developed 

multiple levels of performance and Title 1 of ESEA required there be a least 3 levels of student 

performance on state reporting systems (Fuhrman, 1999; TEA, 2002b). TAKS advisory panels in 

association with TEA developed and recommended to the SBOE the following student 

performance standards and descriptions: 
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Commended Performance 

• High academic achievement 

• Students performed at a level that was considerably above the state passing standard 

• Students demonstrated a thorough understanding of the knowledge and skills 
measured at this grade 

Met the Standard 

• Satisfactory academic achievement 

• Students performed at a level that was at or somewhat above the state passing 
standard 

• Students demonstrated a sufficient understanding of the knowledge and skills 
measured at this grade 

Did Not Meet the Standard 

• Unsatisfactory academic achievement 

• Students performed at a level that was below the state passing standard 

• Students demonstrated an insufficient understanding of the knowledge and skills 
measured at this grade (TEA, 2002b, p. 85) 
 

 The SBOE adopted the new performance standards in 2002 and phased in the Met 

Standard performance level over a 3 year period at which in year 3 (2005a) the TAKS advisory 

panels’ recommendations for each subject area in Grades 3-10 would be fully implemented 

(TEA, 2002b). The student performance ratings continued in the 2008-2009 school year with a 

passing scale score of 2100 for the “Met the Standard” level and a 2400 scale score for the 

“Commended Performance” level (TEA, 2006b, p. 156).   

During the 2002 transition between the TAAS and TAKS tests administrations there were 

no accountability ratings for schools; however, after data was collected from the 2003 

administration school ratings were firmly established and used for the 2003-2004 school year 

(TEA, 2004a). The TEA Accountability Manual (2004a) defined the school ratings and 

performance standard levels for 2004 with the following description: 

• Exemplary – At least 90% of students tested passing for every subject 

• Recognized – At least 70% of students tested passing for every subject 
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• Academically Acceptable – Varies by subject 
o Reading/ELA – At least 50% of students tested passing 
o Writing – At least 50% of students tested passing 
o Social Studies – At least 50% of students tested passing 
o Mathematics – At least 35% of students tested passing 
o Science – At least 25% of students tested passing (p. 7) 

 
These standards applied to all students and student groups, “African American, Hispanic, White 

and Economically Disadvantaged” (TEA, 2004a, p. 8), which met the minimum size 

requirements for reporting (TEA, 2004a; 2008a). Although the standard for the Exemplary 

school rating has remained the same over the past 5 year period, recognized has increased to 

75% of all students and student groups, while Academically Acceptable has increased in 

reading/ELA to 70%, in writing to 65%, in mathematics to 50% and in science 45% of all 

students and student groups (TEA, 2008a).  

The changes in performance levels for school ratings since the implementation of the 

TAKS centered accountability system demonstrates the additional challenge schools face today 

in meeting performance goals defined by Texas. It is within this context that schools must 

continually improve to meet the demands of standards-based reform and accountability systems 

and to meet the most important objective of raising achievement to high levels for all students 

(Achieve, Inc., 1999; TEA, 2008a). The possibility of professional learning communities as the 

model for achieving student learning within the framework of high standards and accountability 

(Reeves, 2005) demonstrates the importance of researching high performing schools; thereby 

supporting the purpose of this study.  

School Performance and the Professional Learning Community Model 

 An effective professional learning community has the capacity to promote and sustain the 
learning of all professionals in the school community with the collective purpose of 
enhancing pupil learning. (Bolam, Stoll, & Greenwood, 2007, p. 17) 
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Continuing the Research 

The previous sections of this literature review have developed the context for 

understanding the purpose and questions of this research study. The purpose of this study was to 

determine the level of the development of the 5 dimensions of the professional learning 

community model in improved Exemplary Texas elementary schools and to identify and 

compare the possible commonalities and differences existing between the schools on the 5 

dimensions of professional learning communities. Schmoker (2006) charges that “historic 

improvement isn’t about ‘reform’ but something much simpler: a tough honest self examination 

of the prevailing culture and practices of public schools” (p. 2); therefore, by examining the 

cultures and practices of schools research can elicit what is making the difference for student 

learning.  

The remainder of this review focused on establishing the background for the development 

of the professional learning community (PLC) model as an organizational structure which 

maintains a school culture that advances “teacher learning in order to increase student learning” 

(Capers, 2004, p. 151). In order to better understand collaborative processes that support student 

learning it is important to look more deeply at dialogue that occurs in schools. Exploring the role 

of culture and distributed or shared leadership is important in furthering our understanding of 

PLCs (Stoll & Seashore Louis, 2007). Stoll and Seashore Louis (2007) elaborate further on the 

development of PLCs: 

Many proponents eulogize its potential power to build capacity and transform schools, 
but there are still too few schools that know how to start – or, if they are already well 
along the road to developing PLC, how to inject further energy into their efforts. (p. 1) 
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This study will provide further dialogue into understanding the culture of high performing 

schools as possible PLCs, thereby adding to the “credibility that comes from the substantial 

research reporting improved outcomes for staff and the students” (Hord, 2004a, p. 4).  

Improving the outcomes for teachers and students means reform-based change must 

impact the teacher and student in the classroom in order to make a difference in achievement for 

all students. The classroom becomes the most difficult to change; “Innovations that require the 

large changes in the core of educational practice, which is teachers teaching and students 

learning, seldom penetrate more than a small fraction of U.S. schools and seldom last very long 

when they do” (Elmore, 2004, p. 8). Accordingly this provides impetus for this study to 

investigate schools that have improved and sustained high levels of student performance over a 

five year period and determine whether or not the level of development of the organizational 

innovation of PLC was implemented to create the staying power of improvement in the selected 

elementary schools. 

Today’s schools should prepare all students to think creatively and critically, should 

prepare them for life-long learning, and prepare them for life in an information-based, 

knowledge-work society. This is such a different expectation than other periods of U.S. history 

when all students were not expected to attend and receive a more rigorous education (Schlechty, 

1990).  The slogan of current reform, “All students can learn”, asks schools to “make challenging 

learning available to a much broader segment of students than they have in the past” (Elmore, 

2004, p. 13). This means that schools must search for methods which will improve learning for 

all students in ways that close the achievement gap between groups of students which may be our 

nation’s biggest challenge (Diaz & Lord, 2005). It also implies that reform-based change must 
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impact the teacher and student in the classroom to make a difference in achievement which is the 

most difficult to accomplish in the school. Tyack and Cuban (1995) summarize the challenge: 

Change where it counts the most – in the daily interactions of teacher and students – is 
the hardest to achieve and the most important….We think it is difficult and essential, 
above all for the educationally dispossessed. To do this requires not only political will 
and commitment but also an accurate understanding of schools as institutions. (p. 7) 
 

This study will help to elucidate a better understanding of the nature of high performing schools 

and the possibility of the PLC organizational structure influencing change in the classroom.  

Researchers have suggested the classroom is where true change occurs; however, “the 

school and the classroom are in many ways interlocked, what the teacher can and cannot do often 

depends on what is happening in the school as a whole” (Mortimore & Sammons, 1987). Hirsch, 

Koppich & Knapp (1998) summarized the importance of the school learning environment on the 

classroom teacher as follows: 

For practicing teachers, various forces and conditions in the school are likely to 
contribute to their sense of a productive and supportive environment in which to work. 
These include a close knit community of colleagues, time to reflect and plan, supportive 
leadership, access to resources and advice. (p. iv) 
 
Other researchers and reports (Achieve Inc., 1999; Duttweiler & Robinson, 1999; Wright, 

Horn & Sanders, 1997) have also concluded that improving student learning depends on 

effective instructional environments composed of well-trained and reflective teachers who are 

supported through professional development. The teacher is the most important factor in a 

child’s education (Hoerr, 1996) and “once in the classroom teachers need more opportunities to 

improve their practice embedded in the daily operation of the school and tied directly to the 

context they teach” (Achieve, Inc., 1999, p. 16). The classroom cannot be the end point to 

teacher learning which has to be “continuous, ongoing and an integral part of the school day” 

(Watts et al., 1998, p. 14). One approach to fostering an environment that supports ongoing 
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professional learning or professional development includes creating professional communities of 

learners (Duttweiler & Robinson, 1999).  

  A study conducted by Wright, Horn & Sanders (1997) found that teacher effects are 

dominant factors affecting student academic gain. The greatest way to improve education is to 

improve the effectiveness of the teacher in classroom instruction (Wright et al., 1997; Schmoker, 

2006). Inadequate teachers result in inadequate progress academically. Fullan (2007) concurred 

by stating, “Students’ learning and achievement differ greatly depending on whether the student 

gets an effective on ineffective teacher” (p. 53), and that the range of effectiveness is greater in 

schools with increased numbers of economically disadvantaged students. Class to class 

variations in teacher effectiveness is most consequential in influencing student achievement and 

will persist if nothing is explicitly done to change them (Achieve Inc., 1999; Duttweiler & 

Robinson, 1999; Fullan, 2007; Wright et al., 1997). Schools that produce high levels of 

achievement for all students demonstrate how these schools have overtly moved to decrease 

variability of teacher effectiveness within their classrooms and Dennis Sparks (2005) concluded 

that this can occur within the context of successful PLCs: 

Successful professional learning communities clearly demonstrate what is possible when 
teachers learn and collaborate within their schools as a part of their daily work. Well-
implemented professional learning communities are a powerful means of seamlessly 
blending teaching and professional learning in ways that produce complex and intelligent 
behavior in all teachers. (p. 156) 
  

Building School Capacity for Student Performance 

The “history of intense educational change is more than half century old” (Fullan, 2007, 

p. 4) and there have been social, economic and political events and reports, policies and 

legislation which have increased the level of education reform throughout this period. The EEOS 

or Coleman report of 1966 (Lezotte, 2005; Marzano, Pickering, & Polluck, 2001) served as one 
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of the catalysts which moved educational researchers to search for schools that were effective in 

sustaining student achievement for “minority and disadvantaged children” (Lezotte, 2005, p. 

178). Although the report initiated the effective schools research “the evolution of the effective 

schools movement and its success over time provides evidence of the necessity and sustainability 

of professional learning communities” (Lezotte, 2005, p. 189). Thus, this study continues the 

important task of researching diverse and economically disadvantaged schools that are 

performing at high levels of student achievement and investigating whether or not their success 

can be attributed to the development of the dimensions of the professional learning community 

(PLC) model. 

Schools should be restructured in a way which builds capacity among teachers so that 

they may educate diverse and complicated learners (Darling-Hammond, 1992). The state of 

Texas continues to become more diverse (TEA, 2007b, 2008d) as the student population has 

increased to 4.6 million with a demographic distribution of 14% African American, 47% 

Hispanic, 35% White and 55% economically disadvantaged children. “Studies show that well-

prepared and well-supported teachers are important for all students, but especially for students 

who come to school with greater needs” (Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006, p. 15). Considering 

“people are the chief resource in the education enterprise” (Schlechty, 1990, p. 64), a community 

of professional learners can provide the context where teachers are supported and the needs of 

diverse learners are met.  

Newmann & Wehlage (1995), Louis, Kruse and Bryk (1995) and Louis and Marks 

(1998) found that schools where organizational capacity supported professional community 

authentic learning and student achievement increased. Newmann and Wehlage (1995) discovered 

the importance of building “the capacity of the school to work well as a unit that strives for 
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continuous improvement” (p. 3). Schools that focused vision on high quality student learning 

required organizational support in the structure of professional community (Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995; Louis and Marks, 1998). Accordingly this professional community directed 

student and staff efforts towards a clear, commonly shared purpose for student learning, teacher 

collaboration, and collective responsibility for learning (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). Louis and 

Kruse (1998) suggested that within research links between student experiences and professional 

community “is sparse” (p. 534); therefore, this study will build on their work seeking to find 

links between student experiences in the form of school performance and professional 

community. 

In the Forward to Reculturing Schools as Professional Learning Communities (Huffman 

& Hipp, 2003) Hord stated, “A community of continuous learners – professional learners – is a 

key element of school capacity, a way of working, and the most powerful professional 

development and change strategy available for improving our education system” (p. vii). The 

school which functions in this way is “the most promising strategy for sustained, substantive 

school improvement” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. xi), and is the basis for creating a professional 

learning community (PLC). “Their improvement of practice is based on change of practice, and 

change of practice is based on learning. Change of knowledge, understanding, insights, skills, 

behaviors, attitudes, beliefs, and values requires learning” (Huffman & Hipp, 2003, p. vii). PLCs 

encourage schools where teachers and administrators work together to support each other as they 

learn together (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). PLCs can be schools where education and learning is 

reinvigorated and reinvented and where American education is the best in the world: 

The most powerful fuel for sustaining the initiative to improve a school is not the desire 
to raise test scores but rather the moral imperative that comes with the desire to fulfill the 
hopes of those we serve and those with whom we work. We remained convinced that the 
Professional Learning Community concept offers the best strategy for connecting 
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educators to that moral imperative. (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Karhankek, 2004, pp. 11-
12) 
 

Learning Organization: Underpinnings of the Professional Learning Community Model 

The work of Senge (1990) identified the organizational structure in business which 

nurtured and celebrated the work of the individual and which supported “the collective 

engagement of staff in such activities as shared vision development, problem identification, 

learning and problem resolution” (Hord, 1997a, p. 12). The Fifth Discipline by Peter Senge 

(1990) was published and presented its description of the learning organizations in corporate 

America. Senge (1990) defined learning organizations as “organizations where people 

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

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

continually learning how to learn” (p. 3).  

The learning organization theory of organizational development was based upon 5 

disciplines of study and practice aimed at building the competence of the individual and the 

group (Senge, 1990; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, & Kleiner, 2000). Senge 

indentified 4 core disciplines of personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, and team 

learning and a fifth discipline of systems thinking which provides the supportive structure for the 

development of the learning organization and 4 core disciplines (Senge, 1990). The definitions of 

each discipline paralleled many of the concepts which began defining professional community in 

the educational arena. 

Personal mastery is defined by the practice of understanding and increasing our own 

personal vision by centering our energies, increasing our patience and visioning truth objectively 

(Senge, 1990). It is the discipline of “articulating a coherent image of your personal vision – the 
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results you most want to create in your life – alongside a realistic assessment of the current 

reality in your life today” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 7).  

Mental models require continual reflection, clarification, and improvement of our internal 

images of the world and seeing how these shape our decisions and actions (Senge, 1990) “This 

discipline of reflection and inquiry skills is focused around developing awareness of attitudes 

and perceptions – your own and those around you” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 7).  

Shared vision requires that leadership builds a sense of commitment within a group and 

the group is provided the tools to reach the desired goal or vision (Senge, 1990).  This vision or 

mutual purpose can “nourish a sense of commitment in a group or organization by developing 

shared images of the future they seek to create and the principles and guiding practices by which 

they hope to get there” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 7).  

Team learning is the process by which groups of people reliably develop intelligence and 

ability that are greater than the sum of individual member’s talents through group interaction 

(Senge, 1990). Through “dialogue and skillful discussion, small groups of people transform their 

collective learning, learning to mobilize their energies and actions to achieve common goals and 

drawing forth and intelligence and ability greater than the sum of individual  members’ talents” 

(Senge et al., 2000, p. 8). 

Systems thinking is seeing things in whole parts rather than in pieces (Senge, 1990). This 

discipline helps people better “understand interdependency and change and thereby are able to 

deal more effectively with the forces that shape the consequences or their actions” (Senge et al., 

2000, p. 8).  Systems thinking encourages individuals within organizations to develop an 

awareness of complex interactions, interdependencies, and change (Senge et al., 2000). 
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Although Senge’s work was initially focused on the business world it has influenced the 

way educators have seen the school as a learning organization or community. Lieberman (1995) 

found that the learning community in practice can be pursued by: 

• Building new roles (e.g., teacher leader, peer coach, teacher researcher) 

• Creating new structures (e.g., problem-solving groups, decision-making teams) 

• Working on new tasks (e.g., journal and proposal writing, learning about assessment, 
creating standards, analyzing or writing case studies of practice)  

• Creating a culture of inquiry, wherein professional learning is expected, sought after, 
and an ongoing part of teaching and school life (p. 593) 
 

In Schools That Learn, Senge et al. (2000) concurred that “many teachers and administrators 

have noted, the learning disciplines offer genuine help for dealing with the dilemmas and 

pressures of education today” (p. 7). 

Community: Context for Professional Learning Communities 

The Hellenistic Greek word for community is koinonia, which means “fellowship, 

partnership or something shared in common like common ideas” (Dudgeon, 1995, p. 1).  

Dudgeon (1995) considers the learning community to be a group of learners who have shared 

experiences and these experiences have had a profound effect on their lives. This learning 

community was created on a “foundation of trust and an intellectual journey that was sustained 

by a passion for learning” (Dudgeon, 1995, p.1). According to Dudgeon (1995) Fulton continues 

with this idea in describing the learning community as a shared partnership that is based upon 

“values, common goals, concern for the whole, collaboration, integration, openness, integrity, 

and self-renewal” (p. 1). The empowerment of the staff through shared leadership or community 

of mind is considered to be an essential piece in developing this learning community. 

In Building Community in Schools Sergiovanni (1994) described community as a place 

where there exists community of kinship, of place, of mind, and of memory. He proposed that 
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schools as communities be characterized by a “bonding together of people in special ways and 

the binding of them to shared values and ideas” (p. 4). A school culture that supports this kind of 

community has become purposeful and has developed a community of mind. Through 

community of mind school members share a common understanding of and a passionate 

dedication to what is important to each other, their students, and parents. Community of mind 

refers to the “we” established through shared values, common goals, and the shared conception 

of being (Sergiovanni, 1994, p. 6). It is what we believe in our hearts is the goal and meaning of 

our being as an organization. As community of mind evolves over time the traditions and 

meanings of the organization become the community of memory (Sergiovanni, 1994). 

Sergiovanni (1994) also identified how schools can become many different kinds of 

communities of which professional and learning are two that were described. Schools as learning 

communities are places “where members are committed to thinking, growing, and inquiring and 

where learning is for everyone an attitude as well as an activity, a way of life as well as a 

process” (Sergiovanni, 1994, p. 71). Professional communities are portrayed by schools “where 

members make a commitment to the continuous development of their expertise and the ideals of 

professional virtue” (Sergiovanni, 1994, p. 71). Although schools can evolve into either, a school 

which is purposeful, professional and focused on learning can become the type of professional 

learning community (PLC) that has been defined and conceptualized through the work of Louis, 

Kruse and Bryk (1995); Newmann and Wehlage (1995), Hord (1997a; 1997b; 2004b), DuFour 

and Eaker (1998) and Huffman and Hipp (2003).    

As the concept of learning organization became more prevalent in education journals it 

became known as learning communities (Hord, 1997a) or professional learning communities 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1998). DuFour and Eaker (1998) described the school community in relation 
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to learning organization and defined the nature of the PLC by examining each part in the 

following way: 

Each word of the phrase “professional learning community” has been chosen 
purposefully. A “professional” is someone with expertise in a specialized field, an 
individual who has not only pursued advanced training to enter the field, but who is also 
expected to remain current in its evolving knowledge base…. “Learning” suggests 
ongoing action and perpetual curiosity…. “community’ suggests a group linked by 
common interest….In a professional learning community all of these characteristics are 
evident. Educators create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, emotional 
support, and personal growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot 
accomplish alone. (pp. xi – xii) 
  

Stoll and Seashore Louis (2007) elaborate on the significance of the evolution of the term 

professional learning community: 

During the 1990s much of the emphasis was on ‘professional community’. It is not 
insignificant that the word ‘learning’ now appears between ‘professional’ and 
‘communities’, because it connotes a shift in emphasis away from a focus on process 
towards the objective of improvement. (p. 2) 
 

Dimensions of the Professional Learning Community Model 

 Learning communities intentionally build webs of relationships around the collective 
work of the participants. These relationships and supportive conditions help people build 
trust and openly talk about what they know and what they need to know and create a 
foundation for inquiry into new ideas, new ways of thinking and being in their world. 
(Lieberman, 2007, p. 201) 

 
Historical and Theoretical Perspective 

It was soon after the introduction of the idea of learning organization into the corporate 

world that it began to enter into the public education domain as a way of increasing the school’s 

capacity and creativity (Hord, 1997a). Research conducted by the Center on Organization and 

Restructuring of Schools (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995) studied data from 1,500 elementary, 

middle and high schools over a 5 year period. The results showed that professional communities 

could improve student learning and that “the level of professional community in a school had 

significant effects on student achievement whether achievement was measured as authentic 
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performance or tested in more conventional ways” (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995, p. 32). The 

study also identified four integrated qualities which fostered improved student outcomes. These 

4 areas included: a vision of high quality, authentic, intellectual and rigorous learning; authentic 

pedagogy  providing high-quality student learning; organizational capacity where teachers 

worked well together as a unit responsible for student learning; and essential political, financial 

and technical support (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). Newmann & Wehlage (1995) concluded: 

The main implication from these findings…is that if schools want to enhance 
organizational capacity to boost student learning, they should work on building 
professional community that is characterized by shared purpose, collaborative activity 
and collective responsibility among students and staff. (p. 37) 
  
Louis, Kruse and Bryk (1995) over a 3 year period conducted a longitudinal study 

examining urban schools considered to be at risk of performing poorly. The study focused on 

investigating schools that were restructuring and determining whether or not these schools could 

become learning organizations and gaining a better understanding of professional community 

within this school context (Louis et al., 1995). The research was conducted based upon an 

“emerging framework” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 25) which was used to analyze the level of 

emergent professional communities. The 5 characteristics of the school-based professional 

community included shared norms and values, reflective dialogue, deprivatization of practice, 

focus on student learning and collaboration (Louis et al., 1995).  

The 1st dimension of professional community defined by Louis, Kruse and Bryk (1995) 

included shared norms and values. Shared norms and values were identified as the “core of 

shared beliefs about institutional purposes, practices, and desired behavior” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 

29) that formed the foundation for developing all other aspects of the professional community.  

Reflective dialogue, the 2nd dimension of professional communities, initiates 

conversations between all members of the school community and becomes the “bridge between 
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educational values and improved practice in schools” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 30). Reflective 

dialogue opens the lines of communication which supports the deprivatization of practice, the 3rd 

dimension of professional community. Deprivatization of practice: 

allows teachers to be analytical in their planning and thinking and to use observation 
from others about student effort and achievement that cannot be obtained while in the act 
of teaching…teachers grow in their teaching practice by developing skills for describing, 
analyzing, and executing the instructional act. (Louis et al., 1995, p. 31) 
 
Collective focus on student learning, the 4th dimension of professional community, 

implies the expectation that all students are capable of learning and that the learning environment 

will be “responsive to and supportive of student achievement” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 32). 

Focusing on performance results in a collective responsibility that supports “increasing 

professional community in schools” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 27) and thereby develops “a sense of 

moral authority in both private practice and public conversation” (Louis et al., 1995, p. 32).  

The final dimension of the professional community framework, collaboration, is 

described by collegial relationships that foster “mutual learning and discussion of classroom 

practice and student performance” (Louis et al., 1995 p. 33). Accordingly, “Collaboration among 

many professionals, including across groups, is critical for the development of school-wide 

professional communities” (p. 33). 

The framework theorized that both structural conditions and social/human resources 

would support the development of professional community (Louis et al., 1995). The structural 

conditions included: 

• Time to Meet and Talk 

• Physical Proximity 

• Interdependent Teaching Roles 

• Communication Structures 

• Teacher Empowerment and School Autonomy (p. 25) 
 

Social and human resources included: 
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• Openness to Improvement 

• Trust and Respect 

• Access to Expertise 

• Supportive Leadership 

• Socialization (p. 25) 
 

Kruse and Louis (1995) concluded that “creating professional communities within 

schools is a complex process” (p. 206) and their analysis of urban schools revealed that shared 

norms and values coupled with reflective dialogue provided the critical support for developing 

professional community. These characteristics in turn supported collaborative structures, 

deprivatized practice and a focus on learning. The analysis of social and human resource and 

structural conditions found that “time, teacher empowerment/school autonomy, cognitive and 

skill bases and supportive leadership – are necessary, although not solely sufficient, for the 

creation of strong, mature, professional communities” (Kruse and Louis, 1995, p. 207). These 

findings substantiated what Schlechty (1990) had earlier hypothesized that schools were able to 

use roles and relationships or social and human resources to build the capacity of organizations. 

The findings from Kruse, Louis and Bryk (1995), and Kruse and Louis (1995) paralleled 

Newmann and Wehlage (1995) as the studies demonstrated convergence on ideas which began 

defining professional community. Shared norms and values focused on learning and 

organizational capacity resulting from conditions that support collaboration, reflective dialogue, 

and empowered teachers were identified as common characteristics in the early 

conceptualization of professional communities.       

While working with schools on school improvement Hord (1997a) had the opportunity to 

work in a learning organization (Senge, 1990) and subsequently continued research at the 

Southwest Education Developmental Laboratory (SEDL) led to the development of a “new 

model of school culture and organization that actively supported change and improvement” 
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(Hord, 1997a, p. 4). This work began with an extensive literature review of professional learning 

communities (PLCs) which led to the operationalization of the PLC concept (Hord, 1997a).  

According to Hord (1997a) the literature clearly disclosed the appearance and behavior of 

an academically successful PLC. The practices essential to the development of PLCs include: 

• The collegial and facilitative participation of the principal who shares leadership – 
and thus, power and authority – through inviting staff input in decision making 

• A shared vision that is developed from an unswerving commitment on the part of the 
staff to students’ learning and that is consistently articulated and referenced for the 
staff’s work 

• Collective learning among staff and application of the learning to solutions that 
address student’s needs 

• The visitation and review of each teacher’s classroom behavior by peers as a 
feedback and assistance activity to support individual and community improvement 

• Physical conditions and human capacities that support an operation (p. 24) 
 

The 5 dimensions defined by Hord (1997a) can be summarized as supportive and shared 

leadership, shared values and vision, collective creativity, shared personal practice, and 

supportive conditions which includes both physical conditions and people capacities. 

The literature review also confirmed the earlier work of Newmann and Wehlage (1995) 

and Louis, Kruse and Bryk (1995) by developing a new understanding that the PLC model 

provides an organizational structure where the school capacity “must be grounded in the culture 

of the school and the normative behaviors of the staff” (Hord et al., 2000, p. 1) in order to 

increase gains in student learning. There was now an emerging consensus on the important 

attributes that defined the theoretical model of schools which demonstrated high levels of student 

learning. Research from SEDL (Hord et al., 2000) also concurred with earlier work (Kruse & 

Louis, 1995) that developing PLCs in schools was a complex and sometimes a difficult task; 

therefore, this study will continue the process of identifying the level of development each of the 

dimensions of PLCs in high performing schools. 
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During this same time frame as Hord and co-developers of the Creating Communities of 

Continuous Inquiry and Improvement (CCCII) project were creating PLCs using the new 

conceptual model (Hord, 1997a, Hord et al. 2000), DuFour and Eaker (1998) published 

Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best Practices for Enhancing Student 

Achievement. The publication reported a “new model” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 19) of 

organizational structure for public schools which was entirely different from those structures of 

the 19th and 20th centuries. The publication deemed the professional learning community as “the 

most promising strategy for sustained, substantive school improvement” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, 

p. xi). The PLC model emerged from educational research and DuFour’s experiences as 

superintendent of Adlai Stevenson High School District 125 in Lincolnshire, Illinois. 

The PLC model developed by DuFour and Eaker (1998) centers on 6 characteristics 

which include: shared mission, vision and values, collective inquiry, collaborative teams, action 

orientation and experimentation, continuous improvement, and a results orientation. Each 

characteristic was described as follows: 

1. Shared mission, vision, and values. The sine qua non of learning community is shared 
understandings and common values…its collective commitment to guiding principals 
that articulate what people in the school believe and what they create…they are 
embedded in the hearts and minds of people throughout the school. (DuFour & Eaker, 
1998, p. 25) 

2. Collective Inquiry. The engine of improvement, growth, and renewal in a professional 
leaning community….People in such a community are relentless in questioning the 
status quo, seeking new methods, testing those methods, and then reflecting on the 
results…they also recognize that the process of searching for answers is more 
important than having the answer. Furthermore, their search is a collective one. 
(DuFour & Eaker, 1998, pp. 25-26) 

3. Collaborative Teams. The basic structure of the professional learning community is a 
group of collaborative teams that share common purpose…Thus, building a school’s 
capacity to learn is a collaborative rather than an individual task…Collaborative team 
learning focuses on ‘organizational’ renewal and a willingness to work together in 
continuous improvement processes. (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, pp. 26-27) 
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4. Action orientation and experimentation. Professional learning communities are action 
oriented. Members of such organizations turn aspirations into action and visions into 
reality…Member of professional learning communities are often asked to develop, 
test, and evaluate theories. They reflect on what happened and why, develop new 
theories, try new tests, evaluate the results and so on. (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, pp. 27-
28) 

5. Continuous improvement. A persistent discomfort with the status quo and a constant 
search for a better way characterize the heart of a professional learning 
community…Members of a professional learning community recognize  and 
celebrate the fact that mission and vision are ideals that will never be fully realized, 
but must always be worked toward. (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 28) 

6. Results orientation. …a professional learning community realizes that its efforts to 
develop shared mission, vision, and values; engage in collective inquiry; build 
collaborative teams; take action; and focus on continuous improvement must be 
assessed on the basis of results rather than intentions. (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 29) 
 

 Themes continued to emerge in the development of the various models for professional 

community (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Louis and Kruse, 1995) and professional learning 

community (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997a) as each dimension was defined. Shared values 

and vision, and collaborative, collective, and reflective learning focused on improving results in 

the form of student learning became more evident as characteristics defining school culture 

supporting the PLC model. 

Additional Research 

 International Research 

 Research has continued over the past 15 years as studies have conceptualized and 

suggested how the development of professional learning communities (PLCs) are making a 

difference in student learning. “There is a growing consensus that professional learning 

communities play a key role in building individuals' and schools’ capacities for continuous and 

sustainable learning in a rapidly changing world” (Stoll, Robertson, Butler-Kisber, Sklar, 

&Whittington, 2007, p. 63). A study conducted in England from 2002-2004 with primary, 

secondary, nursery and special schools found that professional learning communities (PLCs) 
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which were more developed had a “more positive association with pupil achievement and staff 

professional learning” (Bolam, Stoll, & Greenwood, 2007, p. 18). Other project findings were: 

• Effective professional learning communities in all school phases fully exhibit eight 
key characteristics: shared values and vision; collective responsibility for pupil’s 
learning; collaboration focused on learning; individual and collective professional 
learning; reflective professional enquiry; openness, networks and partnerships; 
inclusive membership, including support staff, and mutual trust, respect and support 

• Professional learning communities are created, managed and sustained through four 
key processes: optimizing resources and structures; promoting individual and 
collective professional learning; explicit promotion, evaluation and sustaining of an 
effective professional learning community; and leadership and management 
supporting professional learning community development (Bolam et al., 2007, pp 18-
19) 
  

Another study conducted in Australia where schools were being restructured through a 

process called Innovative Designs for Enhancing Achievement in Schools (IDEAS) found that 

PLCs were powerful in transforming schools (Andrews & Lewis, 2007). Andrews and Lewis 

(2007) reported on the impact of developing shared vision, shared parent and teacher values and 

a school-wide pedagogy with a school in the Newlyn suburb of Sydney Australia. The school 

was identified as having high levels of disadvantaged students, low student achievement levels 

and significant behavior issues. By collaboratively working together to resolve these issues the 

teachers developed a sense of shared responsibility for student achievement and creating a good 

school. Through ongoing in-depth discussions teachers within the PLC together began improving 

individual teacher practice. Comments from the teachers revealed the influence of their 

collaborative work on student behavior and learning. The principal of the Newlyn School stated,  

We have had huge growth…especially in the last 12 months in regards to our teaching 
and learning practices….The staff are… making decisions that affect teaching and 
learning. They are realizing that they have a huge impact on children’s learning. 
(Andrews & Lewis, 2007, p. 138) 
 
Processes which strengthened and changed the schools in the IDEAS project included: 
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• The collective development of a system of shared meaning, using a ‘language’ that 
everyone understands 

• Involve teachers in professional inquiry into practice  

• Changing the leadership dynamics within the school, with teachers taking on 
pedagogical leadership roles within the professional community 

• Build the confidence and the capacity of the professional community to take 
responsibility for school improvement, to engage in probing conversations about 
practice, solve problems, and make decisions. (Andrews & Lewis, 2007, pp. 144-145) 
 

The findings of this study suggest that a developing PLC improves student learning 

within a low achieving disadvantaged school which supports the notion that high performing 

schools which are economically disadvantaged may exhibit the dimensions of PLCs. Both of 

these international studies also demonstrate a continued consensus on key characteristics of 

PLCs which have been sited in the earlier work of Hord (1997a) by demonstrating elements of 

shared leadership, shared values and vision, shared professional practice, collective learning and 

supportive conditions fostering relationships.  

Dissertation Research 

Three dissertation studies have explored the development of professional learning 

communities in high achieving schools (Gurley, 2000; O’Neill, 2003; Adams, 2008). Gurley 

(2000) used a purposeful sample to select three high performing elementary schools reporting a 

high capacity for PLC. The survey chosen to identify schools as PLCs was the Professional 

Learning Community Survey (Gurley, 2000), a tool developed by a collaborative between the 

University of Minnesota and the University of Chicago. The survey criteria characterizing 

schools as PLCs included “deprivatization of practice, teacher collegiality/collaboration, 

reflective dialogue, shared focus on student learning …collective responsibility for school 

operations and improvement and organizational learning” (Gurley, 2000, p. 81). 



124 
 

Through on-site observations, individual and focus group interviews, and document 

reviews Gurley (2000) identified common themes from staff perceptions of their schools as 

PLCs supporting findings from surveys administered during the school selection process. The six 

themes included “(a) a shared belief in the capacity of student learning, (b) shared mission for 

teaching, (c) shared sense of belonging, (d) mutual respect and staff unity, (e) a shared 

commitment to learning, and (f) high expectations” (Gurley, 2000, p. 170).  

Gurley (2000) presented leadership behaviors common in these schools. He found that 

instructional leadership was strong at each school while each principal also modeled his/her 

commitment to professional learning. A common theme of caring and collegial leadership 

emerged as was “demonstrated by the principals’ commitment to shared decision-making, and 

respect for teacher’s opinion’s skills, and expertise” (Gurley, p. 175). Principals also promoted 

and encouraged professional growth among staff members and placed a high emphasis on 

instructional improvement.  

Gurley (2000) also investigated teachers’ behaviors and found common themes of “(a) 

commitment to new learning, (b) highly collaborative practice, (c) a shared commitment to 

improvement, (d) shared focus on student learning, (e) positive attitudes and behaviors, and (f) 

assertive dialogue among professionals” (p. 177). The strongest theme supported by the 

qualitative data was a highly collaborative culture. “Teachers in the focus schools claimed that 

collaboration was a strong part of the culture of their school and that this sharing contributed to 

the skills as teachers” (Gurley, 2000, p. 178).  

Organizational structures identified in the study that fostered the development of PLC in 

the selected schools included, “(a) support for teacher collaboration, (b) external support 

systems, (c) shared decision-making and leadership, (d) school-wide implementation of program 
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interventions, and (e) organizational learning” (Gurley, 2000, p. 182). The organizational 

structure which was found to be the strongest theme in the findings included structures that 

supported staff collaboration. Shared leadership was described as a “way of life in these PLCs” 

(Gurley, 2000, p. 183).  

Gurley (2000) summarized the research findings by concluding the case study schools 

had a collective sense of responsibility for student learning; teachers as learners; strong principal 

behaviors; strong teacher collaboration with a strong organizational commitment for 

collaboration, and strong parental support for instructional practice. These emergent themes 

aligned to the conceptual models of PLCs adopted by the work of researchers developing 

theoretical frameworks for understanding school organization (DuFour & Eaker, 1998); Hord, 

1997a, 1997b; Louis, Kruse & Bryk, 1995; Louis & Marks, 1998; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). 

Gurley (2000) suggested “to more fully understand the phenomenon of professional learning 

community, additional research and systematic observation of all types of schools is indicated” 

and that examining schools with greater socio-economic diversity “might contribute to a deeper 

understanding of professional learning communities in schools” (p. 199). 

O’Neill’s (2003) dissertation focused on high-performing, high-poverty elementary 

schools in California. The purpose of the study consisted of 2 major foci, factors influencing 

student achievement and the degree to which these schools functioned as PLCs.  Factors studied 

influencing student performance included professional development, school culture, 

improvement strategies, and comprehensive school plan. The criteria by which the study 

investigated the schools as PLCs included “shared vision, collective inquiry and continuous 

improvement, shared leadership, and supportive conditions” (O’Neill, 2003, pp. 106-107). The 
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method for collecting data included administering a researcher developed survey to principals of 

the selected high-performing, high poverty elementary schools. 

According to the study, high-performing and high-poverty schools had a poverty rate of 

60 percent or higher and scored at high levels on the California state assessment and 

demonstrated growth in performance over a two year period. The study sampling procedure 

identified 36 schools to participate in study while 28 principals agreed to complete the surveys. 

Important findings in the study proposed that the school culture had a significant 

influence on the performance of students in the selected schools. According to the surveyed 

principals the PLC culture was foundational in supporting student performance (O’Neill, 2003); 

it was a “culture where everyone believes that the school can ‘make a difference’ in students’ 

achievement, even though they cannot change what students experience outside of school” (p. 

226). The themes that emerged from the data suggested that shared vision, values and leadership, 

collective inquiry, supportive conditions for building people capabilities, and collegial and 

collaborative norms had the greatest influence on developing the PLC within the high-

performing, high-poverty schools.  

Shared vision, values and leadership were found to be essential in supporting the success 

of these schools and in developing a culture of continuous improvement. Goals defined within 

the comprehensive school plan became an essential component of the shared vision for 

supporting student achievement; it became a part of the framework which supported the belief 

that the school can and will make a difference in student achievement (O”Neill, 2003). A 

majority of the principals in the study stated that shared leadership was demonstrated by school-

wide decisions based upon student data, the comprehensive school improvement plan providing 
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measureable goals, and that the staff shared in the decision-making process of the school 

(O’Neill, 2003).   

O’Neill (2003) reported that collective inquiry, building people capabilities and a 

collegial and collaborative culture were the factors that synergized the staff and focused their 

efforts on improving student achievement. Collective inquiry was focused on analyzing student 

data and the staff working together to problem-solve and develop strategies for improving 

student achievement. A majority of the principals suggested that school culture was collaborative 

and collegial and perceived that their staff “(1) trusted and believed in the process of 

collaboration, (2) shared information, success, and limitations, and (3) collaborated with 

instructional strategies, the comprehensive plan and problem solving” (O’Neill, 2003, p. 223).  

It was within this culture of shared vision, values, and leadership; collective inquiry and 

supportive conditions for relationships, and trust and collaboration that principals perceived their 

staffs were able improve student achievement; thus, providing further evidence supporting the 

collective work of PLC research (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997a, 1997b; Hord et al., 2000; 

Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Morrissey, 2000). One future study suggestion by O’Neill (2003) 

included investigating high performing and high poverty schools from the perspective of 

teachers, parents and/or students. This provides additional support for why this current study is 

relevant and important to researching the PLC model as an organizational structure fostering 

high levels of student achievement in economically disadvantaged schools. 

Adams (2008) in part investigated the development of the dimensions of the PLC model 

in three Title I Distinguished rural elementary schools within a single school district in Georgia.  

Each of the selected elementary schools participated in individual and school-wide professional 

learning activities mandated by state and local initiatives. Mandated activities at the district level 
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were focused on forming “professional learning communities at their grade levels for the purpose 

of improving student achievement” (Adams, 2008, p. 181). The study used a mixed method case 

study design that collected quantitative data through the Professional Learning Community 

Assessment (PLCA) questionnaire (Huffman & Hipp, 2003) and collected qualitative data by 

interviewing the principals and staff members of each school’s leadership team.  

The study (Adams, 2008) found that the schools were “engaged to some degree in each 

dimension of a professional learning community” (p. 181). Each school showed varying levels of 

development with collective learning and application (Huffman & Hipp, 2003) being one of the 

most highly developed dimension at all 3 schools. Staff members at the schools perceived that 

working and planning together to seek strategies, knowledge and skills and applying the new 

learning to their work was important and occurring at their schools. Another dimension at two of 

the schools which was reported to be developed to a higher degree was supportive conditions 

focused on collegial relationships (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). At all 3 schools caring and 

supportive relationships built on trust and respect were rated as the most evident characteristic 

within this PLC dimension (Adams, 2008). Trust and mutual respect are critical to the 

development of collegial relationships which supports a collective focus on learning and 

improved student performance (Morrissey, 2000). 

Shared personal practice (Huffman & Hipp, 2003) was the least developed PLC 

dimension at 2 of the schools while it was one of the most developed at one of the schools 

(Adams, 2008). Opportunities for staff members to provide encouragement to colleagues and 

observe each other’s teaching was rated as being the least developed critical attribute within the 

dimension of shared personal practice at all 3 schools. Many times shared personal practice is the 

last PLC dimension to develop due to the amount of trust and mutual respect required to share 
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one’s practice with another colleague (Hord, 2004b) and the study (Adams, 2008) appears to 

confirm this reality.  

Although this research reported that the selected schools were engaged to some level in 

the dimensions of PLCs, it demonstrated that each dimension develops at its own pace 

(Morissey, 2000). The data from the PLCA provided a beginning point by which these schools 

may look at PLC strategies that were implemented well and those which were not. Thereby, each 

school may determine the “readiness for implementing professional learning communities in 

their schools” (Adams, 2008, p. 185) and influence their potential as PLCs focused on improving 

student performance.        

One additional dissertation by Dougherty (2005) investigated relationships between 

student achievement and the presence of PLC defined by the learning organization model by 

Senge (1990). The findings of the study were based upon data collected from a survey 

administered to 81 principals from both high and low performing elementary schools. 

Perceptions of the principals indicated there was a significant difference between high and low 

performing schools with principals from low performing schools reporting the development of 

the five disciplines of a learning organization to a much smaller extent than high performing 

schools. Shared vision and systems thinking showed the greatest difference with each being more 

developed at high-performing schools. Dougherty (2005) concluded that collaboration is at the 

center of systems thinking which would reflect the collaborative nature of the PLC. Although 

Dougherty (2005) defined PLCs within a different conceptual framework than from this study, 

the significance of the dissertation is the suggestion that high performing schools are supported 

to a greater degree by development of the dimensions of the PLC model.   
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Re-conceptualization of the Dimensions of the Professional Learning Community Model 

 This study is based upon the PLC model developed by Hord (1997a) and the re-

conceptualization of the model by the continued research by Huffman and Hipp (2003). The PLC 

model described by Huffman and Hipp (2003) evolved out of the research completed by the 

Creating Communities of Continuous Inquiry and Improvement (CCCII) project that was 

initiated by Shirley Hord of SEDL (Hipp and Huffman, 2003). The 3 phase project extended 

over a 5 year period from 1995 until 2000 with the purpose of implementing the PLCs in schools 

across the nation. Phase 1 began with an extensive review of literature by Hord (1997a) which 

resulted in the conceptualization of “five related dimensions that reflected the essence of a PLC: 

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

supportive conditions (collegial relationships and structures) and shared personal practice” (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2003, p. 3). The 1st phase ended with the search for schools within a 5 state area that 

exemplified the dimensions of PLC which proved to rare to find (Hipp & Huffman, 2003).  

 The 2nd phase of the CCCII project focused on 30 co-developers working with Hord to 

create schools as PLCs. The Co-developers acted as change agents facilitating the 

implementation and development of PLCs in the participating schools (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). 

As the researchers worked with the schools during this phase data was collected through phone 

and individual interviews with lead teachers and principals. Hord also developed the School 

Professional Staff as Learning Community Questionnaire (SPSLCQ) (Hipp & Huffman, 2003, p. 

3) which over 3 consecutive years was administered to the entire staff at all of the campuses 

(Hord, Meehan, Orletsky, & Sattes, 1999). 

 The final collection of data to be analyzed ended during the 1999-2000 school year with 

completion of the 3rd phase. During this final phase of the project the researchers assembled data 
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through structured interviews at 106 sites which was intended to collect information from staff 

members beyond the principals and lead teachers (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). This phase of the 

project produced 6 schools which demonstrated the dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997a) to 

varying levels (Hord et al., 2000; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Pankake and 

Moller, 2002).  

 The final structured interviews of the CCCII project lead the researchers to conceptualize 

the PLC dimensions defined by Hord (1997a) “in a new light” (Hipp & Huffman, 2003, p. 5). 

This new conceptualization was described by Hipp and Huffman (2003) as follows: 

 we saw a critical link between collective learning and application and shared personal 

practice that could not be separated and therefore, should be placed together in this non-

sequential set of attributes…we viewed supportive conditions encompassing all four 
dimensions, much like Peter Senge views the discipline of systems thinking, the fifth 
discipline (Senge, 1990). We feel that without a climate of trust and respect, and 
structures that promote continual learning, it is impossible to build professional learning 
community. (pp. 5-6) 

 
The final interviews had established a new way to look at the PLC model, its dimensions 

and attributes. This served as the context by which this study’s research questions investigated 

the status of the five PLC dimensions and the commonalties and differences within these 

dimensions in schools that are improved and high performing. The remainder of this review was 

structured upon the PLC model initially developed by Hord (1997a) and re-conceptualized and 

reported on in the book Reculturing Schools as Professional Learning Communities by Huffman 

and Hipp (2003).  

Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Shared and supportive leadership was found to be one of the most important for the “full 

development and complete implementation of the PLC model” (Hord et al., 2000, p. 4; Hipp & 

Huffman, 2002). Throughout the last 20 years of educational research shared leadership has 
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demonstrated its importance in improving challenging schools and increasing student 

achievement (Kruse & Louis, 1995; Muijs, Harris, Chapman, Stoll, & Russ, 2004, Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995). Huffman (Hord et al., 2000) while working as a co-developer within the CCCII 

project discovered that strong organizational leadership provided consistency and direction 

which allowed for the development of shared leadership within the elementary school setting. 

Hinson (Hord et al., 2000) another co-developer of the CCCII project reported that shared and 

supportive leadership along with a culture of trust and openness were key factors in developing 

PLC at another project elementary school.  

DuFour (1999) described strong instructional leadership as an effective strategy for 

improving the school which meant sharing leadership with the staff. Sharing leadership included 

delegating authority, enlisting the faculty in critical decisions, posing questions rather than 

solutions and creating “an environment where teachers could continually grow” (DuFour, 1999, 

p. 13). This approach to instructional leadership creates a school culture that mobilizes “the 

capacity of teachers to strengthen student performance and develop real collaboration within the 

school” (Paterson & Paterson, 2004, p. 77).  

Huffman and Hipp (2003) proposed 3 critical attributes that define shared and supported 

leadership found in PLCs. These 3 critical attributes include, “nurturing leadership among staff; 

shared power, authority, and responsibility, and broad-based decision making that reflects 

commitment and accountability” (Huffman & Hipp, 2003, p. 144). Principals are critical in 

encouraging risk taking, reflection and inquiry; thus, supporting these attributes (Paterson & 

Paterson, 2004) within the context of shared leadership.  

According to this dimension, school decisions may be made solely by the principal or 

may be addressed in collaboration with teachers, thereby establishing how decisions are made at 
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the school (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). Teachers in this kind of school are no longer asked to 

implement vision based decisions decided by someone else but “instead teachers, along with 

their fellow staff, help to create the vision, identify changes that are needed to attain the vision, 

and then decide how these changes are to be implemented and monitored” (Huffman & Hipp, 

2003, p. 78). Fullan and Hargreaves (1996) concurred by stating, “In the fully functioning 

collaborative school, many (indeed all) the teachers are leaders” (p. 51).  

Shared Values and Vision 

 Principals are extremely influential and essential in developing and shaping the culture, 

values and vision of the school, however, they cannot shape the culture of the school alone 

(Richardson, 2001). Huffman (2001) suggested that the support for staff’s time and effort in 

developing shared vision comes from “visionary leadership combined with shared and 

collaborative strategies” (p. 17). According to Richardson (2001) teachers are: 

especially important in influencing the direction of a school’s culture. Teachers connect 
with other teachers and with their students, and with the parents of their students. When 
teachers are sending a shared cultural message, that message reverberates throughout the 
entire school community. (¶ 7) 
 
Shared values and vision serve as a way to bind the norms of the school culture and 

become the focus of the work that has to be done (Cowan, 2003; Deal & Peterson, 1999). The 

work to be done in a PLC is the singularly-minded focus on student achievement (Kruse & 

Louis, 1995; Louis, Kruse & Marks, 1996; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). Vision is the 

fundamental belief of a school community committed to continuous learning and improvement 

(Sergiovanni, 1996). The shared vision within PLCs now becomes focused on all students 

learning at high levels rather than simply ensuring all students are taught; thus, this becomes the 

moral purpose of the PLC, to ensure that all students learn and achieve at high levels (DuFour, 

Eaker, & DuFour, 2005b).  
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According to Senge (1990) a learning organization cannot evolve unless there is shared 

vision; therefore, shared vision is a critical component to developing a PLC. Huffman (2001) 

concurred by reporting that although the dimensions of PLC are intricately interconnected, the 

PLC can only develop after the staff has done the work to have created “a strong shared vision 

based on collective values” (p. 17). Senge (Senge et al., 2000) elaborates by stating that the most 

rapid learning is impacted by vision and purpose and that “improving test scores and providing 

safe learning spaces are legitimate goals but they cannot replace the power of a larger vision, 

personal and shared, as the driving force behind improving schools” (p. 22). 

“The creation of a school vision, as an integral component of change process emerges 

over time and is based on common values and beliefs” (Pankake & Moller, 2003, p. 8). Joan 

Vydra, a veteran principal from Briar Glen School in Wheaton, IL., stated that a school cannot 

improve unless a school culture supports a “shared vision for what it wants to achieve” 

(Richardson, 2001, ¶ 9). It is within this context of shared vision that “teachers are most likely to 

perform well together in learning communities that share high expectations” (Strahan, 2003, p. 

304).  

 “Personal visions must be developed and shared so that a collective vision can be molded 

and embraced by all members” (Pankake & Moller, 2003, p. 8). Fullan (2007) stated that gaining 

meaning is a personal act, “but its real value for student learning is when shared meaning is 

achieved across a group of people working in concert” (p. 37). Everyone in the school must be 

committed to student learning where “staff are encouraged not only to be involved in the process 

of developing a shared vision, but to use that vision as a guide in making all decisions about 

teaching and learning in the school” (Hord, 2004b, p. 9). Shared values and vision calls for a 
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commitment to student learning and this PLC dimension is characterized through four critical 

attributes defined by Huffman and Hipp (2003) as: 

• Espoused values and norms 

• Focus on student learning 

• High expectations 

• Shared vision guides teaching and learning (p. 144) 
 

School culture may be used as the means for sustaining change and improvement (Finnan 

& Levin, 1998); therefore, PLCs can provide a culture created through shared values and vision 

which can transform schools into places that sustain human learning and support high levels of 

student achievement (Barth, 2001a). Shared values and vision which “speaks about what the 

school considers its most important work, the environment that will be created, and the 

relationships shared by members” (Goldring, 2002, p. 33) can foster the guiding framework for 

developing learning within the professional community.  

Collective Learning and Application 

Collective learning and the application of learning within the professional learning 

community (PLC) becomes a school process were teachers work collaboratively by sharing 

information and developing and applying strategies that foster learning for students (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2003). Collective learning is the “collaborative and continual learning of a staff that is 

grounded in reflective dialogue and inquiry” (Hord, 2004b, p. 9). Within the PLC, schools 

become focused and intentional about improving student achievement and through collaboration 

relationships are fostered so that improvement efforts may be sustained over time (Huffman & 

Hipp, 2003; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005a). It is important that teachers within a PLC work 

together to “achieve collective purpose of learning for all”(DuFour, 2004, p. 8). A dissertation 

case study (Roth, 2005) described the PLC as a “collaborative, reflective, dynamic organization 
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focused on the learning needs of students” and that “collaboration and learning became a way of 

life” (p. 143); thus, demonstrating the significance of collaboration on collective learning.  

The greatest benefit to student achievement comes from collaborating educators who 

“seek out and refine practices that have the most impact on student achievement” (Schmoker, 

2006, p. 135). Schools can “become cultures where youngsters are discovering the joy, the 

difficulty, and the excitement of learning and where adults are continually rediscovering the joy, 

the difficulty, and the excitement of learning” (Barth, 2001b, p. 29). 

For when the adults in the schoolhouse commit to the heady, hearty and difficult goal of 
promoting their own learning as well as that of their colleagues and students, several 
things follow: by leaving the ranks of the senior, wise priesthood – the learned – these 
individuals become first class members of the community of learners; they build 
community; and when they come to take their own learning seriously, to value and 
promote it, so will students take their learning seriously. (Barth, 2001b, p. 26) 
 

 According to Hord (2004b) collective learning and the applications of learning “requires 

that school staff at all levels are engaged in processes that collectively seek new knowledge 

among staff and application of the learning to solutions that address students’ needs” (p. 7). This 

dimension of PLCs as it was re-conceptualized through the final phase of the CCCII project 

included the following 3 attributes:  

• Sharing information 

• Seeking new knowledge, skills, and strategies 

• Working collaboratively to plan, solve problems, and improve learning opportunities 
(Huffman & Hipp, 2003, p. 144) 
 

The PLC model is a powerful way for school staff to work together that can profoundly 

change practices within schools (DuFour, 2004). It requires committed and hard work and the 

“school staff to focus on learning rather than teaching, work collaboratively on matters related to 

learning, and hold itself accountable for the kind of results that fuel continual improvement” 

(DuFour, 2004, p. 11). In a study in a school advanced in PLC development a lead teacher stated, 
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“The goal is to produce a lifelong commitment to learning, success in both academic, and 

technological and other fields…basically every decision that we made focuses on student 

learning” (Hipp & Huffman, 2007, p. 122). PLCs are schools where “the condition for 

membership…is that one learns, continues to learn, and supports the learning of others” (Barth, 

2002, p. 11) and “being involved as a learner and a participant provides openings to new 

knowledge and broadens the agenda for thought and action” (Lieberman, 1995, p. 593). 

Shared Personal Practice 

It was found while completing the Creating Communities of Continuous Inquiry and 

Improvement (CCCII) project that the professional learning community (PLC) dimensions of 

collective learning and application and shared personal practice were closely interrelated (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2003; Huffman & Hipp, 2003) As teachers within PLCs collectively work together 

to improve student achievement they “share their practices, study together, focus instructional 

strategies on student needs, and use data to make decisions about their teaching” (Pankake & 

Moller, 2003, p. 10). Within this PLC culture, “Teachers participate in debate, discussion, and 

disagreement; they share their successes and failures. But they are always collectively committed 

to the work of increased student learning” (Pankake & Moller, 2003, p. 12).  

According to Hord (2004b) shared personal practice is characterized by “the review of a 

teacher’s behavior by colleagues and included feedback and assistance activity to support 

individual and community improvement” (p. 7). It is critical for sustaining teacher learning, 

focused on student achievement and is a “shared, public process” (Hawley & Valli, 1999, p. 

134). Huffman and Hipp (2003) report that shared personal practice is described by the following 

four critical attributes: 

• Peer observations to offer knowledge, skills, and encouragement 

• Feedback to improve instructional practices 
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• Sharing outcomes of instructional practices 

• Coaching and mentoring (p. 20) 
 

Schmoker (2004) suggested that the power of PLCs rests in the image of teachers 

collectively working together to share, refine, and assess the influence of lessons and 

instructional strategies on increasing the levels of student achievement. Teachers must naturally 

work together in joint planning sessions and must observe each other’s practice on a continual 

basis (Fullan, 2007). This image of PLC has continued to not be the reality or the standard of 

practice at most schools (Hawley & Valli, 1999; Schmoker, 2004). Shared personal practice is 

many times the last dimension of PLC to develop because of the “amount of trust involved and 

the history of isolation most teachers have experienced” (Hord, 2004b, p. 11). 

Sattes (Hord et al., 2000), a co-developer of the CCCII project for implementing the PLC 

models into schools found the shared personal practice model was least developed upon initial 

implementation; however, it became the area where the school demonstrated the greatest 

development and growth. The teachers that were interviewed felt that using structured reflection 

was important in helping them to “talk about what they did – all the while looking at student 

work” (p. 36). The growth by this school in shared personal practice was an intentional process 

focused on moving teachers from an individualized to whole school sharing of knowledge, 

effective practices and ways to solve problems. 

Chapman and Harris (2004) reported that schools facing challenging circumstances 

(SFCC) in the United Kingdom which developed school capacity with continuous improvement 

efforts fostered schools cultures of  “teachers as learners” (p. 223). Staff development was found 

to be one of the key issues to improving schools and that within the schools there were 

“opportunities for teachers to visit other schools, to gather together examples of best practice and 

to take time to reflect upon their own teaching skills” (Chapman & Harris, 2004, p. 223).      
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Supportive Conditions – Relationship and Structures 

Hord (2004b) described this dimension of professional learning communities (PLCs) as 

the “physical conditions and human capacities that encourage and sustain a collegial atmosphere 

and collective learning” (p. 7). Supportive conditions were categorized as conditions within the 

school environment that foster relationships and human capacity to improve student learning and 

were found to impact all of the other dimensions (Hipp & Huffman, 2003). Supportive 

conditions include the “glue that is critical to hold the other dimensions together” (Huffman & 

Hipp, 2003, p. 146) and become the “springboard for creating PLCs while also supporting and 

sustaining commitment (Hipp & Huffman, 2003, p. 7). The critical attributes are defined by 

Huffman and Hipp (2003) in the following two categories: 

• Relationships 
o Caring relationships 
o Trust and respect 
o Recognition and celebration 
o Risk-taking 
o Unified effort to embed change 

• Structures 
o Resources (time, money, materials, people) 
o Facilities 
o Communication systems (p. 144) 

 
Relationships, trust and mutual respect are important conditions supporting the 

development of the collaborative work within a PLC (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord 1997a, 

2004b; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Halverson, 2007). Relationships demonstrate a significant 

influence on school achievement as it is “abundantly clear that one of the keys to successful 

change is the improvement of relationships” (Fullan, 2007, p. 4). Cindi Rigsbee, a National 

Board-certified reading teacher and North Carolina’s State Teacher of the Year for 2008, noted 

that a strong relationship among colleagues is an appealing characteristic of her school as a PLC. 

She also stated that the challenge for creating a PLC “is to find a way for teachers to build the 
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all-important trust and respect. Each school has its own distinctiveness; PLCs can grow out of 

that individuality and thrive as they work together for children” (Rigsbee, 2008).   

The importance of relationships has been documented in schools that have high levels of 

poverty and demonstrate high levels of student achievement. Inside the Black Box of High-

Performing High Poverty Schools (Kannapel, Clements, Taylor, & Hibpshman, 2005) reported 

that school cultures supported by caring and nurturing relationships foster high levels of student 

achievement. Within these schools “respectful relationships were observed among adults, 

between adults and students, and among students” (p. 3). Adults within the community of 

learners who support each other through positive relationships model for their students what is 

expected and create a culture which supports high levels of student achievement. “Teachers and 

students are most productive when they work in a context of caring, support and trust” (Paterson 

& Paterson, 2004, p. 76).  

Mitchell and Sackney (2007) identified “deep respect” (p. 32) as a key principle in 

developing and extending PLCs. “Deep respect positions each student, teacher, staff member, 

administrator, parent and community member as a valued participant in the life of the school, 

someone with ideas and thoughts to share and with an important role to play” (Mitchell & 

Sackney, 2007, p. 32). 

According to Huffman and Hipp (2003), “Structures include a variety of conditions such 

as the size of the school, proximity of staff to one another, communication systems, and the time 

and space for staff to meet and examine current practices” (p. 57). In order to learn and develop 

new pedagogical skills teachers must have time built into the day. Collegiality and collaboration 

requires time which must be frequent and long enough to discuss ways to collaborate to improve 

student learning, educational philosophies, and long term issues (Hoerr, 1996).  
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Creating a culture of inquiry requires leadership who can “locate and arrange time and 

space for teacher collaboration, including weeding out information items from faculty agendas, 

to make conversations about learning” (Garmstom, 2005, ¶ 4). This also calls for creativity and 

flexibility within the school day and year (Hawley & Valli, 1999). Halverson (2007) reported 

that leaders of a rural K-6 school found data became powerful in informing instructional 

decisions when there were structured opportunities for reflection. Halverson stated that “if 

professional community is the key to linking leadership and teaching then leaders need to 

sequence activities to help teachers toward more collaborative forms of work” (Halverson, 2007, 

p. 104). The school leader must build and adapt structures such as “role positions, daily 

schedules, faculty meetings, and meeting agendas to shape instructional learning” (Halverson, 

2007, p. 94) that support learning for both the staff and students.   

In conclusion, for schools to become effective PLCs it is essential that supportive 

conditions build human capacity through positive relationships and create a physical structure 

that sustains “the work of teachers and administrators by providing time, and opportunities  to 

communicate regularly, plan collectively, problem solve, and learn” (Pankake & Moller, 2003, p. 

12). Schools as PLCs are “committed to achieving a culture of collective learning and creativity 

that is characterized by: shared values and vision; supportive and distributed leadership; 

collaborative professional norms and enquiry orientation; and facilitative organizational 

conditions” (Pankake & Moller, 2002, p. 2). 

Summary 

Change is a critical factor influencing school life in today’s world. Success in school and 

the school’s ability to adapt to change so that students may achieve is determined by a variety of 

factors of which culture is extremely important (Fullan, 2001, Sergiovanni, 2000). The PLC 
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model used as the conceptual framework for studying schools with high levels of students 

achievement is presented in the literature as a potential organizational structure for sustaining 

continued growth for teacher and student (Hord, 1997a, 1997b; Huffman & Hipp 2003) and 

creating a school culture focused on student learning (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). According to 

Schmoker (2004) “Developing capacity of educators to function as members of PLC is the best 

known means by which we might achieve truly historic, wide scale improvement in teaching and 

learning” (p. 432).  

 In summary, the professional learning community (PLC) model provides the most 

“promising strategy for sustained and substantive school improvement” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, 

p. xi) and yet the “difficulty of developing PLC should not be underestimated” (Stoll & Seashore 

Louis, 2007, p. 7). Efforts to implement PLCs are rapidly spreading through the English-

speaking world and will be an “educational force to be reckoned with for some years to come” 

(Hargreaves, 2007, p. 182). As the implementation of the PLC model continues to spread it 

becomes even more important to “illuminate the experience of PLCs in greater variety of 

schools” (Hord, 2004a, p. 4) so that the cumulative research may be enriched with the “infusion 

of more abundant data” (Hord, 2004a, p. 4). This study investigated 5 diverse economically 

disadvantaged elementary schools with high levels of student performance and determined the 

level of the development of the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model and 

identified and compared the possible commonalities and differences existing between the schools 

on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. It added to the research by 

documenting schools that are successful in raising student achievement and determining whether 

or not this can be attributed to the development of the PLC model. Hipp and Huffman (2003) 

summarize the potential of the PLC: 
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 Schools involved in sincere efforts to broaden the base of leadership to include teachers 
and administrators, to define shared vision based on student learning and to provide a 
culture of continual support, will make great strides in becoming learning organizations 
and addressing critical student needs. (p. 9) 

 
 Chapter 2 reviewed literature significant to understanding the research-based context of 

the questions explored in this study. The literature review was divided into 3 broad areas. The 

first 2 areas provided the background for understanding school reform and educational change 

and the impact each has had on improving schools. These areas focused on educational reform 

and accountability in the U.S. and Texas. The remaining area described the importance of the 

study, identified the dimensions of a PLC and investigated its historical development as the 

context for understanding PLCs as an organizational model for improving student achievement.  

 Chapter 3 of this dissertation defined the research methodology and design of the study. 

This research employed a study design using both quantitative and qualitative measures, which 

are fully described in Chapter 3. Also the instruments for collecting data and specific methods 

for analyzing this data are explained in Chapter 3. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This descriptive study explored the status of the 5 dimensions of the professional learning 

community (PLC) model in selected elementary schools. Chapter 3 focuses on the research 

design and methodology that was used to investigate the questions posed in this study. The 

chapter is divided into 7 sections. The first 2 sections describe the purpose and problem 

statements and research questions; thereby, developing the guiding framework for this study. The 

3rd section describes the research design perspective. The 4th section describes the location of the 

study and the school sample and interview participants. The 5th and 6th sections describe the 

development, reliability and validity of the Professional Learning Community Assessment-

Revised (PLCA-R) questionnaire and the interview protocol.  The 7th and 8th sections describe 

the procedures for gathering data and for analyzing the data.       

Purpose and Problem Statement 
 

 The purpose of this study was to determine the level of the development of the 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in improved Exemplary Texas 

elementary schools and to identify and compare the possible commonalities and differences 

existing between the schools on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. Data 

from the Texas Education Agency (2005c; 2007b) indicated Texas schools are increasingly more 

diverse with many challenges including language barriers, learning differences and larger 

numbers of economically disadvantaged students. Thus, the need for creating schools that foster 

high achievement for all students is of great importance; this research investigated schools which 

are meeting these needs.  



145 
 

 Although there has been considerable study into defining the dimensions of PLCs 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997a; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995; Wald & Castleberry, 1999) 

there continues to be the need for research that explores the PLC model within the context of 

improved and high performing schools. Hord (2004a) stated, “It seems obvious that a community 

of learners would inspire learning, and yet PLCs still lack the credibility that comes from 

research reporting improved outcomes for staff and students” (p. 4). DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour 

(2005b) agreed with Hord by stating: “Many schools proclaim they are professional learning 

communities, however have shown little evidence of their understanding of the dimensions and 

implementing practices of professional learning communities” (p. 8). Hord (2004a) further 

commented, “Much more research is necessary to illuminate the experience of PLCs in a greater 

variety of schools, and to raise the cumulative worth of qualitative studies through the infusion of 

more abundant data” (p. 4). Thus Hord (2004a) and DuFour, Eaker, and DuFour (2005b) both 

agreed more research is needed to document the status of the dimensions of the PLC model 

within improved and high performing elementary schools. The success of the elementary schools 

studied in this research provided the context for understanding whether or not the dimensions of 

the professional learning community model were evident and how these schools were similar and 

different in the level of development of each of these dimensions.  

 The problem of this study was to determine the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences exist between the schools on 

the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. In their book, Schools as Professional 

Learning Communities: Collaborative Activities and Strategies for Professional Development, 

Roberts and Pruitt (2003) described how learning community characteristics supported steady 
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improvement in literacy scores over a 4 year period in a New Jersey elementary school. This 

report is encouraging; however, there is still need for more data from a variety of sources (Hord, 

2004a) to support the PLC model as an organizational culture, which focuses on student learning 

(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004) and increases student achievement. This search for 

more data provided the impetus for this study and supported the development of the research 

questions. 

Research Questions 

The focus of the questions was to determine and compare and contrast the development 

of the dimensions of the professional learning community model in schools that demonstrated 

high levels of student performance.  

The research questions that guided this study are: 

1. What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the 5 
dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

2. Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community assessment 
tool?  

3. What dimensions of the professional learning community model are evident in improved, 
Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and differences exist 
among the schools on these dimensions? 
 

Research Design Perspective 

 The research design of this study used a mixed methods approach. The mixed methods 

approach was described by Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) as “a class of research where the 

researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative  research techniques, methods, 

approaches, concepts, or language in a single study” (p. 17). This approach allows the researcher 

to use both quantitative and qualitative measures to study the same set of questions, collect 

corresponding data and conduct parallel analyses (Yin, 2009) which adds depth and richness to 

the study.   
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 This study used the Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) 

questionnaire developed by Hipp and Huffman (2009) to identify the PLC dimensions in selected 

elementary schools. The questionnaire produced data which was quantified and compared 

through descriptive statistics, the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA and Mann-Whitney U post hoc test. 

Teachers and principals at the 5 selected schools were interviewed through one to one 

conversations to verify the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) produced by the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. Interviewing added richness and rigor to the study by gathering descriptive data 

from the perspective of the participants so that insights can be developed concerning their 

schools as PLCs (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). Documents of public records with achievement 

scores from the Texas Education Agency (TEA) (Merriam, 1988) were also collected to add 

contextual information and enrich research findings by expanding and supporting perceptions 

(Glesne, 2006) about the selected schools.    

Location and School Sample Selection 

The study was conducted with 5 selected elementary schools in the North Central Texas 

area served by the Region 9, 10 and 11 Education Service Centers. The state of Texas is divided 

into 20 geographical regions which are served by agencies that provide technical assistance and 

professional development to the teachers and administrators within each of the regional areas. 

The 59th session of the Texas Legislature in 1965 authorized the establishment of centers across 

the state to provide supplementary media services. The regional service centers were initially 

established through Title III funding from the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

of 1965 (Texas Education Agency, 2004a; Texas System of Education Service Centers, n.d.). 

Throughout the past forty years the role of the regional centers has grown to include educational 

planning for each region and working closely with the Texas Education Agency (TEA) to bring 
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consistency and quality to school districts across the state (Texas System of Education Service 

Centers, n.d.). 

The North Central Texas region spans across 31 counties and according to TEA 2005-

2006 enrollment statistics serves over 1.2 million students in 195 public school districts and 58 

charter schools (Region 9 Education Service Center, n.d.; Region 10 Education Service Center, 

n.d.; Region 11 Education Service Center, n.d.; TEA, 2007b). Region 9 Education Service 

Center is located in Wichita Falls, Texas and serves 38 public school districts and one public 

charter school in 12 counties. The student enrollment is approximately 39,000 students with 49 

percent of the student enrollment identified as economically disadvantaged (Region 9 Education 

Service Center, n.d.; TEA, 2007b). Region 10 Education Service is located in Richardson, Texas 

and serves 80 public school districts and 35 public charter schools in 9 counties. The 2005-2006 

student enrollment is approximately 684,000 students with 51% identified as economically 

disadvantaged (Region 10 Education Service Center, n.d.). Region 11 Education Service center 

is located in Fort Worth, Texas and serves 77 public school districts and 22 public charter 

schools in 10 counties. The 2005-2006 enrollment is approximately 487,000 students with 

approximately 40% of the student enrollment identified as economically disadvantaged (TEA, 

2007b). 

The participant schools were selected through a purposeful (Patton, 1990) or criterion-

based (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) sampling procedure. Purposeful sampling allows the 

researcher to gain the most insight by using specific criteria which “directly reflect the purpose 

of the study and guide in the identification of information rich cases” (Merriam, 1998, pp. 62-

63). According to Patton (1990) “information rich cases are those from which one can learn a 

great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research, thus the term 
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purposeful sampling” (p. 169). Specific criteria which identify the critical attributes important to 

this study will be defined and then the participant schools will be matched according to these 

criteria (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). 

 The purposeful or criterion-based sample will included the following criteria: 1) public 

elementary school, 2) TEA public report card rating of Exemplary in 2008 and Acceptable in 

2004, 3) 40% or higher of student enrollment identified as economically disadvantaged, and 4) 

each representative racial/ethnic group being 50% or less of the total school enrollment. The first 

step in selecting participant schools was to identify public elementary schools within the Region 

9, 10, and 11 Texas Education Service Center North Central Texas Area. For the purpose of this 

study public elementary schools were defined by any configuration which includes early 

childhood education through Grade 6. The Academic Excellence Indicator System 

Accountability (AEIS) report (TEA, 2008b) identifies different grade configurations for public 

elementary schools; thus, for this study schools included early childhood education, (pre-

kindergarten or kindergarten) as the entering student population and Grades 5 or 6 as the exiting 

student population.  

 The next step in defining the purposeful sample was to identify the public elementary 

schools rated Exemplary in 2008 through the Texas accountability system and demonstrated 

improvement in student achievement on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

over a 5 year period. Each of the schools were given the highest performance rating of 

Exemplary during the 2008 school year according to criteria developed by the Texas 

accountability system and had changed from an Academically Acceptable rating in 2004. The 

2008 Texas Accountability Manual defined the Exemplary rating as 90% of all students and 

eligible student groups meeting the standard for each subject tested. The subjects tested in the 
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elementary school are reading/English Language arts, writing, social studies and science (TEA, 

2008a). According to TEA (2008a) the student groups who are tested on the TAKS at Grades 3-8 

and are part of the school’s rating include African American, Hispanic, White, and economically 

disadvantaged and students who receive accommodations on the Science TAKS given at Grade 

5.  

 The year 2004 was chosen as the base year for this study because in 2004 the 

accountability system had been redesigned to align to the updated curriculum standards, Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS). The implementation of the TEKS required the 

development of the TAKS which was aligned to the updated curriculum standards and more 

rigorous than the previous state assessment (TEA, 2004b; 2004c). This led to the first published 

school ratings under the new accountability system in 2004. The Academically Acceptable 

performance rating varied by the subject tested according to the 2004 Accountability Manual 

(TEA, 2004a). A school was rated as Academically Acceptable if 50% or more of the students 

passed the reading/ELA portion of the TAKS, 30% of more of the students passed the 

mathematics portion of the TAKS, and 25% or more passed the science portion of the TAKS 

(TEA, 2004a). Throughout the 2004-2008 time frame mathematics was tested in Grades 3-6, 

reading/LA was tested in Grades 3-6, writing in Grade 4 and science in Grade 5 (TEA 2004a; 

2005a; 2006a; 2007a; 2008a). 

 The next step in defining the purposeful sample of elementary schools was to identify 

those within the selection with a 40% or higher economically disadvantaged student population 

according to each school’s AEIS report. According to state guidelines (TEA, 2008a) a student 

may be identified by the school district as economically disadvantaged if the student: 

• Meets the eligibility requirements for 
o the federal free or reduced price lunch programs 
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o Title II of the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) 
o Food Stamp benefits  
o Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) or other public assistance 

• Received a Pell grant or funds from other comparable state program of needs-based 
financial assistance  

• Is from a family with an annual income at or below the official federal poverty line 
(p. 173) 
 

Schools enrollments with 40% or more economically disadvantaged students were selected 

because federal guidelines entitle school wide allocation of Title I Part A funding to meet the 

learning needs of all students (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). This was the criteria by 

which this study considered public elementary schools to be economically disadvantaged. 

 The final criterion for selecting elementary schools for this study focused on the 

percentages of the major racial/ethnic groups within each school population which are identified 

by the Texas Accountability System (TEA, 2008a). Texas public schools over the last ten years 

have become more diverse (TEA, 2007b); thus, this study identified elementary schools which 

are diverse and represent the major racial/ethnic groups of students who are tested on the state 

achievement tests, TAKS. Texas identifies the major racial/ethnic groups for accountability 

purposes as African American, Hispanic and White (TEA, 2008a).  The percentage for any one 

of these student groups was 50% or less to focus on selecting schools which have a diverse 

student population. Through purposeful sampling this study selected elementary schools which 

are high performing and mirror the diverse school population of Texas. 

 Once the analyses was conducted on the data collected from the selected public 

elementary schools one administrator and one teacher was interviewed to verify the quantitative 

data and provide a more complete and in depth description of the level of development of the 

dimensions and critical attributes of the PLC model. The building principals from the selected 

schools were contacted and asked to participate in the interview process. The building principals 
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also nominated one teacher from the selected campuses for individual interviews. The individual 

interviews provided additional insight into themes that may represent the dimensions of a PLC.  

Professional Learning Community Assessment Revised Questionnaire 

 This study used 2 primary modes for collecting data which includes the Professional 

Learning Community Assessment Revised (PLCA-R) questionnaire (Appendix B) and one to 

one interviews. The Professional Learning Community Assessment (PLCA) questionnaire was 

initially developed by Huffman and Hipp (Olivier, 2003) and revised in 2009 (Hipp & Huffman) 

as a tool to assess the perceptions of principals, teachers, staff and community members in 

regards to the “dimensions and critical attributes forming the PLC” (Olivier, 2003, p. 67) within 

their schools. The questionnaire was also developed to “gauge the level at which schools 

function along the continuum of PLCs” (Olivier et al., 2009, p. 4). The PLCA-R consists of 52 

statements describing the five professional learning community dimensions by which the 

participant rates each statement using a forced choice Likert scale (Hipp & Huffman, 2009). The 

scale ranges from 1 equals Strongly Disagree, 2 equals Disagree, 3 equals Agree, and 4 equals 

Strongly Agree.  

 The creation of the PLCA-R is an extension of the early work by Hord at the Southwest 

Educational Development Laboratory (SEDL) (Olivier, 2003). Hord developed the School 

Professional Staff as Learning Community questionnaire as a result of the professional learning 

community dimensions defined in her review of literature. The professional learning community 

dimensions identified in Hord’s work included: (1) supportive and shared leadership, (2) 

collective creativity, (3) shared values and vision, (4) supportive conditions – people capacities 

and structures, and (5) shared personal practice (Hord, 1997a).  
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 Through continued field research including interviews and observations conducted in 

schools, it was determined that the dimensions and critical attributes of professional learning 

communities should be modified (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). Consequently, there was need to 

create a new tool for assessing the emergent dimensions, critical attributes and overall 

development of professional learning communities (Olivier, 2003). The re-conceptualized 

dimensions included: (1) supportive and shared leadership, (2) shared values and vision, (3) 

collective learning and application, (4) shared personal practice, and (5) supportive conditions – 

relationships and structures (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). These professional learning community 

dimensions became the framework for the PLCA-R which serves as a descriptive tool for 

measuring these characteristics found within schools (Olivier, 2003). 

 The initial PLCA questionnaire consisted of 44 statements concerning practices which 

occur at the school level. The statements were each aligned to the corresponding professional 

learning community dimensions conceptualized by Hipp and Huffman (2002; 2003). It was 

assessed by 76 expert educators to determine the relevance and importance for each item on the 

measurement tool. Each statement was found to be important and relevant with one statement 

being divided into two resulting in 45 statements being tested for validity and reliability (Olivier, 

2003). The field test included 247 completed surveys and used descriptive statistics, factor 

analysis, and Cronbach’s Alpha internal consistency reliability coefficients to test for validity 

and reliability. Through the data analysis the PLCA was found to be both valid and reliable 

(Olivier, 2003). The PLCA-R revision process included an Expert Opinion Questionnaire, and 

feedback from researchers and doctoral students who had used the instrument. This information 

confirmed the internal consistency, the relevance of new items, and the usability of the PLCA-R 
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as a measure to assess school practices related to professional learning community critical 

attributes (Hipp & Huffman, 2009). 

Person to Person Interview 

 Once data analysis using the PLCA-R questionnaire was completed one to one interviews 

were conducted with the principal and one teacher from each selected school. The researcher 

collaborated with the principal to choose an interviewee who knew the school culture from 

which the researcher could learn the most (Merriam, 1988).  According to Bogdan and Biklen 

(1998) an interview is a “purposeful conversation, usually between two people that is directed by 

one in order to get information from the other” (p. 93). Information was collected from each of 

the participants to verify, describe and interpret in their own words (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) the 

perceptions of their schools as professional learning communities as identified by data from the 

PLCA-R.  

Procedure for Data Gathering 

 The purpose of this study was to describe the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences existed between the schools 

on the five dimensions of professional learning communities. The study selected 5 schools which 

are rated as Exemplary by the Texas accountability system and have diverse and economically 

disadvantaged student populations. This section of Chapter 3 identifies the procedure for 

gathering data. 

 The first step in the process was to identify schools within the North Central Texas 

counties included within the Region 9, 10 and 11 Education Service Center areas that fit the 

following sampling criteria: 1) public elementary school, 2) TEA public report card rating of 
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Exemplary in 2008 and Acceptable in 2004, 3) 40% or higher of student enrollment identified as 

economically disadvantaged, and 4) each representative racial/ethnic group being 50% or less of 

the total school enrollment. Once these schools were identified each was placed in an electronic 

spreadsheet to record and manage the characteristics of each school. When the purposeful sample 

of public elementary schools was identified based upon these criteria, each school was given a 

pseudonym to ensure confidentiality.  

 The next step in the data gathering process was to gain permission to participate in the 

study through mail, and follow up phone calls if necessary, from the appropriate department of 

each school district representing the schools identified in the sampling process. The initial 

contact identified the researcher, the university affiliation and purpose of the study. Once 

permission was granted by the appropriate school district department to participate in the study, 

each principal of the selected elementary schools were invited through email, and follow up 

phone calls, to participate in the study.  The initial contact with each principal identified the 

researcher, the university affiliation and purpose of the study. The schools agreeing to participate 

in the study were reassured of confidentiality and confirmed they would take part the study. The 

goal of following phase of the study was to identify 5 schools for further investigation.    

 Each participating principal and staff members of the selected elementary schools were 

given the PLCA-R questionnaire (Hipp & Huffman, 2009). The researcher collaborated with the 

principal of each school to choose a time convenient for the school to administer the 

questionnaire to staff members who volunteered to participate. The researcher presented the 

questionnaire to each school staff to ensure a consistent administration of the PLCA-R and to 

ensure a greater completion rate of the questionnaire.  Each participant signed a statement 

indicating their voluntary participation in the study and was reassured that the individual results 
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were coded so that identities were anonymous and confidential. The PLCA-R score for each 

participant were recorded in an electronic spreadsheet document so that the data could be 

analyzed further through the following statistical procedures.  

 The PCLA-R data from the 5 selected schools was investigated further by conducting the 

Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test 

(Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998) on the PLCA-R data and by completing semi-structured 

(Merriam, 1998) individual interviews with the principal and one teacher from each of the 

selected schools to verify and enrich the contextual findings of the study. The statistical tests 

determined whether or not and where there was variance between the selected sample schools. 

The interviews verified where there were differences between the schools and improved the 

researcher’s insight into whether or not the dimensions of the PLC model are evident in schools 

that demonstrate high levels of student performance. It is important for the interviews to match 

reality so the internal validity or dependability of the data makes sense, is clear and captures 

what is said by the interviewee (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 1998). According to Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) the dependability of the study is improved when data collection processes, 

participants, and coding processes are described in detail.    

  The interviews were scheduled so that it was convenient for the interviewee and the 

conversations were recorded and transcribed. Each interviewee was asked for permission to 

record conversations for later analysis. The researcher made each interviewee feel comfortable 

and stated the purpose of the interview prior to beginning. Throughout the interview process the 

researcher remained focused on the purpose of the study to aid in facilitating data analysis 

(Bodgan & Biklen, 1998).   
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 The interview used a semi-structured format (Merriam, 1998) where there was a set of 

pre-determined questions asked that are aligned to each of the PLC dimensions identified by the 

PLCA-R, yet there will be flexibility within the interview protocol which will allow the 

researcher to “respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging world view of the respondent and 

to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 1998, p. 74). According to Merriam (1998), the greatest 

part of this type interview is “guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored” (p. 74); 

however, there is a degree for openness which allows the researcher to explore and confirm 

additional insights from the respondent.   

 The interview consisted of 6 questions aligned to each of the PLC dimensions found 

within the framework of the PLCA-R questionnaire and the interview lasted 45-60 minutes. The 

teacher interview questions included: 

1. How do you and other staff members participate in leadership roles on campus? 
2. How do you collaborate with others to create a vision of learning for all students? 
3. What are the most important ways you work with others at your school to improve 

teaching and student learning? 
4. What strategies do you use to improve and share your teaching practices with others? 
5. How does your school create caring relationships which supports trust and respect? 
6. What are the key organizational (school) structures which help you work with others 

to improve student achievement? 
 

The 6 principal questions asked during the interview included: 

1. How do you share and encourage leadership roles on your campus? 
2. What does your school value the most and how do you work with your staff to build 

a common values and vision? 
3. What do think are the most important ways teachers learn together and what is the 

main outcome you hope to achieve? 
4. How do your teachers collaborate to improve their own practice of teaching? 
5. What do you think are the most important things to consider in developing 

relationships on your campus? 
6. How have you changed physical aspects of your school to help teachers work 

together to improve student learning? 
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There was also room for flexibility within the interview protocol which allowed the researcher to 

explore more in depth differences identified by the PLCA-R scores and by the conversations 

between the researcher and interviewee (Merriam, 1998).  

 Upon completion of all the interviews the data was coded and analyzed looking for 

emergent categories or themes (Seidman, 2006) that described the status of PLC development in 

the selected schools and whether or not the interview information verified findings from the 

PLCA-R questionnaire. The analysis phase of the interview process included both coding and 

editing in paper copy (Seidman, 2006) to interpret the data. The members check strategy was 

used to make sure the interview findings were accurate and matched reality. According to 

Merriam (1998) this strategy allows the researcher to “take the data and tentative interpretations 

back to the people from whom they were derived and asking if the results are plausible” (p. 204). 

The transcripts and tentative interpretations were sent back to each interviewed participant for 

corrections and additions. Once all data has been collected and analyzed the findings were 

reviewed and interpretive conclusions were made in relation to the study research questions.   

Analysis of Data 

 This study used a mixed methods approach; therefore, the data analyses aligned to the 

procedure used in each approach. The data analysis was also reflective of the nature of the 3 

questions guiding this research. Data was analyzed based upon the nature of each question and 

was completed as follows: 

Research Question 1 – What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary 
schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

  
 Descriptive statistics including frequencies, mean, standard deviation and median scores 

from the PLCA-R questionnaire (Hipp & Huffman, 2009) and data collected through principal 

and teacher interviews were used to identify and describe the status of the 5 dimensions of the 



159 
 

PLC model within the selected schools. According to Olivier et al. (2009) “In analyzing the 

results of the PCLA-R questionnaire, descriptive statistics are very useful in determining the 

strength of the dimensions” (p. 9) of the PLC model.  

Research Question 2 – Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of 
improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community 
assessment tool? 

  
 Once the data was compiled in an electronic format using an electronic spreadsheet, the 

Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA and Mann-Whitney U pos hoc test (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998) 

were conducted to compare and analyze mean scores from the PLCA-R questionnaire (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2009) to determine any significant differences in the level of the 5 dimensions of the 

PLC model. Statistical software developed by SPSS, Inc. was used to conduct the statistical tests.   

Research Question 3 – What dimensions of the professional learning community model are 
evident in improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and 
differences exist among the schools on these dimensions?  

 
 Both qualitative and quantitative data was used to identify and describe any 

commonalities and differences that were elicited from the analysis of collected research data. 

Qualitative data was generated from principal and teacher interviews and Texas Education 

Agency (TEA) Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) school reports on performance. 

Quantitative data was collected from the PLCA-R questionnaire (Hipp & Huffman, 2009) and 

descriptive statistics.     

 The PLCA-R data from each of the participants at each of the 5 selected schools was 

recorded into an electronic spreadsheet and then the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA for ranks was used 

to determine whether or not the population distributions of PLCA-R scores were significantly 

different for each of the selected schools. This statistical test was chosen because the data created 

by the PLCA-R was identified as ordinal data and the Kruskal-Wallis is an appropriate test for 
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analyzing variance in the comparison of ordinal data from 3 or more unmatched groups (Hinkle, 

Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998).  The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998) 

was then used to determine where there were statistical differences between multiple pairings of 

each of the selected school populations that completed the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

 Once the statistical analyses were completed on the PLCA-R data individual principal 

and teacher interviews were conducted at each of the selected elementary schools. The analysis 

of the interviews began with transcribing interview audiotapes and integrating observations 

about non-verbal communications and other details defining the context of the interview. Once 

the interview was transcribed into text the researcher began looking for “what emerges as 

important and of interest from the text” (Seidman, 2006, p. 117). Member check was used at this 

time to allow each participant to verify that what the researcher recorded was true.     

 This process required the text to be reduced to emerging themes and categories. The first 

step was to read the transcript and bracket the passages that were interesting to the researcher. 

This allowed the researcher to begin analyzing, interpreting and making meaning of the data 

(Seidman, 2006). The marked passages of interest were then labeled and as passages from 

different transcripts were labeled each was placed in a file which classified the data into 

categories. Early in the process the categories were kept flexible so that as more data was 

collected new categories emerged or collapsed to better describe the reality that emerged as the 

interviews were analyzed. Through the analysis the researcher of this study searched “for 

connecting threads and patterns among the excerpts within those categories and for connections 

between the various categories that may be called themes” (Seidman, 2006, p. 125).    
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Summary 

 In this chapter the research design and methodologies were described that will be used to 

investigate the research questions proposed in this study. The purpose, problem statement and 

research questions were stated, and the research design, location, sampling, instrumentation, data 

collection procedure and analysis methods were described.  

 Chapter 4 of this dissertation presented the findings from the study. Findings for each of 

the research questions are presented in this chapter. These findings were derived from an 

analysis of data generated by the Professional Learning Community Assessment Revised 

(PLCA-R), (Huffman & Hipp, 2003), and by qualitative data obtained from interviews of staff 

members and TEA school performance reports. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DATA ANALYSIS 
 

Introduction 

 Chapter 4 presents a detailed account of this study’s findings and data analysis. This 

descriptive study focused on investigating the status of the 5 dimensions of the professional 

learning community (PLC) model within 5 selected elementary schools that demonstrated 

Exemplary performance on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). The chapter 

is divided into 3 broad sections. The 1st section focuses on describing the research design 

including the purpose and problem statement, research questions, and design perspective. The 2nd 

broad section describes the demographics and location of the selected schools while the final 

section presents a detailed report and analysis of the findings as related to each of the 3 research 

questions. This section describes both the quantitative data produced by the administration of the 

Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) questionnaire to each of the 

selected schools and the qualitative data resulting from the principal and teacher interviews. 

Purpose and Problem Statement 
 

 The 1st step of this study was to identify diverse and economically disadvantaged 

elementary schools which performed at the Exemplary level on the TAKS within the North 

Texas region defined by the state’s Education Service Center 9, 10 and 11 areas. The purpose of 

this study was to determine the level of the development of the 5 dimensions of the professional 

learning community model in improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools and to identify 

and compare the possible commonalities and differences existing among the schools on the 5 

dimensions of professional learning communities (PLC). The Exemplary performance of the 

elementary schools studied in this research provided the context for comparing the schools and 
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understanding whether or not their success could be attributed to the development of the 

dimensions of the PLC model.  

 The problem of this study was to determine the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences exist between the schools on 

the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. The purpose and problem statement 

provided the context by which this study investigated the research questions. The dimensions of 

the PLC model include: shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective 

learning and application of learning, shared personal practice and supportive conditions fostered 

by relationships and organizational structures. 

Research Questions 

 The following three questions guided the collection and analysis of data: 

1. What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the 5 
dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

2. Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community assessment 
tool?  

3. What dimensions of the professional learning community model are evident in improved, 
Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and differences exist 
among the schools on these dimensions? 

 
Research Design 

 The research design of this study used a mixed methods approach (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). This study used the Professional Learning Community Assessment-

Revised (PLCA-R) questionnaire developed by Hipp and Huffman (2009) to identify the PLC 

dimensions in selected elementary schools. The questionnaire produced data which was 

quantified and compared through descriptive statistics, the Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) and the post hoc test, Mann-Whitney U which analyzes the means and 
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distributions of scores of 2 independent samples (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998). Electronic 

spreadsheets and statistical software by SPSS, Inc. were used to organize and analyze the data.  

 Teachers and principals at the 5 selected schools were interviewed through one to one 

conversations to verify and enrich the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) produced by the PLCA-

R questionnaire. The interviews were audio-taped and transcribed by a transcriptionist and then 

sent back to teachers and principals to check the accuracy and make corrections as needed to the 

conversations. Finally Texas Education Agency (TEA) documents of public records with 

demographic data and achievement scores from the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills 

(TAKS) (Merriam, 1988) were collected and analyzed to add contextual information and enrich 

research findings by expanding and supporting perceptions (Glesne, 2006) about the 5 selected 

schools.  

Location and Selected Schools 

 The study was conducted with 5 selected elementary schools in the North Central Texas 

area served by the Region 9, 10 and 11 Education Service Centers. The state of Texas is divided 

into 20 geographical regions which are served by agencies that provide technical assistance and 

professional development to the teachers and administrators within each of the regional areas. 

This area of the North Texas extends over 31 counties, serves 1.2 million students in 195 public 

school districts and 58 charter schools (Region 9 Education Service Center, n.d.; Region 10 

Education Service Center, n.d.; Region 11 Education Service Center, n.d.; TEA, 2007b). The 

number of students who are considered economically disadvantaged across the region averaged 

to be 47% of the total school population. The average percentage of each ethnic group within the 

total student population across the North Texas Region reported by TEA included 15% African 

American, 30% Hispanic, 51% White and 4% Asian/Pacific Islander.   
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 The participant schools were selected through a purposeful (Patton, 1990) or criterion-

based (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) sampling procedure. The purposeful or criterion-based 

sample included the following criteria: 1) public elementary school, 2) TEA public report card 

rating of Exemplary in 2008 and Acceptable in 2004, 3) 40% or higher of student enrollment 

identified as economically disadvantaged, and 4) each representative racial/ethnic group being 

50% or less of the total school enrollment.  

 Initially 7 Exemplary elementary schools were identified to participate in this study based 

upon the criteria of the purposeful sampling procedure defined by this study. The appropriate 

departments for each school district supervising research within each of the districts were 

contacted for their approval of which each gave permission to conduct the study. Upon 

contacting each of the principals 5 agreed to participate while 2 of the principals chose not to 

participate in this study. The 5 schools that were selected and agreed to participate in this study 

were from 2 large urban school districts. The districts ranged in student population from 30,000 

to 150,000 students while the average percentage of students for both districts who were 

identified as economically disadvantaged as reported by 2007-2008 TEA public documents to be 

67.5%. In considering the percentage of students comprising each of the ethnic groups within the 

school districts both are diverse. The average percentage of each ethnic group within the total 

student population across both districts reported by TEA included 28% African American, 49% 

Hispanic, 19% White and 4% Asian/Pacific Islander.  

 The demographic data for the 5 selected schools is summarized in Table 1 which is 

aligned to the selection criteria defined by the purposeful sampling procedure. 
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Table 1 
  
Demographics of Research Schools (in percentages) 

Demographics La Plata  Mt. Elbert Blanca Peak  Mt. McKinley Longs Peak  

Enrollment 483 461 686 398 444 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 65.8 62.7 74.9 52.0 60.4 

African 
American 26.1 28.9 34.0 18.3 16.9 

Hispanic 33.1 33.0 34.3 40.2 45.5 

Asian/Pacific 
Islander 19.9 2.2 23.0 3.8 5.9 

Native American 0.6 0.2 0.0 0.5 0.0 

White 20.3 35.8 8.7 37.2 31.8 

 
 Each of the selected schools was given pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality in reporting 

results form this study. The student enrollment from the selected schools ranged from 398 

students for Mt. McKinley Elementary to 686 students for Blanca Peak Elementary with the 

average student population for the group of elementary schools being 494 students. Four schools 

had a grade level structure which included early childhood through Grade 6 while Mt. Elbert 

Elementary provides instruction through Grade 5. La Plata and Mt. Elbert Elementary schools 

also have classes serving the needs of preschool children with disabilities within the Preschool 

Program for Children with Disabilities (PPCD) (Texas Project First, n.d.). The average number 

of students identified as economically disadvantaged for the selected elementary schools is 

63.2% while the average percentage of ethnic distribution for the selected student populations is 

24.8% African American, 37.2% Hispanic, 10.9% Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.3% Native American 

and 26.8% White. Blanca Peak Elementary reported the greatest number of economically 

disadvantaged students with 74.9% and Mt. McKinley Elementary reported the least with 50.2% 

of their student population. The largest ethnic group of students was reported at Longs Peak 

Elementary with 45.5% being Hispanic with the smallest ethnic group within the population 
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distribution (excluding Native American) reported as 2.2% Asian/Pacific Islander at Mt. Elbert 

Elementary. 

 The 5 schools that participated in this study were elementary schools given the highest 

performance rating of Exemplary during the 2008 school year according to criteria developed by 

the Texas accountability system and had improved from an academically acceptable rating in 

2004. The 2008 Texas Accountability Manual (TEA, 2008a) defined the Exemplary rating as 

90% of all students and eligible student groups meeting the standard for each subject tested. The 

subjects tested in the elementary school are reading/English language arts, mathematics, writing, 

social studies and science (TEA, 2008a). Table 2 reports the achievement results for each of the 

selected schools from 2004 until 2008 for all tests in reading/English language arts, writing, 

mathematics and science. Table 3 shows the percentage of students who reached the 

Commended level of performance for all students tested for the 2004 and 2008 school years.  

Table 2  
 
Meeting the Standard – Sum of All Grades Tested on TAKS (in percentages) 

 Test/School Year  

Reading/ELA Writing Mathematics Science 

Schools 2004 2008 2004 2008 2004 2008 2004 2008 

La Plata  82 96 84 94 82 92 58 94 

Mt. Elbert 79 99 92 98 77 100 38 95 

Blanca Peak  92 94 96 97 93 96 68 94 

Mt. McKinley 85 98 93 100 87 97 79 100 

Longs Peak  89 97 100 91 89 94 60 100 
Texas Academic Excellence Indicator System Campus Performance Reports: 2003-2004; 2007-2008 

 
Students that meet the standard must achieve a scaled score of at least 2100 on the TAKS 

in any of the subject areas. While Meeting the Standard the student must “demonstrate 

satisfactory academic achievement, perform at a level that was at or somewhat above the state 

passing standard, and demonstrate a sufficient understanding of the knowledge and skills 
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measured at this grade” (TEA, 2008b, p. 85). The data from the sum of all grades tested on the 

2008 TAKS indicates that Mt. McKinley Elementary had the greatest percentage of students 

meeting the standard in reading/English language arts (98%), mathematics (97%) and science 

(100%) while tying with Longs Peak in writing (100%). Mt. Elbert Elementary demonstrated the 

greatest percentage gain in reading/English language arts (20%), mathematics (23%), and 

science (57%) while La Plata Elementary showed the greatest increase in writing with a 10% 

gain in the number of students Meeting the Standard. The average Meeting the Standard 

performance percentage gain for all tests and students across all selected schools was 12% with 

the greatest average gains of 21% and 14% for Mt. Elbert and La Plata, respectively.       

Table 3  
 
Commended Performance – Sum of All Grades Tested on TAKS (in percentages) 

 Test/School Year  

Reading/ELA Writing Mathematics Science 

Schools 2004 2008 2004 2008 2004 2008 2004 2008 

La Plata  21 38 18 26 24 43 10 57 

Mt. Elbert 21 42 17 30 17 53 2 61 

Blanca Peak  30 34 24 48 42 53 10 53 

Mt. McKinley 34 56 29 53 36 70 21 42 

Longs Peak  36 39 23 21 37 45 13 65 
Texas Academic Excellence Indicator System Campus Performance Reports: 2003-2004; 2007-2008 

 
 The sum of students meeting the Commended Standard is a benchmark by which schools 

measure the number of students who scored a scale score of at least 2400. At this level the 

student must “demonstrate high academic achievement, perform at a level that was considerably 

above the state passing standard, and demonstrate a thorough understanding of the knowledge 

and skills measured at this grade” (TEA, 2008b, p. 85). Mt. McKinley Elementary demonstrated 

the highest percentage of students in 2008 with Commended Standard on the TAKS in 

reading/English language arts (56%), writing (53%) and mathematics (70%) while Longs Peak 
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had 65% of its students performing at the Commended Standard in science. Mt. Elbert 

Elementary demonstrated the greatest gains in Commended performance between 2004 and 2008 

in math (36%) and science (59%), while Mt. McKinley Elementary had the greatest gains in 

reading/English language arts (22%) and writing (24%). Blanca Peak Elementary gained in the 

percentage of students performing at the Commended level at the same rate as Mt. McKinley 

Elementary (24%). The average Commended level percentage gain for all tests and students 

across all selected schools was 19% with the greatest average gains of 26% and 21% for Mt. 

Elbert and Mt. McKinley, respectively.        

Reported Findings and Data Analysis of Research Questions 
 

 This broad section of Chapter 4 focuses on the reported findings and data analysis 

collected through the Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2009), principal and staff interviews, and public documents from the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA). Each sub-section within this segment of the chapter is aligned to the 

research questions and supported by the data and data analysis appropriate for each topic.  

Current Status of the 5 Dimensions of the Professional Learning Community Model 

 

Research Question 1 - What is the current status of improved Exemplary Texas elementary 
schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model?  
 
 Research Question 1 provides the framework for reporting and analyzing the PLCA-R 

questionnaire (Hipp & Huffman, 2009) data collected from the 5 Exemplary Texas Elementary 

schools participating in this research study. Descriptive statistics including mean, standard 

deviation, median scores, and frequencies of responses from the PLCA-R questionnaire (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2009) were used to identify and describe the status of the 5 dimensions of the PLC 

model within the selected schools. Interviews were also conducted with the principal and one 

teacher from each of the participating schools to verify and enrich the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 
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1998) collected by the PLCA-R questionnaire. First, the administration of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire and return rate for each campus is described; second, the status of the 5 dimensions 

of the professional learning community model and attributes are reported for each campus using 

this data and interview conversations and finally the summary data is presented for the group of 

selected elementary schools.  

 Once the principals for the selected schools agreed to participate in this study each was 

contacted to establish a time for presenting the research study to the faculty and administering 

the PLCA-R questionnaire. The presentations occurred at regularly scheduled after-school 

faculty meetings during April and May 2009. There was one exception at Mt. Elbert Elementary 

where the principal planned the faculty meeting on an afternoon which was not typically used for 

this kind of meeting. The PLCA-R questionnaire was given to each professional staff member 

attending the meeting and the return rates for each school campus are reported in Table 4. 

Table 4  
 
PLCA-R Completion Rate 

School 
Completed 
PLCA-R 

Professional 
Staff 

Completion 
Rate 

La Plata  33 36 92% 

Mt. Elbert 29 36 81% 

Blanca Peak  45 48 94% 

Mt. McKinley 30 33 91% 

Longs Peak  33 33 100% 

 
 The highest PLCA-R questionnaire completion rate occurred at Longs Peak with 100% 

returning the questionnaire while the lowest percentage of completion being reported at Mt. 

Elbert with an 81% return rate. The average rate of completion for the group of selected schools 

was 92%. The principal from Mt. Elbert Elementary indicated that since the faculty meeting was 

on a non-typical meeting day, several teachers were working with students after school and were 
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unable to attend the meeting when the PLCA-R questionnaire was given to the professional staff; 

thus, suggesting the possible cause for a lower completion rate for that school. 

 Each principal from the 5 participating schools agreed to be interviewed and also selected 

the professional staff member who was well versed in the culture of each school. The interviews 

were scheduled by the principals so that each would work best with the schedules of each staff 

member being interviewed. Each interview was audio-tapped and lasted 45-60 minutes. Table 5 

provides information describing the professional attributes of each staff member. 

Table 5 
  
Professional Attributes of Interviewed Staff Members 

Staff Member 
Years in 

Education 
Years at 
School 

Years in 
Administration 

Principal, La Plata Elementary 16 5 5 

Principal, Mt. Elbert Elementary 16 4 9 

Principal, Blanca Peak Elementary 31 19 12 

Principal, Mt. McKinley Elementary 32 8 12 

Principal, Longs Peak Elementary 9 1 5 

Teacher, La Plata Elementary 8 8  

Teacher, Mt. Elbert Elementary 16 7  

Teacher, Blanca Peak Elementary 5 5  

Teacher, Mt. McKinley Elementary 6 6  

Teacher, Longs Peak Elementary 10 4  

 
 The professional experience of the principals participating in this study ranged from 9 to 

32 years with the mean average time of experience in education being 21 years. The principals’ 

years of experience at the study school ranged from 1 to 19 years with the mean average of 

experience at the individual school being 7 years. The principals were each experienced in 

administration with the range being from 5 to 12 years. The mean average of experience in 

administration for the selected principals is 9 years.   

 The professional experience of the teachers participating in this study ranged from 5 to 16 

years with the mean average time of experience in education being 9 years. The years of 
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experience at the study school by the teachers ranged from 4 to 8 years with the mean average of 

experience at the individual school being 6 years.  

 The 5 professional learning community dimensions investigated by the PLCA-R 

questionnaire include shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective 

learning and application of learning, shared personal practice and supportive conditions – 

relationships and structures (Hipp & Huffman, 2003; 2009). The data collected from the PLCA-

R questionnaire for these schools is reported by the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. There are 52 

statements on the questionnaire and each statement was rated by the participants according to 

their perceptions of the characteristics of the 5 dimensions within their schools. The participants 

recorded their perceptions for each statement by marking strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D), 

agree (A) or strongly agree (SA). A forced Likert scale is used to quantify the perceptions by 

assigning (SD) a value of 1, (D) a value of 2, (A) a value of 3 and (SA) a value of 4. 

Characteristics of the PLCA-R are summarized in Table 6.  

Table 6  

Characteristics of the PLCA-R Questionnaire 

Dimensions 
Number of 
Statements 

Descriptor 

Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 

11 
Decision-making, power and authority shared 
democratically with staff 

Shared Values and Vision 9 
Decision making based on student learning as a 
central school value  

Collective Learning and 
Application of Learning 

10 
Organizational learning through collaboration, 
planning and problem solving 

Shared Personal Practice 7 
Increasing competence individually and 
organizationally through peer observation and support 

Supportive Conditions – 
Relationships 

5 
Collegial and caring relationships based in trust and 
respect within a context of improvement and critical 
inquiry 

Supportive Conditions – 
Structures  

10 
School structures (for example: time, proximity to 
staff, and communication systems) supporting 
collective and collaborative school improvement  

Adapted from Huffman, J. B., & Hipp, K. A. (2003). Reculturing schools as professional learning communities. 
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La Plata Elementary 

 

 La Plata Elementary is an older building; however, it is very well-kept, clean and 

attractive. The building was welcoming and the staff was friendly, helpful and directed the 

researcher to the principal’s office. Due to scheduling the principal and teacher interviews were 

conducted during the day the researcher administered the PLCA-R questionnaire. The principal 

was very hospitable and had prepared the setting for the interviews and questionnaire.  

 The principal was interviewed first and then the teacher was interviewed in a conference 

room within the main office area. The principal has been in education for 16 years with 5 years 

of administrational experience all of which had been at La Plata Elementary. The interviewed 

teacher at La Plata Elementary is an instructional specialist for the school who has also taught 

upper elementary mathematics at the campus prior to becoming the instructional specialist. An 

instructional specialist models instructional approaches, trains and mentors campus teachers, 

develops curriculum, participates in campus leadership and provides instructional intervention 

for students. Her 8 years of experience had all been at La Plata Elementary; therefore, the 

interviewed teacher was very knowledgeable of the culture and experiences of the school.      

 The PLCA-R questionnaire was administered at the faculty meeting after school in the 

library. The principal introduced the researcher and the purpose of this study. The researcher 

reviewed the Informed Consent form with the faculty and each staff member agreed to 

participate in the study. The researcher then presented more detail and specific directions for 

completing the questionnaire. The questionnaires and signed consent forms were collected as 

staff members left the library and stored separately to ensure confidentiality. Thirty-three 

professional staff members completed the PLCA-R questionnaire (return rate: 92%) in 

approximately 20 minutes. 
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 The following sections and tables present the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

enriched with conversations from the principal and teacher interviews. This information 

describes the current status of the professional learning community (PLC) model at La Plata 

Elementary and begins to elicit the possible attributes of the PLC model which characterizes this 

Exemplary school. Table 7 reports the overall scores of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model as 

found by the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

Table 7  
 
La Plata Elementary Professional Learning Community Dimension Comparison 

Dimensions of PLC  
School 
Mean 

Group 
Mean 

School 
SD 

Group 
SD 

School 
Median 

Group 
Median 

Shared and Supportive 
Leadership  

3.35  3.24  0.628  0.725  3.00  3.00 

Shared Values and Vision  3.31  3.30 0.665  0.694  3.00  3.00 

Collective Learning and 
Application 

3.38  3.40 0.648  0.649  3.00  3.00 

Shared Personal Practice 3.15 3.21 0.676  0.715 3.00  3.00 

Supportive Conditions - 
Relationships 

3.40  3.42 0.652  0.694  3.00  4.00 

Supportive Conditions - 
Structures 

 3.32  3.33  0.582  0.652  3.00  3.00 

 
 The mean scores suggest that overall the La Plata Elementary staff perceives the level of 

development for the 5 dimensions of the PLC model to be developed at their school since the 

mean value for the frequency of responses are within the agree rating (3) on the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. This suggests that characteristics of each the PLC dimensions as defined by the 

statements on the PLCA-R questionnaire have developed at La Plata Elementary as perceived by 

the staff. The mean scores also suggest the current status of the PLC dimensions is similar to that 

of the group. La Plata mean scores were at or near the group mean and median scores. Collective 

learning and application of learning and supportive conditions – relationships were reported to be 

the most developed dimensions with the highest mean values, 3.38 and 3.40 respectively, 
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whereas overall there is not a large difference in mean scores for each of the 5 dimensions for La 

Plata and the group mean scores. The data also suggests that shared and supportive leadership is 

more strongly identified as a PLC dimension at La Plata Elementary than that of the group of 5 

schools based upon their mean score of 3.35 in comparison to the group mean score of 3.24. This 

presents the overall current status of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model at La Plata Elementary 

as the next segments of this findings report focus on specific characteristics of each dimension of 

the PLC model investigated by the PLCA-R questionnaire.   

  Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 Shared and supportive leadership is the first section of the questionnaire and focuses on 

attributes that defines this dimension as described by Hipp and Huffman (2009). The data for La 

Plata Elementary for the first 11 statements is reported in Table 8. 

Table 8  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

1. Staff members are 
consistently involved in 
discussing and making 
decisions about most school 
issues. 

    
 (21) 

63.6% 
(12) 

36.4% 
3.36 .489 3.20 

2. The principal incorporates 
advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(15) 

45.5% 
(17) 

51.5% 
3.48 .566 3.21 

3. Staff members have 
accessibility to key 
information. 

    
(19) 

57.6% 
(14) 

42.4% 
3.42 .502 3.40 

4. The principal is proactive 
and addresses areas where 
support is needed. 

    
(10) 

30.3% 
(23) 

69.7% 
3.70 .467 3.46 

5. Opportunities are provided 
for staff members to initiate 
change. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(20) 

60.6% 
(12) 

36.4% 
3.33 .540 3.11 

 (table continues)
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Table 8 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

6. The principal shares 
responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions. 

    
(16) 

48.5% 
(17) 

51.5% 
3.52 .508 3.31 

7. The principal participates 
democratically with staff 
sharing power and authority. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.36 .549 3.06 

8. Leadership is promoted and 
nurtured among staff members. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.45 .564 3.25 

9. Decision-making takes place 
through committees and 
communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

  
(5) 

15.2% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(11) 

33.3% 
3.18 .683 3.18 

10. Stakeholders assume 
shared responsibility and 
accountability for student 
learning without evidence of 
imposed power and authority. 

(4) 
12.1% 

(8) 
24.2% 

(16) 
48.5% 

(5) 
15.2% 

2.67 .890 2.92 

11. Staff members use multiple 
sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

    
(13) 

39.4% 
(20) 

60.6% 
3.61 .496 3.51 

 
 The data indicates areas of strength and areas of improvement as perceived by the La 

Plata Elementary School staff. Nearly 70% of the staff strongly agreed while 100% either agreed 

or strongly agreed that the principal positively supports the needs of staff where needed 

(Statement 4).   

 Statement 6 conveys the idea that shared and supportive leadership occurs when the 

principal shares responsibility and then recognizes and rewards innovative action. Over 50% of 

the staff strongly agreed while 100% either agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. During 

the La Plata teacher interview the staff member commented that the through sharing 

responsibility the core of the school becomes stronger and that the principal “strongly 

encourages” teachers to participate in leadership roles. In reference to the principal the teacher 
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stated, “She very strongly encourages, she’s building the strengths in our building by recognizing 

people’s talents and strengthening them and encouraging them and letting them bloom and learn 

with it so that we have a stronger core.” 

 La Plata Elementary staff also reported that the school uses a variety of sources of data to 

make decisions. Statement 11 resulted in 60.6% of the staff members who strongly agreed while 

100% either strongly agreed or agreed that the school is results oriented and that decisions are 

made by multiple sources of data. According to the teacher interviewed the Campus Instructional 

Leadership Team (CILT) uses data to develop campus initiatives prior to the beginning of the 

school year and regularly meets to talk about research data and test scores. 

 Stakeholders, who include parents and other community members, assuming 

responsibility without overt power and authority being used by the school appears to be an area 

of frustration for La Plata Elementary. Statement 10 showed the greatest variation in teacher 

responses on the PLCA-R questionnaire and had the greatest percentage of teachers who 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement with 36% of the staff perceiving this as an 

area of concern. One teacher response on the questionnaire confirmed this belief by stating, “The 

stakeholders do not seem to feel as though their student’s success has anything to do with them 

or their actions”; thus, indicating a tone of frustration.     

 Shared Values and Vision 

 Shared values and vision is the second section of the questionnaire and focuses on 

attributes that defines this dimension. The data for La Plata Elementary for Statements 12-20 is 

reported in Table 9. 

 

 



178 
 

Table 9  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Shared Values and Vision 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

12. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
sense of values among staff.     

(19) 
57.6% 

(14) 
42.4% 

3.42 .502 3.30 

13. Shared values support 
norms of behavior that guide 
decisions about teaching and 
learning.     

(20) 
60.6% 

(13) 
39.4% 

3.39 4.96 3.32 

14. Staff members share 
visions for school improvement 
that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(14) 

42.4% 
(18) 

54.5% 
3.52 .566 3.37 

15. Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s 
values and vision. 

    
(14) 

42.4% 
(19) 

57.6% 
3.58 .502 3.48 

16. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
vision among staff. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.36 .549 3.25 

17. School goals focus on 
student learning beyond test 
scores and grades. 

  
(12) 

36.4% 
(11) 

33.3% 
(10) 

30.3% 
2.94 .827 3.02 

18. Policies and programs are 
aligned to the school’s vision. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.36 .549 3.35 

19. Stakeholders are actively 
involved in creating high 
expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

(4) 
12.1% 

(9) 
27.3% 

(15) 
45.5% 

(5) 
15.2% 

2.64 .895 3.05 

20. Data are used to prioritize 
actions to reach a shared 
vision. 

    
(15) 

45.5% 
(18) 

54.5% 
3.50 .506 3.54 

 
 The La Plata Elementary staff reported a collaborative approach to sharing values and 

vision at their campus with 100% of the faculty either agreeing or strongly agreeing with 

Statement 12. Also according to the questionnaire responses 96% agreed or strongly agreed with 

Statement 14, a shared vision solidly focused on student learning. The La Plata principal stated 

that teachers “believe that all of our kids, no matter where they come from, no matter what their 

background, they can learn.” The principal concluded further that “one of our common values is 
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that all kids can be successful.” The interviewed La Plata teacher concurred by stating “every 

child, not matter what, can learn.” She elaborated further, “So it’s like everybody just does what 

it takes to get it done because that’s the attitude that we have here.” One hundred percent of the 

staff either agreed or strongly agreed that decisions are made within the context of the school’s 

values and vision, Statement 15. Concerning data driven decision making, 100% of the staff 

agreed or strongly agreed with Statement 20 which states that data is used to “prioritize actions 

to reach a shared vision.” 

 The staff continued to report that stakeholders were not as involved with supporting high 

expectations for all students as nearly 39% disagreed or strongly disagreed with Statement 19. It 

also demonstrated the greatest variance in responses and a mean average of 2.64, which was 

below the mean average on this statement, 3.05, for the group of selected schools. The staff also 

demonstrated a lower level of agreement, where 36% of the staff disagreed with the idea that the 

school focuses on ideas beyond test scores and grades, Statement 17.  

 Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 Collective learning and application of learning is the third section of the questionnaire 

and focuses on attributes that defines this dimension. The data for La Plata Elementary for 

statements 21-30 is reported in Table 10. 

Table 10  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Collective Learning and Application 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

21. Staff members work 
together to seek knowledge, 
skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

    
(19) 

57.6% 
(14) 

42.4% 
3.42 .502 3.46 

 (table continues)
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Table 10 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

22. Collegial relationships exist 
among staff members that 
reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

    
(17) 

51.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.48 .508 3.50 

23. Staff members plan and 
work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

    
(13) 

39.4% 
(20) 

60.6% 
3.61 .496 3.58 

24. A variety of opportunities 
and structures exist for 
collective learning through 
open dialogue. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(14) 

42.4% 
3.33 .645 3.31 

25. Staff members engage in 
dialogue that reflects a respect 
for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(1) 
3.0% 

(15) 
45.5% 

(16) 
48.5% 

3.39 .704 3.31 

26. Professional development 
focuses on teaching and 
learning. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(11) 

33.3% 
(20) 

60.6% 
3.56 .617 3.41 

27. School staff members and 
stakeholders learn together and 
apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.  

(3) 
9.1% 

(8) 
24.2% 

(20) 
60.6% 

(2) 
6.1% 

2.64 .742 3.02 

28. School staff members are 
committed to programs that 
enhance learning. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.45 .564 3.48 

29. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze 
multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(13) 

39.4% 
(19) 

57.6% 
3.55 .564 3.49 

30. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(15) 

45.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.42 .614 3.49 

 
 The collaborative culture continued to be a theme that is perceived by the staff of La 

Plata Elementary as 100% either agreed or strongly agreed that their staff plans and works 

together to solve problems facing the needs of diverse learners, Statement 23. During the 
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interview the principal described the collaborative nature of weekly grade level meetings and 

stated: 

 a lot of good discussions come out of there where the teacher might say, ‘well we’re 
going to use the cognitive input chart and one of the other teachers say, well, wait a 
minute, how are you going to use that?’…it creates that conversation of instruction and 
things that are good for kids. 

 
The interviewed La Plata teacher concurred by observing that the culture of their school is “we 

all pitch in for all of the kids in the building…it’s kind of like it takes a village. I mean it’s all of 

us pitching in doing whatever we can.”  

 The staff sees their school as a place where teaching and learning is the focus of 

professional development, as 61% strongly agreed to Statement 26, and teachers collaborate to 

assess multiple sources of data focused on evaluating instructional delivery, Statement 29. 

Although staff members see themselves collectively learning together it still is evident that 

stakeholder collaboration is more difficult to accomplish as Statement 27 demonstrated the 

lowest mean score, 2.64, in the collective learning and application segment of the PLCA-R.   

 Shared Personal Practice 

 Shared personal practice is the fourth section of the questionnaire and focuses on 

attributes that defines this dimension. The data for La Plata Elementary for Statements 31-37 is 

reported in Table 11. 

Table 11  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Shared Personal Practice 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

31. Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and 
offer encouragement. 

  
(9) 

27.3% 
(18) 

54.5% 
(6) 

18.2% 
2.91 .678 2.98 

 (table continues)
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Table 11 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

32. Staff members provide 
feedback to peers related to 
instructional practices. 

  
(10) 

30.3% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(7) 

21.2% 
2.91 .723 3.03 

33. Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 

    
(17) 

51.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.48 .508 3.49 

34. Staff members 
collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

  
(6) 

18.2% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(11) 

33.3% 
3.06 .886 3.26 

35. Opportunities exist for 
coaching and mentoring. 

  
(4) 

12.1% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(10) 

30.3% 
3.18 .635 3.27 

36. Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply 
learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

  
 (1) 

3.0% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.36 .549 3.34 

37. Staff members regularly 
share student work to guide 
overall school improvement.  

  
(8) 

24.2% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(9) 

27.3% 
3.03 .728 3.11 

 
 Shared personal practice demonstrated the lowest mean of all the dimensions for La Plata 

Elementary with the greatest variance in responses by the staff. Faculty informally sharing “ideas 

and suggestions for improving student learning” was reported as the largest percentage of staff 

who strongly agreed (48.5%) with Statement 33 and 100% of the staff either agreed or strongly 

agreed with the statement. The La Plata teacher interviewed stated, “There’s a lot of sharing, a 

lot of sharing that goes on…there’s a lot of discussion and reflection as the day goes on.” The 

principal referred to lunch time as a “constant planning time. I mean that’s a time that they’re 

always plotting and planning and figuring out, ‘how are we going to support this kid, and how 

are we going to help this kid?’”  

 Observing other teachers, Statement 31, and providing feedback to colleagues, Statement 

34, both had the lowest mean scores of 2.91 where approximately 30% of the teaching staff 
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disagreed with the statement. The interviewed La Plata teacher commented, “they [teachers] get 

an opportunity to shadow each other. It’s not something we’ve done a lot of, but it seems each 

year it gets a little bit more”; thereby, demonstrating the reduced opportunity to observe peers 

and provide feedback based upon these observations. 

        Supportive Conditions – Relationships  

 The supportive conditions – relationships dimension of the PLC model is the fifth section 

of the questionnaire and focuses on attributes that defines this dimension. The data for La Plata 

Elementary for Statements 38-42 is reported in Table 12. 

Table 12  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Relationships  

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

38. Caring relationships exist 
among staff and students that 
are built on trust and respect. 

    
(16) 

48.5% 
(17) 

51.5% 
3.52 .508 3.56 

39. A culture of trust and 
respect exists for taking risks. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(14) 

42.4% 
(17) 

51.5% 
3.45 .617 3.40 

40. Outstanding achievement is 
recognized and celebrated 
regularly in our school. 

    
(10) 

31.3% 
(22) 

68.7% 
3.69 .471 3.56 

41. School staff and 
stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the 
school. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(6) 
18.2% 

(18) 
54.5% 

(7) 
21.2% 

2.91 .805 3.18 

42. Relationships among staff 
members support honest and 
respectful examination of data 
to enhance teaching and 
learning. 

  
 (1) 

3.0% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(15) 

45.5% 
3.42 .561 3.39 

 
 Caring relationships and a culture of trust and respect are perceived by the La Plata 

professional staff as attributes of supportive conditions prevalent in their school. Over 50% of 

the staff strongly agreed that the school culture exhibits caring relationships built upon trust and 
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respect, Statements 38 and 39. Questionnaire statements 38 and 39 which focused on these 

attributes were agreed to or strongly agreed to by 100% and 93.9% of the staff respectively. The 

La Plata principal expressed, “Just like we’ve established relationships with our kids, we have 

strong relationships…relationships is the heart of what we do.”  The La Plata teacher elaborated 

further, “There’s still going to be bumping into each other type things but in general there’s a lot 

of mutual respect in the building and people are open to sharing and helping and that sort of 

thing.”  

 Faculty reported that “outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly” at 

La Plata Elementary as 66.7% strongly agreed to this attribute in Statement 40. This perception 

also had the highest mean value (3.69) for the supportive condition – relationships PLC 

dimension. Although mutual respect, trust and celebration were reported as positive aspects of 

the school culture, staff interaction with stakeholders, Statement 41 (mean value of 2.91), 

continued to be an area which was marked with greater variability and lower values for faculty 

perceptions as to the development of this characteristic in their school.         

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The supportive conditions – structures dimension is the final section of the questionnaire 

and focuses on attributes that define this dimension. The data for La Plata Elementary for 

Statements 43-52 is reported in Table 13. 

Table 13  

La Plata Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Structures    

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

43. Time is provided to 
facilitate collaborative work. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(21) 

63.6% 
(11) 

33.3% 
3.30 .529 3.05 

 (table continues)
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Table 13 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

44. The school schedule 
promotes collective learning 
and shared practice. 

  
(4) 

12.5% 
(16) 

50.0% 
(12) 

37.5% 
3.25 .672 3.10 

45. Fiscal resources are 
available for professional 
development. 

  
(5) 

15.2% 
(22) 

66.7% 
(6) 

18.2% 
3.03 .585 3.10 

46. Appropriate technology 
and instructional materials are 
available to staff. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(14) 

42.4% 
3.36 .603 3.37 

47. Resource people provide 
expertise and support for 
continuous learning. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(16) 

48.5% 
3.45 .564 3.39 

48. The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting.  

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.30 .637 3.57 

49. The proximity of grade 
level and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(15) 

45.5% 
3.42 .561 3.50 

50. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
among staff members. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(19) 

60.6% 
(12) 

36.4% 
3.33 .540 3.37 

51. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
across the entire school 
community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and 
community members. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(12) 

36.4% 
3.30 .585 3.37 

52. Data are organized and 
made available to provide easy 
access to staff members. 

    
(20) 

60.6% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.39 .496 3.46 

 
 The professional staff perceptions for the statements describing characteristics of this 

dimension were reported consistently and aligned with the group mean values for each of the 

items. The faculty reported to agree or strongly agree at a level of 90% on each statement with 

the exception of Statements 44 and 45. Both the interviewed principal and teacher agreed that 

common planning times and close proximity of grade levels and content teachers allowed for 

structural conditions that supported the collaborative culture found at the school. The school 
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schedule and the availability of fiscal resources were characteristics defined by Statements 44 

and 45 of which 12.5% and 15.2% of the reporting staff felt were not as developed as other 

supportive conditions at La Plata Elementary.      

Mt. Elbert Elementary 

 Mt. Elbert Elementary is an older single story campus built in the 1950s with a 

welcoming front entrance area. There is a wide sidewalk area with a bench at the entrance which 

makes it inviting to students and the community. Initial contact by the researcher with the school 

was positive as the secretary was enthusiastic, professional and helpful in making arrangements 

with the principal. The principal greeted the researcher professionally and was excited about 

sharing information about Mt. Elbert Elementary. The principal and teacher interviews were 

conducted during the day the researcher administered the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

 The principal interview was conducted first in the office conference room while the 

teacher interview followed beginning in the teacher’s classroom and then being completed in the 

office conference room as students returned to the classroom for enrichment activities. Each 

audio taped interview lasted approximately 45 minutes. The principal has been in education for 

16 years with 4 years of administrational experience which had been at Mt. Elbert Elementary. 

The interviewed teacher at Mt. Elbert Elementary is a third grade teacher who has been in 

education for 16 years of which the last 7 years has been at Mt. Elbert Elementary. This made the 

interviewed teacher knowledgeable of education and the culture and experiences of the Mt. 

Elbert campus.    

 The PLCA-R questionnaire was administered at the faculty meeting after school in the 

auditorium. The principal introduced the researcher and the purpose of this study. The researcher 

reviewed the Informed Consent form with the faculty and each staff member agreed to 
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participate in the study. The researcher then presented more detail and specific directions for 

completing the questionnaire. The questionnaires and signed consent forms were collected as 

staff members left the auditorium and stored separately to ensure confidentiality. The PLCA-R 

questionnaire was completed in 20 minutes by 29 professional staff members, which resulted in a 

return rate of 81%. 

 The following sections and tables present the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

enriched with conversations from the principal and teacher interviews. This information 

describes the current status of the professional learning community (PLC) model at Mt. Elbert 

Elementary and begins to elicit the possible attributes of the PLC model which characterizes this 

Exemplary school. Table 14 reports the overall mean scores of the 5 dimensions of the PLC 

model as found by the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 14  

Mt. Elbert Elementary Professional Learning Community Dimension Comparison 

Dimensions of PLC  
School 
Mean 

Group 
Mean 

School 
SD 

Group 
SD 

School 
Median 

Group 
Median 

Shared and Supportive Leadership  3.42 3.24 0.609 0.725 3.00 3.00 

Shared Values and Vision 3.44 3.30 0.556 0.694 3.00 3.00 

Collective Learning and Application 3.48 3.40 0.547 0.649 4.00 3.00 

Shared Personal Practice 3.44 3.21 0.563 0.715 3.00 3.00 

Supportive Conditions - 
Relationships 

3.52 3.42 0.554 0.694 4.00 4.00 

Supportive Conditions - Structures 3.44 3.33 0.550 0.652 3.00 3.00 

 
  The mean scores suggest that overall the Mt. Elbert Elementary staff perceived and 

agreed that characteristics of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are present at their school. The 

mean and median scores for all of the PLC dimensions are equivalent to or higher than the group 

mean and median scores. Supportive conditions – relationships and collective learning and 
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application were reported to be the most developed dimensions with the highest mean scores, 

3.52 and 3.48 respectively. Shared and supportive leadership and shared personal practice 

demonstrated the greatest difference in mean and median values between Mt. Elbert Elementary 

and the group of selected schools; therefore, suggesting that shared and supportive leadership 

and shared personal practice are more strongly identified as PLC dimensions at Mt. Elbert 

Elementary than that of the group of 5 schools This presents an overall status of the 5 dimensions 

of the PLC model at Mt. Elbert Elementary as the next segments of this report of findings 

focuses on specific characteristics of each dimension of the PLC model investigated by the 

PLCA-R questionnaire.     

 Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 The reported data for Statements 1-11 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 15.  

Table 15  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

1. Staff members are 
consistently involved in 
discussing and making 
decisions about most school 
issues. 

 
(2) 

6.9% 
(10) 

34.5% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.52 .634 3.20 

2. The principal incorporates 
advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 

 
(4) 

13.8% 
(11) 

37.9% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.34 .721 3.21 

3. Staff members have 
accessibility to key 
information. 

 
  

(15) 
51.7% 

(14) 
48.3% 

3.48 .509 3.40 

4. The principal is proactive 
and addresses areas where 
support is needed. 

 
(1) 

3.4% 
(6) 

20.7% 
(22) 

75.9% 
3.72 .528 3.46 

 (table continues)
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Table 15 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

5. Opportunities are provided 
for staff members to initiate 
change. 

 
(3) 

10.3% 
(15) 

51.7% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.28 .649 3.11 

6. The principal shares 
responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions. 

 
(1) 

3.4% 
(14) 

48.3% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.45 .572 3.31 

7. The principal participates 
democratically with staff 
sharing power and authority. 

 
(4) 

13.8% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(9) 

31.0% 
3.17 .658 3.06 

8. Leadership is promoted and 
nurtured among staff members.  

(1) 
3.4% 

(15) 
51.7% 

(13) 
44.8% 

3.41 .568 3.25 

9. Decision-making takes place 
through committees and 
communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

 
(2) 

6.9% 
(11) 

37.9% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.48 .634 3.18 

10. Stakeholders assume 
shared responsibility and 
accountability for student 
learning without evidence of 
imposed power and authority. 

 
(2) 

6.9% 
(18) 

62.1% 
(9) 

31.0% 
3.24 .577 2.92 

11. Staff members use multiple 
sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

  
 

(13) 
44.8% 

(16) 
55.2% 

3.55 .506 3.51 

 
 The reported mean scores for each of the statements within this section of the PLCA-R 

support the overall perception of the Mt. Elbert Elementary faculty that their school exhibits 

characteristics of shared and supportive leadership. Each of the statement mean scores is higher 

than the groups mean scores and are within the “agree to strongly agree” range of the PLCA-R 

scale. A majority of the staff, 75.9%, strongly agreed that the “principal is proactive and 

addresses areas where support is needed,” Statement 4, and that nearly 60% of the faculty 

strongly agreed that staff members are consistently involved in decision making, Statement 1. 

The Mt. Elbert teacher described their principal as one who is always asking for feedback and 

that “everybody is allowed to give their feedback and I think she really wants that because she is 
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very concerned about the school environment, you know, people being open to learning new 

things.”  

 Leadership is promoted and shared with the staff as 97% agreed or strongly agreed with 

Statement 8. During the interview the principal defined various ways by which the staff shared in 

leadership. There is a campus leadership team, grade level teams and vertical content specific 

teams where campus decisions are made to support student learning. According to the Mt. Elbert 

teacher interviewed the principal “gives everyone an opportunity to have some position of 

leadership”; thereby, sharing and promoting leadership within the staff. Another teacher 

remarked in the comment section of the PCLA-R questionnaire that “great leadership leads to 

success” which supports the culture of leadership that appears to be fostered at Mt. Elbert 

Elementary. Within this context 100% of the faculty believed that staff members use various 

sources of “data to make decisions about teaching and learning,” Statement 11, and 93.1% of the 

faculty perceived that stakeholders share in responsibility and accountability for student learning, 

Statement 10.         

 Shared Values and Vision 

 The reported data for Statements 12-20 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 16. 

Table 16  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Shared Values and Vision 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

12. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
sense of values among staff.   

(1) 
3.4% 

(17) 
58.6% 

(11) 
37.9% 

3.34 .553 3.30 

 (table continues)
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Table 16 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

13. Shared values support 
norms of behavior that guide 
decisions about teaching and 
learning.   

(1) 
3.4% 

(16) 
55.2% 

(12) 
41.4% 

3.38 .561 3.32 

14. Staff members share 
visions for school improvement 
that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(15) 

51.7% 
(13) 

44.8% 
3.41 .568 3.37 

15. Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s 
values and vision. 

    
(13) 

44.8% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.55 .506 3.48 

16. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
vision among staff. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.31 .604 3.25 

17. School goals focus on 
student learning beyond test 
scores and grades. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(10) 

34.5% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.52 .634 3.02 

18. Policies and programs are 
aligned to the school’s vision. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(14) 

48.3% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.45 .572 3.35 

19. Stakeholders are actively 
involved in creating high 
expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

    
(18) 

62.1% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.38 .494 3.05 

20. Data are used to prioritize 
actions to reach a shared 
vision. 

    
(11) 

37.9% 
(18) 

62.1% 
3.62 .494 3.54 

 
 The characteristics that describe shared value and vision is perceived to be an integral 

part of the Mt. Elbert school culture as 93% or more of the staff agreed or strongly agreed to all 

statements found in this portion of the PLCA-R questionnaire. According to the questionnaire 

data 100% of the staff agreed or strongly agreed that school values and vision guide decision-

making, Statement 15. The principal of Mt. Elbert stated, “I try to focus my time on [our goals] 

and at the top of every faculty agenda, Campus Instructional Leadership Team agenda, and the 

hall when you walk in, on the parent calendar, we have our goals.” These goals focus on quality 

instruction and “professionals working to learn together, aligning their practices, sharing ideas to 
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make things the best.” The principal elaborated further, “…they’re [goals] referred back to, we try 

to filter all our decisions through those.” Finally 93% of the staff respondents believed that goals 

extend beyond preparing students for taking tests as the mean score for Statement 17 (3.52) is 

greater than the mean score (3.02) for the selected schools. The Mt. Elbert teacher stated, “I think 

our mission is the same as the district’s. And that is to prepare students to be college ready.” This 

verified the staff perception that the school values learning beyond testing and scores.  

 Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 The reported data for Statements 21-30 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 17. 

Table 17  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Collective Learning and Application 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

21. Staff members work 
together to seek knowledge, 
skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

    
(15) 

51.7% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.48 .509 3.46 

22. Collegial relationships exist 
among staff members that 
reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

    
(15) 

51.7% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.48 .509 3.50 

23. Staff members plan and 
work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(10) 

34.5% 
(18) 

62.1% 
3.59 .568 3.58 

24. A variety of opportunities 
and structures exist for 
collective learning through 
open dialogue. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.38 .561 3.31 

25. Staff members engage in 
dialogue that reflects a respect 
for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(14) 

48.3% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.45 .572 3.31 

 (table continues)
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Table 17 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

26. Professional development 
focuses on teaching and 
learning. 

    
(13) 

44.8% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.55 .506 3.41 

27. School staff members and 
stakeholders learn together and 
apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.  

    
(16) 

55.2% 
(13) 

44.8% 
3.45 .506 3.02 

28. School staff members are 
committed to programs that 
enhance learning. 

    
(12) 

41.4% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.59 .501 3.48 

29. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze 
multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(12) 

41.4% 
(15) 

51.7% 
3.45 .632 3.49 

30. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(14) 

48.3% 
(13) 

44.8% 
3.38 .622 3.49 

 
 According to the reported data 93% or more of the Mt. Elbert staff agreed or strongly 

agreed with each of the statements defining characteristics of the collective learning and 

application dimension of the PLC model. Staff members planning and working together, 

Statement 23; professional development focused on teaching and learning, Statement 26, and 

committed programs for student learning, Statement 28, were all statements which had mean 

scores greater than 3.5. The principal commented, that through vertical content focused teams 

teachers will “talk about new learning, so they may bring a research article from a professional 

journal or from a new book or from the Internet.”  The principal continued by stating, “I think 

teachers work together and do great things with book studies when we find something 

applicable.” The following scenario described by the Mt. Elbert teacher supported the findings 

from the collective learning and application segment of the PLCA-R questionnaire: 
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 So we’re always brainstorming at the grade level, ‘ok, well so and so, you know, we’re 
still not getting the reading in.’ And so we’ll all talk about ‘what interventions are we 
providing? Well how about this? Have we tried this Read Naturally program? Is he 
getting help for dyslexia? Have we, are we doing small group tutoring enough? Can we 
do it in science or social studies?’ So there’s all this brainstorming going on in every 
grade level meeting. 

 
The teacher continued: 
 
 So we spend a lot of time talking about the principles of learning and focusing on rigor 

and so we will often have research articles to read at our meetings where we read about 
best practices and schools that have done really well…I think that we always are talking 
about what research says and looking up articles and trying to find, you know, new ideas, 
do workshops. 

  
  Shared Personal Practice 
 
 The reported data for Statements 31-37 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 18. 

Table 18  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Shared Personal Practice 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

31. Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and 
offer encouragement. 

  
(3) 

10.3% 
(14) 

48.3% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.31 .660 2.98 

32. Staff members provide 
feedback to peers related to 
instructional practices. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(17) 

58.6% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.34 .553 3.03 

33. Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 

    
(13) 

44.8% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.55 .506 3.49 

34. Staff members 
collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

    
(14) 

48.3% 
(15) 

51.7% 
3.40 .814 3.26 

35. Opportunities exist for 
coaching and mentoring. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(15) 

51.7% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.34 .614 3.27 

 (table continues)
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Table 18 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

36. Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply 
learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

    
(14) 

48.3% 
(15) 

51.7% 
3.52 .509 3.34 

37. Staff members regularly 
share student work to guide 
overall school improvement.  

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(13) 

44.8% 
(15) 

51.7% 
3.48 .574 3.11 

 
 The mean score for Statements 34 (3.40) and 37 (3.48) are higher than the mean scores of 

the group of selected schools. Also 96% of the Mt. Elbert staff agreed or strongly agreed that 

they regularly reviewed student work to improve instructional strategies and overall school 

processes. The Mt. Elbert principal described this approach to shared practice in the following 

conversation: 

 They [the teachers] also look at student work. For example, in our science PLC, say 
we’ve been studying science note booking, so all of the members would bring a sample 
of the students’ science note book.…They might bring two: a high example and low 
example. So we could look at those at every grade level to see the progression and the 
quality of work within the rigor of the assignments. And then they’ll talk about aligning 
different practices, how they can improve 

 
According to both the principal and teacher interviews much of the collaborative sharing of 

practice occurs as teachers bring lessons together and plan. “They [the teachers] look at the 

curriculum guides and they talk about how they’re going to teach something and they try to align 

their practices.” The data also found that 100% of the staff agreed or strongly agreed that the 

school is committed to informally sharing their instructional practices, Statement 33, and 

applying learning and sharing the results of their practices, Statement 36. The Mt. Elbert teacher 

confirmed this finding as she described her grade level: 

 Well, one of the ways is that we are to bring rigorous lessons sometimes together as a 
group and we talk about what we did with the lesson and share that with the group and 
then talk about ‘you know, well have you thought about this or’…they’re [my grade 
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level] very open to suggestions and so we can talk collaboratively where it’s like, non-
threatening.   

 
 Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

 

 The reported data for Statements 38-42 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 19. 

Table 19  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

38. Caring relationships exist 
among staff and students that 
are built on trust and respect. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(12) 

41.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.52 .574 3.56 

39. A culture of trust and 
respect exists for taking risks. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.38 .561 3.40 

40. Outstanding achievement is 
recognized and celebrated 
regularly in our school. 

    
(8) 

27.6% 
(21) 

72.4% 
3.72 .455 3.56 

41. School staff and 
stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the 
school. 

  
(2) 

6.9% 
(13) 

44.8% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.41 .628 3.18 

42. Relationships among staff 
members support honest and 
respectful examination of data 
to enhance teaching and 
learning. 

    
(12) 

41.4% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.59 .501 3.39 

  
 Relationships being honest and built upon trust and respect was reported to be a 

characteristic of the school culture which is evident at Mt. Elbert Elementary. Ninety-three 

percent of the staff either agreed or strongly agreed with each of the statements describing 

supportive conditions fostering relationships. The principal suggested that a culture with 

common goals can foster relationships, “I think that when we have a common goal, that’s clearly 

defined, that facilitates collaborative work and that facilitates relationship building.” The Mt. 

Elbert teacher concluded that the grade level team is “open” and has a “mutual respect for each 
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other.” There must be mutual respect and openness as she commented further, “because some 

people feel uncomfortable being vulnerable in saying, ‘well maybe this didn’t go so 

well…maybe this strategy didn’t work.’ So I think you have to be able to say, ‘This bombed, this 

is great.’ You have to be open.” 

 Statement 40 with a mean score of 3.72 suggests the staff strongly agreed that 

outstanding achievement is regularly recognized and celebrated at the school. The Mt. Elbert 

teacher verified this conclusion by describing how the principal goes “overboard” to recognize 

and appreciate the work done by the staff.  

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The reported data for Statements 43-52 on the PLCA-R questionnaire administered to the 

faculty of Mt. Elbert Elementary is recorded in Table 20. 

Table 20  

Mt. Elbert Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Structures  

Dimension Item SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

43. Time is provided to 
facilitate collaborative work. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.38 .561 3.05 

44. The school schedule 
promotes collective learning 
and shared practice. 

    
(18) 

62.1% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.38 .494 3.10 

45. Fiscal resources are 
available for professional 
development. 

(1) 
3.4% 

(1) 
3.4% 

(20) 
69.0% 

(7) 
24.1% 

3.14 .639 3.10 

46. Appropriate technology 
and instructional materials are 
available to staff. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(17) 

58.6% 
(11) 

37.9% 
3.34 .553 3.37 

47. Resource people provide 
expertise and support for 
continuous learning. 

    
(19) 

65.5% 
(10) 

34.5% 
3.34 .484 3.39 

48. The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting.  

    
(8) 

27.6% 
(21) 

72.4% 
3.72 .455 3.57 

 (table continues)
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Table 20 (continued) 

 

Dimension Item SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

49. The proximity of grade 
level and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(11) 

37.9% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.55 .572 3.50 

50. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
among staff members. 

    
(14) 

48.3% 
(15) 

51.7% 
3.52 .509 3.37 

51. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
across the entire school 
community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and 
community members. 

    
(15) 

51.7% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.48 .509 3.37 

52. Data are organized and 
made available to provide easy 
access to staff members. 

  
 (1) 

3.4% 
(11) 

37.9% 
(17) 

58.6% 
3.55 .572 3.46 

 
 Again Mt. Elbert faculty reported that their staff perceived their school to possess 

characteristics of the PLC dimension associated with supportive conditions fostered by specific 

structures. All the statements were agreed to or strongly agreed to by 96.4% of the staff with the 

exception of Statement 45 which states that fiscal resources are available for professional 

development. Although the percentage of staff that agreed or strongly agreed with Statement 45 

(93%) was lower, the principal stated that money is put aside for staff development.  

 The school being clean and attractive was rated the highest as 72.4% (mean score: 3.72) 

of the responding professional staff strongly agreed to Statement 48. According to the 

questionnaire data, proximity of grade levels (Statement 49); communication systems (Statement 

50); and organized data (Statement 52) are characteristics which reported the highest mean 

scores. The Mt. Elbert teacher commented on the importance of grade level proximity, “It’s been 

a strategic move of making sure that grade levels are close together. So my third grade team is all 
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together, all together right here.” According to the principal a school-wide calendar is a key 

factor in establishing an effective communication system: 

 we have a school-wide calendar… that has every single meeting planned out for the 
entire school year so you can see, you know every campus leadership meeting, every 
faculty meeting, and we give this to parents and students so they know from the 
beginning what the expectations are and it helps everybody feel safe. 

 

Blanca Peak Elementary 

 Blanca Peak Elementary is a single story campus built in the 1960s; however, it was 

recently remodeled and is very clean, neat and attractive. The principal was positive and very 

proactive in setting up the times and dates for the administration of the PLCA-R questionnaire 

and for conducting the principal and teacher interviews. The questionnaire was scheduled first 

and then two weeks later the researcher returned to campus to complete the principal and teacher 

interviews. The principal greeted the researcher professionally and made sure that all 

arrangements were in order for conducting the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

 The PLCA-R questionnaire was administered at the faculty meeting after school in the 

school art room. The room was large and had many student projects in various stages out for 

display. After the business of the faculty meeting was completed the principal introduced the 

researcher and the purpose of this study. The researcher reviewed the Informed Consent form 

with the faculty and each staff member agreed to participate in the study. The researcher then 

presented more detail and specific directions for completing the questionnaire. The 

questionnaires and signed consent forms were collected as staff members left the meeting and 

were placed in separate envelopes to ensure confidentiality. The PLCA-R questionnaire was 

completed in 20 minutes by 45 professional staff members for a completion rate of 94%. 

  The first interview was conducted with the teacher and began in the teacher’s classroom. 

It was completed in another area of the school as students returned to the classroom for 
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instruction. The principal interview followed and was conducted in the principal’s office. Each 

interview lasted approximately 45 minutes. The principal has been in education for 31 years with 

12 years of administrational experience at Blanca Peak Elementary. The interviewed teacher at 

Blanca Peak Elementary is a Grade 4 teacher who has been in education for 5 years of which all 

5 years have been at this campus. This made the interviewed principal and teacher 

knowledgeable of the culture and experiences of the Blanca Peak campus.    

 The following sections and tables present the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

enriched with conversations from the principal and teacher interviews. This information 

describes the current status of the professional learning community (PLC) model at Blanca Peak 

Elementary and begins to elicit the possible attributes of the PLC model which characterizes this 

Exemplary school. Table 21 reports the overall scores of the five dimensions of the PLC model 

as found by the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 21  

Blanca Peak Elementary Professional Learning Community Dimension Comparison 

Dimensions of PLC  
School 
Mean 

Group 
Mean 

School 
SD 

Group 
SD 

School 
Median 

Group 
Median 

Shared and Supportive Leadership  3.14 3.24 0.826 0.725 3.00 3.00 

Shared Values and Vision 3.26 3.30 0.821 0.694 3.00 3.00 

Collective Learning and Application 3.45 3.40 0.731 0.649 4.00 3.00 

Shared Personal Practice 3.33 3.21 0.726 0.715 3.00 3.00 

Supportive Conditions - 
Relationships 

3.49 3.42 0.768 0.694 4.00 4.00 

Supportive Conditions - Structures 3.41 3.33 0.731 0.652 4.00 3.00 

 
 The mean scores suggest that overall the Blanca Peak Elementary staff perceives and 

agrees that characteristics of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are present at their school. The 

mean and median scores for all of the PLC dimensions are equivalent to or higher than the group 
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mean and median scores. Supportive conditions – relationships and collective learning and 

application were reported to be the most developed dimensions with the highest mean values, 

3.49 and 3.45 respectively. Shared personal practice and shared conditions – relationships and 

conditions demonstrated a slightly greater difference in mean and median scores between Blanca 

Peak Elementary and the group of selected schools; therefore, suggesting that shared personal 

practice and supportive conditions – relationships are conditions slightly more strongly identified 

as PLC dimensions at Blanca Peak Elementary than that of the group of 5 schools. This presents 

an overall current status of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model at Blanca Peak Elementary as the 

next segments of this report of findings focuses on specific characteristics of each dimension of 

the PLC model investigated by the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

 Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared and supportive leadership as 

perceived by the Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 1-

11 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca Peak principal and selected 

Blanca Peak teacher. Table 22 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R. 

Table 22  

Blanca Peak Elementary PLCA-R Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

1. Staff members are 
consistently involved in 
discussing and making 
decisions about most school 
issues. 

(6) 
13.3% 

(5) 
11.1% 

(19) 
42.3% 

(15) 
33.3% 

2.96 .999 3.20 

2. The principal incorporates 
advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 

(4) 
8.9% 

(5) 
11.1% 

(23) 
51.1% 

(13) 
28.9% 

3.00 .879 3.21 

 (table continues)
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Table 22 (continued)  
 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

3. Staff members have 
accessibility to key 
information. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(3) 
6.7% 

(18) 
40.0% 

(23) 
51.1% 

3.40 .720 3.40 

4. The principal is proactive 
and addresses areas where 
support is needed. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(2) 
4.7% 

(17) 
39.5% 

(23) 
53.5% 

3.44 .700 3.46 

5. Opportunities are provided 
for staff members to initiate 
change. 

(2) 
4.4% 

(10) 
22.2% 

(26) 
57.8% 

(7) 
15.6% 

2.84 .737 3.11 

6. The principal shares 
responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions. 

(2) 
4.4% 

(2) 
4.4% 

(23) 
51.1% 

(18) 
40.1% 

3.27 .751 3.31 

7. The principal participates 
democratically with staff 
sharing power and authority. 

(3) 
6.6% 

(7) 
15.6% 

(23) 
51.1% 

(12) 
26.7% 

2.98 .839 3.06 

8. Leadership is promoted and 
nurtured among staff members. 

(2) 
4.4% 

(4) 
8.9% 

(22) 
48.9% 

(17) 
37.8% 

3.20 .786 3.25 

9. Decision-making takes place 
through committees and 
communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(6) 
13.3% 

(23) 
51.1% 

(15) 
33.3% 

3.16 .737 3.18 

10. Stakeholders assume 
shared responsibility and 
accountability for student 
learning without evidence of 
imposed power and authority. 

(3) 
6.6% 

(9) 
20.0% 

(21) 
46.7% 

(12) 
26.7% 

2.93 .863 2.92 

11. Staff members use multiple 
sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

(2) 
4.4% 

(4) 
8.9% 

(13) 
28.9% 

(26) 
57.8% 

3.40 .837 3.51 

 
 Generally the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire indicate that the perceptions of 

the level of development of shared and supportive leadership at their campus is consistent with 

the group of selected study schools. Also there is a general belief that shared and supportive 

leadership is a part of the school culture with the mean scores and percentages of responses 

falling within the “agree to strongly agree” range on the PLCA-R questionnaire statements. The 

principal reported that leadership on the campus is shared through the campus leadership team, 
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grade level teams and action teams focused on content issues. The principal stated that group 

decisions are important and that “I feel that many heads are better than one so I follow that 

premise in whatever I do.” According to the principal, the choice of leadership on grade level 

teams is the teams’ decision and that their leadership is paramount to setting the direction of the 

campus: “We do rely on those people heavily in guiding the team in whatever direction it needs 

to be guided.”  The Blanca Peak teacher confirmed the importance of shared leadership through 

the action plan committees which focus on the “campus improvement plan whether it’s science, 

writing, reading or math…we all participate in different groups and you can be the chairperson 

of that group.” Also the Blanca Peak teacher reported that the grade level meetings occurred 

weekly in which the principal and assistant principal attended to seek input from staff members 

on important issues. 

 The mean scores are similar with each being equal or slightly below the group mean 

scores. The mean values range from a low of 2.84 for Statement 5 where 30% of the staff 

responses disagreed or strongly disagreed with “opportunities are provided for staff members to 

initiate change” to a high of 3.44 for Statement 4 where 93% of the staff responded agree or 

strongly agree to the idea that the principal is “proactive and addresses areas where support is 

needed.” Knowing areas where support is needed requires seeking input and the principal 

commented, “I pretty much get input from everybody” which would support this response by the 

staff. Also the Blanca Peak teacher reaffirmed this statement by stating, “our principal is very 

open to suggestions.” 

 Comments on the questionnaire indicated a level of frustration for some of the respondent 

teachers in regards to shared decision-making. For example one teacher noted, “The principal 
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makes decisions without regard to teachers’ feelings and ideas,” while another stated, “I believe 

they try to make us feel as if we decided something but it’s already been decided.”  

 Another area of concern found in the questionnaire comments is the shared responsibility 

with stakeholders for student learning. The mean score of 2.93 is consistent with the group mean 

and 26.6% of the responses disagreed or strongly disagreed with Statement 10. One teacher 

commented, “Low scores reflected in any survey item connected to stakeholders address the 

difficulty we have bringing parents into the teaching and learning of their students.” Another 

elaborated further, “Our parents, overall, are not as involved as they should be. We have 

language barriers which may prevent them from being more involved. We sure do try everything 

though!” One final comment concluded, “Our parents are unable to be involved due to their need 

to spend time making ends meet. They also seem to have a ‘you (school) take care of it 

(students’) attitude which is often cultural.’” 

 Shared Values and Vision 

 The following section describes characteristics of values and vision as perceived by the 

Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 12-20 of the PCLA-

R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca Peak principal and selected Blanca Peak teacher. 

Table 23 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R. 

Table 23  

Blanca Peak PLCA-R Shared Values and Vision 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

12. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
sense of values among staff. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(2) 
4.4% 

(24) 
51.3% 

(18) 
40.0% 

3.31 .668 3.30 

 (table continues)
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Table 23 (continued) 
 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

13. Shared values support 
norms of behavior that guide 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(1) 
2.2% 

(22) 
48.9% 

(21) 
46.7% 

3.40 .654 3.32 

14. Staff members share 
visions for school improvement 
that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(2) 
4.4% 

(19) 
42.2% 

(23) 
51.1% 

3.42 .690 3.37 

15. Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s 
values and vision. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(3) 
6.7% 

(14) 
31.1% 

(27) 
60.0% 

3.49 .727 3.48 

16. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
vision among staff. 

(2) 
4.4% 

(5) 
11.1% 

(21) 
46.7% 

(17) 
37.8% 

3.18 .806 3.25 

17. School goals focus on 
student learning beyond test 
scores and grades. 

(9) 
20.0% 

(8) 
17.8% 

(15) 
33.3% 

(13) 
28.9% 

2.71 1.10 3.02 

18. Policies and programs are 
aligned to the school’s vision. 

(3) 
6.7% 

  
(24) 

53.3% 
(18) 

40.0% 
3.27 .780 3.35 

19. Stakeholders are actively 
involved in creating high 
expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

(3) 
6.7% 

(9) 
20.0% 

(17) 
37.8% 

(16) 
35.6% 

3.02 .917 3.05 

20. Data are used to prioritize 
actions to reach a shared 
vision. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(1) 
2.2% 

(15) 
33.3% 

(27) 
62.2% 

3.56 .659 3.54 

 
 According to the questionnaire responses the Blanca Peak staff generally perceives the 

school culture to exhibit the PLC dimension of shared values and vision. The principal explained 

that the attitude at the school is “we want our kids to be successful, that there are no 

barriers…whatever it takes for the benefit of the kids.” The Blanca Peak teacher elaborated 

further, “We all buy into educating every single child,” and she attributed this vision to “the fact 

that we have administrators who are always looking to improve…they’re always looking to 

improve upon what we already do well.”  
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 All responses are within the agree range of the PLCA-R scale with Statement 17, school 

goals beyond test scores and grades, being the lowest mean score of 2.71 and Statement 20, 

developing a data prioritized shared vision, reported as the highest mean score of 3.56. The 

section responses are equivalent or slightly above the mean scores for the rest of the study group 

with the exception of Statement 17 where 38% of the staff responses disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the belief that learning extends beyond test scores and grades. One teacher 

commented on the questionnaire that the “school is only worried about test scores.” The Blanca 

Peak teacher also described a personal vision where “I would like our school to receive 

Exemplary status and 100% passage on reading, mathematics, even science for all students”; 

thereby, demonstrating both excellence and a vision tied to test scores. One staff member 

commented on the questionnaire, “Again, the school tries to get parents more involved, but 

parents are not (in general)” which is reflective of the lower mean score, 3.02, for Statement 19.   

 Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 The following section describes characteristics of collective learning and application as 

perceived by the Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 21-

30 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca Peak principal and selected 

Blanca Peak teacher. Table 24 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R. 

Table 24  

Blanca Peak Elementary PLCA-R Collective Learning and Application 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

21. Staff members work 
together to seek knowledge, 
skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(2) 
4.4% 

(13) 
28.9% 

(29) 
64.4% 

3.56 .693 3.46 

 (table continues)
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Table 24 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

22. Collegial relationships exist 
among staff members that 
reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(1) 
2.2% 

(13) 
28.9% 

(30) 
66.7% 

3.60 .654 3.50 

23. Staff members plan and 
work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(1) 
2.2% 

(10) 
22.2% 

(33) 
73.3% 

3.67 .640 3.58 

24. A variety of opportunities 
and structures exist for 
collective learning through 
open dialogue. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(4) 
8.9% 

(19) 
42.2% 

(21) 
46.7% 

3.33 .739 3.31 

25. Staff members engage in 
dialogue that reflects a respect 
for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(3) 
6.7% 

(18) 
40.0% 

(23) 
51.1% 

3.40 .720 3.31 

26. Professional development 
focuses on teaching and 
learning. 

(3) 
6.7% 

(3) 
6.7% 

(19) 
42.2% 

(20) 
44.4% 

3.24 .857 3.41 

27. School staff members and 
stakeholders learn together and 
apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.  

(2) 
4.4% 

(5) 
11.1% 

(21) 
46.7% 

(17) 
37.8% 

3.18 .806 3.02 

28. School staff members are 
committed to programs that 
enhance learning. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(3) 
6.8% 

(13)  
29.5% 

(27) 
61.4% 

3.50 .731 3.48 

29. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze 
multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

(1) 
2.2% 

(3) 
6.7% 

(17) 
37.8% 

(24) 
53.3% 

3.42 .723 3.49 

30. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

(1) 
2.2% 

  
(15) 

33.3% 
(29) 

64.4% 
3.60 .618 3.49 

 
 Questionnaire responses indicate that the Blanca Peak faculty perceives their school 

culture to possess characteristics that mirror the collective learning and application of learning 
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dimension of the PLC model. One staff member commented on the questionnaire concerning the 

collaborative nature of their staff: 

 We have a very supportive group of teachers working here. Teachers work tremendously 
hard and really care about doing a good job for the kids. We learn new (staff training) 
strategies and implement them. We try to make learning fun despite the blasted TAKS! 

 
 The mean value scores for the collective learning and application questionnaire 

statements are equivalent to or greater than the group mean values. The range is from a low mean 

score of 3.18 for Statement 27, staff and stakeholders learning together, to a high mean score of 

3.67 for Statement 23, staff working and planning together to meet the needs of diverse learners 

(71% strongly agreed). Both the principal and interviewed teacher described Blanca Peak as a 

school where teachers are able to present staff development to other teachers in the building 

based upon their needs and the needs of their students. The Blanca Peak teacher described the 

following example as a way that their staff work and collegially plan together to meet the needs 

of their students: 

 One book study we’re doing, one kindergarten teacher presented Love and Logic so that 
we’re always trying to find ways to improve what we do…and that’s how we were 
introduced to Love and Logic, a kindergarten teacher who had been struggling with some 
students; that was introduced to her so she brought it to the whole school. 

 
  Ninety-six percent of the staff agreed or strongly agreed that Blanca Peak collaboratively 

analyzes “student work to improve teaching and learning,” Statement 30, while 95% of the staff 

agreed or strongly agreed with the characterization of their staff as collaborative and collegial in 

nature, Statement 22. During the interview the principal commented that building the “team 

makes them more willing to share with one another and they learn from one another.” Faculty 

meetings also in part become “learning meetings.” The principal elaborated further, “we have to 

continue to change and people have to continue to learn and grow with the community as the 

community changes and we have to continue to meet the needs of the students however they 
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are.” The following scenario described by the Blanca Peak teacher presents the collaborative and 

collegial nature of the school: 

 If there’s something that I’m not sure about, that I have to present to students, I know I 
can go to my team members or even someone else in the building to say, ‘OK look, I 
need some support because I’m not quite sure how I should present this so that the kids 
can understand it.’ I can ask [the math support person]; if it’s math, we have a math 
support team member here.          

 
 Shared Personal Practice 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared personal practice as perceived 

by the Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 31-37 of the 

PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca Peak principal and selected Blanca Peak 

teacher. Table 25 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R. 

Table 25  

Blanca Peak Elementary PLCA-R Shared Personal Practice 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

31. Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and 
offer encouragement. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(9) 
20.5% 

(22) 
50.0% 

(12) 
27.3% 

3.02 .762 2.98 

32. Staff members provide 
feedback to peers related to 
instructional practices. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(4) 
9.1% 

(26) 
59.1% 

(13) 
29.5% 

3.16 .680 3.03 

33. Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 

(1) 
2.3%  

(13) 
29.5%  

(30) 
68.2% 

3.64 .613 3.49 

34. Staff members 
collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(2) 
4.5% 

(19) 
43.2% 

(22) 
50.0% 

3.41 .693 3.26 

35. Opportunities exist for 
coaching and mentoring. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(2) 
4.5% 

(17) 
38.6% 

(24) 
54.5% 

3.45 .697 3.27 

36. Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply 
learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

(2) 
4.5% 

(1) 
2.3% 

(19) 
43.2% 

(22) 
50.0% 

3.39 .754 3.34 

 (table continues)
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Table 25 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

37. Staff members regularly 
share student work to guide 
overall school improvement.  

(1) 
2.3% 

(5) 
11.4% 

(21) 
47.7% 

(17) 
38.6% 

3.23 .743 3.11 

 
 The Blanca Peak staff responses to the PLCA-R questionnaire indicates that overall the 

faculty believed that their campus demonstrates characteristics of the shared personal practice 

dimension of the PLC model. The mean scores for all statements are greater than the mean 

scores for the group as the values range from a low score of 3.02, for Statement 31 (peer 

observations) to a high mean score of 3.64 for Statement 33 (informally sharing ideas). The 

Blanca Peak teacher commented on the possibility of observing colleagues and reported that “we 

don’t get a chance because of our schedules to go in and watch other teachers;” however, “a 

teacher can bring all things that they have and demonstrate it at the staff meeting.” Although 

teachers generally do not observe each other the school culture supports mentoring and coaching, 

Statement 35. The Blanca Peak teacher described mentoring as it happens on their campus in the 

following scenario: 

 Every teacher when they’re new has a mentor teacher and we encourage the teachers to 
seek out; we have a definite culture of ‘you’re not foolish if you don’t know what to do 
about something.’ So we have mentor teachers and we help each other out that way.  

 
 The Blanca Peak teacher used the following example to illustrate the existence of shared 

personal practice dimension on their campus: 

 When we meet on our weekly planning, if I had a technique or strategy that I have used 
and the kids really get it then I will share it with the others. I say, ‘look I tried this and it 
seemed to really work well. You may want to try it with your students if they’re 
struggling in this area.’ So there’s this back and forth, give and take that we use all the 
time. So it’s just a matter of if it works for me, then I’m free to share it with others. 
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The Blanca Peak teacher also reported that if a strategy “works in my classroom and then we 

share it with the grade level and if we see an improvement, then we share it with the whole 

faculty.”  

 Supportive Conditions – Relationships  

 The following section describes characteristics of supportive conditions created through 

positive relationships as perceived by the Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported 

originated from Statements 38-42 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca 

Peak principal and selected Blanca Peak teacher. Table 26 presents the findings from this section 

of the PLCA-R. 

Table 26  

Blanca Peak Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean 
Std. 
Dev. 

Group 
Mean 

38. Caring relationships exist 
among staff and students that 
are built on trust and respect. 

(2) 
4.5% 

  
(9) 

20.5% 
(33) 

75.0% 
3.66 .713 3.56 

39. A culture of trust and 
respect exists for taking risks. 

(2) 
4.5% 

(1) 
2.3% 

(16) 
36.4% 

(25) 
56.8% 

3.45 .761 3.40 

40. Outstanding achievement is 
recognized and celebrated 
regularly in our school. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(3) 
6.8% 

(7) 
15.9% 

(33) 
75.0% 

3.64 .718 3.56 

41. School staff and 
stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the 
school. 

(2) 
4.7% 

(3) 
7.0% 

(17) 
39.5% 

(21) 
48.8% 

3.33 .808 3.18 

42. Relationships among staff 
members support honest and 
respectful examination of data 
to enhance teaching and 
learning. 

(3) 
6.7% 

  
(18) 

40.9% 
(23) 

52.3% 
3.39 .813 3.39 

 
 Data from the PLCA-R questionnaire suggests that the Blanca Peak staff believe that the 

characteristics of the supportive conditions fostering relationships dimension of the PLC model 
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is evident within their school culture. Each of the statement mean scores for Blanca Peak is 

equivalent to or greater than the group mean. Caring relationships, Statement 38, and the 

recognition and celebration of outstanding achievement, Statement 40, have the highest mean 

scores (3.66 and 3.64 respectively) where 90% or more of the respondents agreed or strongly 

agreed to each of the statements. One teacher commented on the PLCA-R questionnaire that 

“there is an excellent climate of appreciation and support here” and the principal elaborated: 

 We have a positive culture in our school…So it’s a very positive, very caring 
environment, but I think built on the staff’s ability to come to school, knowing that 
they’ve got each other. You know that they’re all a strong team…if you have a good 
bonding there as a team, you’ve created positive relationships. 

 
The principal suggested that hiring the right people for the team was important for building and 

supporting positive relationships. She stated, “I’m also looking at ‘can this person contribute to 

the team in a positive manner; is this person going to be accepted well into this team and will this 

person accept the other people in this team.’” There is a concerted effort by the campus 

administration to foster positive relationships according to the Blanca Peak teacher. 

 The principal and teacher interviewed both described how their school recognizes and 

celebrates accomplishments and outstanding achievement. The principal reported, “I do a lot of 

positive things here at meetings, we recognize accomplishments, we applaud people, we have 

people to share things that are going on.” The Blanca Peak teacher stated that appreciations 

happen during the faculty meeting and it is open to any staff member. The appreciation could be 

“simply, you know I appreciate my team for standing by me when I had to leave.”      

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The following section describes characteristics of supportive conditions fostered by 

school structures as perceived by the Blanca Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated 

from Statements 43-52 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Blanca Peak 
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principal and selected Blanca Peak teacher. Table 27 presents the findings from this section of 

the PLCA-R. 

Table 27  

Blanca Peak Elementary PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Structures 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

43. Time is provided to 
facilitate collaborative work. 

(2) 
4.5% 

(9) 
20.5% 

(18) 
40.9% 

(15) 
34.1% 

3.05 .861 3.05 

44. The school schedule 
promotes collective learning 
and shared practice. 

(3) 
6.8% 

(6) 
13.6% 

(21) 
47.7% 

(14) 
31.8% 

3.05 .861 3.10 

45. Fiscal resources are 
available for professional 
development. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(3) 
6.8% 

(26) 
59.1% 

(14) 
31.8% 

3.20 .668 3.10 

46. Appropriate technology 
and instructional materials are 
available to staff. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(1) 
2.3% 

(16) 
36.4% 

(26) 
59.1% 

3.52 .664 3.37 

47. Resource people provide 
expertise and support for 
continuous learning. 

(1) 
2.3% 

  
(23) 

52.3% 
(20) 

45.5% 
3.41 .622 3.39 

48. The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting.  

(1) 
2.3% 

(1) 
2.3% 

(9) 
20.5% 

(33) 
75.0% 

3.68 .639 3.57 

49. The proximity of grade 
level and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues. 

(1) 
2.3% 

  
(10) 

23.3% 
(32) 

74.4% 
3.70 .599 3.50 

50. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
among staff members. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(3) 
6.8% 

(16) 
36.4% 

(24) 
54.5% 

3.43 .728 3.37 

51. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
across the entire school 
community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and 
community members. 

(1) 
2.3% 

(2) 
4.5% 

(15) 
34.1% 

(26) 
59.1% 

3.50 .699 3.37 

52. Data are organized and 
made available to provide easy 
access to staff members. 

(1) 
2.3% 

  
(17) 

38.6% 
(26) 

59.1% 
3.55 .627 3.46 

 
 The Blanca Peak responses to statements describing characteristics of supportive 

conditions fostered by school structures indicated that the staff believes this dimension exists 
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within the culture of their school. All mean scores for each of the statements are within the 

“agree to strongly agree” range of the PLCA-R scale. The staff rated all statements agreed or 

strongly agreed at the 90% level or higher with the exception of Statements 43 and 44. Although 

each of these items rated the lowest score within this section of the PLCA-R the principal 

reported that once each week grade level teams meet to facilitate collaborative work as well as 

having common planning times each day. Also once in the fall and the spring the teachers are 

given a half day for planning as a team. The principal elaborated: 

 I utilize the opportunity when we have district planning days when I have flexibility on 
my own to schedule it then I schedule it with things that I know they need to work on and 
I try to be respectful of their time that they have some time to actually work on things that 
are important to them. 

 
 Grade level and personnel proximity rated the highest with a mean score of 3.70 and a 

favorable response rate of 97.7% The Blanca Peak teacher stated that each grade level is together 

within the same wing and each team has the same planning period. The teacher continued: 

 because we’re all right here and you can just walk out of your classroom and say, ‘what 
would be a good way to present this to my students? Or, what have you used that worked 
for you?’ And just bouncing ideas off each other because there’s a lot of brainstorming 
that goes on; a lot of brainstorming     

 
 The staff responses to Statement 48, a clean, attractive and inviting school, received the 

second greatest mean value of 3.68 where 95% of the staff agreed or strongly agreed to this 

statement. The researcher found this to be true which was reflective of the school being newly 

remodeled.  

 The staff also reported that “resource people provide expertise and support for continuous 

learning,” Statement 47 where 97.8% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. Both the 

principal and teacher described personnel, such as the reading and math specialists, who are 

available to provide instructional support for the teacher. For example, the teacher reported that 
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“the reading specialist will often come in at the teacher’s request…‘would you come in and 

demonstrate this lesson?’” 

Mt. McKinley Elementary 

 Mt. McKinley Elementary is an older building built in the 1960s; however, it is very 

well-kept, clean and attractive. It has been recently remodeled with the office area open and 

visible. Flowerbeds added color to the entrance as student artwork filled the walls along the 

hallways. The staff was friendly, helpful and directed the researcher to the principal’s office. The 

principal was very welcoming and had prepared the setting for the interviews and questionnaire. 

The principal and teacher interviews were scheduled and conducted during the day the researcher 

administered the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

 The teacher was interviewed first and then the principal was interviewed in the 

principal’s office conference area. The interviewed teacher at Mt. McKinley Elementary is an 

instructional specialist for the school who also taught third grade at the campus prior to 

becoming the instructional specialist. The interviewed teacher has been in education for 6 years 

of which all have been at Mt. McKinley Elementary. This gave her a good perspective of the 

culture and experiences of the school. The principal has been in education for 32 years with 12 

years of administrational experience of which 8 years have been at Mt. McKinley Elementary.  

 The PLCA-R questionnaire was administered at the faculty meeting after school in the 

library. The library was very student friendly and the home style furniture gave the room a 

family type atmosphere. The principal introduced the researcher and the purpose of this study. 

The researcher reviewed the Informed Consent form with the faculty and each staff member 

agreed to participate in the study. The researcher then presented more detail and specific 

directions for completing the questionnaire. The questionnaires and signed consent forms were 
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collected as staff members left the library and stored separately to ensure confidentiality. Thirty 

professional staff members completed the PLCA-R questionnaire in approximately 20 minutes 

which resulted in a return rate of 91%. 

 The following sections and tables present the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

enriched with conversations from the principal and teacher interviews. This information 

describes the current status of the professional learning community (PLC) model at Mt. 

McKinley Elementary and begins to present the possible attributes of the PLC model which 

characterizes this Exemplary school. Table 28 reports findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

given to the Mt. McKinley staff for each of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. 

Table 28  

Mt. McKinley Elementary Professional Learning Community Dimension Comparison 

Dimensions of PLC  
School 
Mean 

Group 
Mean 

School 
SD 

Group 
SD 

School 
Median 

Group 
Median 

Shared and Supportive Leadership  3.41 3.24 0.583 0.725 3.00 3.00 

Shared Values and Vision 3.49 3.30 0.501 0.694 3.00 3.00 

Collective Learning and Application 3.50 3.40 0.533 0.649 4.00 3.00 

Shared Personal Practice 3.24 3.21 0.680 0.715 3.00 3.00 

Supportive Conditions - 
Relationships 

3.66 3.42 0.489 0.694 4.00 4.00 

Supportive Conditions - Structures 3.40 3.33 0.550 0.652 3.00 3.00 

 
 According the findings, the 5 dimensions of the PLC model were favorably reported as a 

part of the Mt. McKinley school culture. Four of the 5 dimensions had mean and median scores 

which were greater than the mean and median scores for the study group while one (shared 

personal practice) was equivalent to the group. The dimension which received the highest mean 

score (3.65) was supportive conditions fostered by relationships while shared personal practice 

received the lowest mean score (3.25).  
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 Supportive conditions fostered by relationships and shared scores and vision 

demonstrated the greatest difference between mean scores for the campus and group. Shared and 

supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal practice and supportive 

conditions – structures mean values were within the “agree,” (3), range of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire scale while collective learning and application and supportive conditions – 

relationships were more closely aligned to the “strongly agree,” (4), range of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire scale. 

 Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared and supportive leadership as 

perceived by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 

1-11 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal and selected 

Mt. McKinley teacher. Table 29 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 29  

Mt. McKinley Elementary PLCA-R Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

1. Staff members are 
consistently involved in 
discussing and making 
decisions about most school 
issues. 

    
(17) 

56.7% 
(13) 

43.3% 
3.43 .504 3.20 

2. The principal incorporates 
advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 

  
(2) 

6.7% 
(9) 

30.0% 
(19) 

63.3% 
3.57 .626 3.21 

3. Staff members have 
accessibility to key 
information. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.40 

4. The principal is proactive 
and addresses areas where 
support is needed. 

    
(11) 

36.7% 
(19) 

63.3% 
3.63 .490 3.46 

 (table continues)
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Table 29 (table continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

5. Opportunities are provided 
for staff members to initiate 
change. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(19) 

63.3% 
(10) 

33.3% 
3.30 .535 3.11 

6. The principal shares 
responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(12) 

41.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.52 .574 3.31 

7. The principal participates 
democratically with staff 
sharing power and authority. 

  
(5) 

16.7% 
(14) 

46.7% 
(11) 

36.7% 
3.20 .714 3.06 

8. Leadership is promoted and 
nurtured among staff members. 

    
(16) 

53.3% 
(14) 

46.7% 
3.47 .507 3.25 

9. Decision-making takes place 
through committees and 
communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

(1) 
3.3% 

(2) 
6.7% 

(20) 
66.7% 

(7) 
23.3% 

3.10 .662 3.18 

10. Stakeholders assume 
shared responsibility and 
accountability for student 
learning without evidence of 
imposed power and authority. 

  
(2) 

6.7% 
(21) 

70.0% 
(7) 

23.3% 
3.17 .531 2.92 

11. Staff members use multiple 
sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

    
(12) 

40.0% 
(18) 

60.0% 
3.60 .498 3.51 

 
 The Mt. McKinley responses on the shared and supportive leadership segment of the 

PLCA-R indicate that the staff believes that characteristics of this dimension are expressed in the 

culture of their school. The statements which describe the characteristics of this dimension of the 

PLC model are all above the group mean scores for all statements and are within the “agree to 

strongly agree” range of the PLCA-R scale. Statements 1, 3, 4, 8, and 11 were ranked as agree or 

strongly agree by 100% of the staff responding to the questionnaire.  

 Statement 2, “the principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions;” 

Statement 4, “the principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed,” and 

Statement 11, “staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about teaching and 
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learning,” were all ranked as strongly agree by 60% or greater of the respondents. The principal 

elaborated on incorporating advice by stating, “And then we brainstorm on almost everything, 

why would you; it doesn’t make sense to me; it’s illogical to me to not use everybody’s 

intelligence to make it the best school.” The Mt. McKinley teacher verified the principal’s 

comment by saying, “And I just think the openness that our principal has with us allows people 

to network, and she supports everybody 100%.” The teacher elaborated further on the principal 

incorporating staff advice by stating, “but as far as decisions for grade levels or even the school, 

[the principal] usually is the one who brings those up in faculty meetings and says, ‘this is what 

I’m thinking but I want to know more from ya’ll.’” Statements 3 and 11 had the highest mean 

scores respectively while Statement 2 had the greatest difference in the school and group mean 

scores. Statement 7, democratic sharing of power and authority, had the greatest percentage of 

teachers (16.7%) disagreeing with the statement.  

 The Mt. McKinley principal and teacher both identified key leadership roles and 

committees on the campus to include the school leadership team, grade level committees with 

chairs, content specific teams and additional committees and leadership roles determined by the 

needs of the campus. The following Mt. McKinley teacher statement concerning shared 

leadership summarized the proactive approach the principal has to sharing leadership with the 

staff: 

 the principal usually is the one who comes and says: ‘Hey I think you would be great in 
this position’ and at times I think there have been opportunities where they’ve [the 
district] said ‘well we need someone to be in charge of, let’s say making sure everybody 
gets their staff development hours, who would like to be involved in that?’ So there are 
opportunities like that but most of them our principal does a good job of seeing who 
would fit in different places. 
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The principal summarized the sense of team and leadership nicely by stating the school motto 

which was placed on t-shirts at the beginning of the school year: “52 People, One Team” which 

means: 

 a lot of people have to do things beyond their exact job description, but that’s OK 
because we all do it and we all take care of each other and we all are determined for the 
children to learn what they need. 

        
  Shared Values and Vision 
  
 The following section describes characteristics of shared values and vision as perceived 

by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 12-20 of 

the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal and selected Mt. 

McKinley teacher. Table 30 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 30  

Mt. McKinley PLCA-R Shared Values and Vision 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

12. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
sense of values among staff. 

    
(16) 

53.3% 
(14) 

46.7% 
3.47 .507 3.30 

13. Shared values support 
norms of behavior that guide 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

    
(18) 

60.0% 
(12) 

40.0% 
3.40 .498 3.32 

14. Staff members share 
visions for school improvement 
that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning. 

    
(17) 

56.7% 
(13) 

43.3% 
3.43 .504 3.37 

15. Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s 
values and vision. 

    
(13) 

43.3% 
(17) 

56.7% 
3.57 .504 3.48 

16. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
vision among staff. 

    
(18) 

60.0% 
(12) 

40.0% 
3.40 .498 3.25 

17. School goals focus on 
student learning beyond test 
scores and grades. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.02 

 (table continues)
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Table 30 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

18. Policies and programs are 
aligned to the school’s vision. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.35 

19. Stakeholders are actively 
involved in creating high 
expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.05 

20. Data are used to prioritize 
actions to reach a shared 
vision. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.54 

 
 The data from this section of the PLCA-R questionnaire suggests that the Mt. McKinley 

staff believes that their school exhibits the characteristics of the shared and supportive leadership 

dimension of the PLC model. All of the statements were ranked as 100% agree or strongly agree 

with each of the mean scores being equivalent to or greater than the study group mean scores. 

Statement 15, decisions being made congruent to the school values and vision was reported with 

the highest mean value of 3.57 while Statement 13, shared values support decision making, and 

Statement 14, vision focused on student learning received the lowest mean value of 3.43.     

 Statements 17, 18, 19 and 20 have the same mean value where over 50% of the staff 

strongly agreed with these characteristics of the dimension of shared values and vision. 

Statement 17, student learning beyond test scores and grades was verified by a teacher who 

commented on the questionnaire, “While test scores drive many decisions, I feel our staff really 

does put student learning and growth before tests.” The principal expressed her perception of 

what Mt. McKinley values most: 

 What we value the most…is obviously the children and their success…to be 
academically successful, certainly, because we have a fundamental belief; we talk about 
these things all of the time as a staff; we have a fundamental belief that the children’s life 
will be better (it’s not because we want them to pass the TAKS test or something, which 
is certainly great) …if they can read and write and do math and science well. 
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The Mt. McKinley teacher reiterated this school value by stating, “We’re here to make sure 

everybody is going to be a lifelong learner.” 

  Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 
 The following section describes characteristics of collective learning and application of 

learning as perceived by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from 

Statements 21-30 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal 

and selected Mt. McKinley teacher. Table 31 presents the findings from this section of the 

PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 31  

Mt. McKinley PLCA-R Collective Learning and Application 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

21. Staff members work 
together to seek knowledge, 
skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

  
(2) 

6.7% 
(9) 

30.0% 
(19) 

63.3% 
3.57 .626 3.46 

22. Collegial relationships exist 
among staff members that 
reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

    
(13) 

43.3% 
(17) 

56.7% 
3.57 .504 3.50 

23. Staff members plan and 
work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

    
(11) 

36.7% 
(19) 

63.3% 
3.63 .490 3.58 

24. A variety of opportunities 
and structures exist for 
collective learning through 
open dialogue. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(14) 

46.7% 
(15) 

50.0% 
3.47 .571 3.31 

25. Staff members engage in 
dialogue that reflects a respect 
for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

    
(18) 

60.0% 
(12) 

40.0% 
3.40 .498 3.31 

26. Professional development 
focuses on teaching and 
learning. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(14) 

46.7% 
(15) 

50.0% 
3.47 .571 3.41 

 (table continues)
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Table 31 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

27. School staff members and 
stakeholders learn together and 
apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.  

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(23) 

76.7% 
(6) 

20.0% 
3.17 .461 3.02 

28. School staff members are 
committed to programs that 
enhance learning. 

    
(13) 

43.3% 
(17) 

56.7% 
3.57 .504 3.48 

29. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze 
multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

    
(13) 

43.3% 
(17) 

56.7% 
3.57 .504 3.49 

30. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

    
(11) 

36.7% 
(19) 

63.3% 
3.63 .490 3.49 

 
 The responses from the Mt. McKinley Elementary indicate the staff perceived collective 

learning and application of learning to be integrated into the culture of their school. Each 

statement describing this dimension was rated with mean scores higher than all of the study 

groups mean scores. The mean scores range from a low of 3.17 for Statement 27, stakeholder 

and staff collaboration for learning, where 96.7% of the staff agreed or strongly agreed to a high 

mean value of 3.63 for Statement 23, staff planning and working together for diverse needs, and 

statement 30, analyze student work collaboratively, where 100% of the staff agreed or strongly 

agreed.  

 The principal suggested that this high level of collective learning is facilitated by a 

schedule which allows the staff to meet especially at grade level team meetings: “They [the 

teachers] meet constantly; we plan the schedule so that everybody, every grade level has a 

common planning period every single day when their kids are at music or PE. The teachers have 

45 minutes to plan to meet or brainstorm.” The principal continued, “They are also together after 
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school, planning and you know, tutoring and talking, making decisions for their kids.” The Mt. 

McKinley teacher concurred and added to the conversation by expressing how a collaborative 

culture was evident at grade level meetings where staff members look at data and ask, “what 

changes need to be made or what do we need to continue doing?” 

 Both the Mt. McKinley principal and teacher agreed that grade level vertical meetings 

and data were essential in fostering collaborative learning where faculty discuss how to meet the 

needs of their learners. The following is an example from the principal: 

 Third grade teachers, for example, meet with the fourth grade teachers….So they have 
that guidance of where they want them [the students] to be. Now of course they have the 
TEKS, you know the Essential Knowledge and Skills, that’s part of the guide for them, 
but also the vertical team is saying this is what I need the kids to come to my grade with. 

 
The teacher continues along the same dialogue about where teachers meet with their grade level 

that’s either above or below them: 

 Like first grade will meet with second grade, just so you can find out, not to really talk 
each kid per se…because it is nice going into a new grade knowing…You want some 
understanding but you don’t want to be given a bias that could prevent you from really 
seeing the student the way they are. But to look at…‘What are they coming to me 
knowing….What are their struggles this year or what have they really done well on?’...to 
help you plan for the next year. So that’s something where collaboration takes place. 

 
 These discussions are many times focused on data which both the principal and teacher 

reported their district provided access to a variety of resources. The principal expressed the 

following: 

 The district really has prepared us to understand how to do data analysis and how to use 
it…we have at our fingertips so much data provided for us. And our district provides 
analyses of student benchmarks and analyses just to use. I don’t have to do the 
numbers….We also have longitudinal studies comparing data from previous years to 
TAKS scores or benchmarks at the beginning of the year….All of that is provided to 
every teacher and principal. We have Telpas; we have Dibbles; we have SRI which is a 
reading inventory; we have…a lot of data and what we try to do is…look at individual 
analyses and we try to make our instruction match the children’s needs. 
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The following is another example as reported by the principal of how data is used by the staff to 

collaboratively make instructional decisions on their campus: 

 I had one group that was a group of first graders last year that were brought in for their 
Dibbles testing from recess and that was part of our realization that we talked about the 
data…like these children that we know are doing well on these assessments and 
classroom observations and so forth, suddenly on Dibbles they bombed and then, because 
we talked about it, the teacher said, ‘you know, they were at recess and we pulled them in 
to give them the test, they knew their friends were still at recess playing. I don’t think that 
was their best’…when it was not recess for the first graders they did so much better. So 
that constant talking about why the kids are doing what they are doing, struggling with 
what they’re struggling with guides us into decision making.  

   
 Shared Personal Practice 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared personal practice as perceived 

by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 31-37 of 

the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal and selected Mt. 

McKinley teacher. Table 32 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 32  

Mt. McKinley PLCA-R Shared Personal Practice 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

31. Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and 
offer encouragement. 

  
(8) 

26.7% 
(15) 

50.0% 
(7) 

23.3% 
2.97 .718 2.98 

32. Staff members provide 
feedback to peers related to 
instructional practices. 

  
(9) 

30.0% 
(13) 

43.3% 
(8) 

26.7% 
2.97 .765 3.03 

33. Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 

    
(14) 

46.7% 
(16) 

53.3% 
3.53 .507 3.49 

34. Staff members 
collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

  
(4) 

13.3% 
(12) 

40.0% 
(14) 

46.7% 
3.33 .711 3.26 

35. Opportunities exist for 
coaching and mentoring. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(18) 

60.0% 
(11) 

36.7% 
3.33 .547 3.27 

 (table continues)
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Table 32 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

36. Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply 
learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

    
(16) 

53.3% 
(14) 

46.7% 
3.47 .507 3.34 

37. Staff members regularly 
share student work to guide 
overall school improvement.  

  
(7) 

24.1% 
(13) 

44.8% 
(9) 

31.0% 
3.07 .753 3.11 

 
 The data for shared personal practice suggests that this dimension is developed at a lower 

level than the other dimensions of the PLC model. The teacher responses for Statements 31 and 

32 demonstrated that about 30% disagreed that their campus had opportunities to observe each 

other and provide feedback related to instructional strategies. The Mt. McKinley teacher 

expressed that “some of our teachers have gone to somebody on their grade level and watched 

and observed them which has been helpful;” however, this does not seem to be consistent or the 

normal practice. The teacher stated, “It’s happened on occasion but there really hasn’t been a 

concerted effort where teachers are able to share practice by watching each other.” The principal 

also expressed the following: 

 that once the TAKS is over and the pressure shifts a bit, I encourage every teacher during 
their conference period at least once to go watch someone else teach that is not at their 
grade level. Everybody is encouraged. I don’t check up on them to see that they do. But 
they pretty much get to go watch somebody else teach. 

 
  Although this may not happen on a consistent basis the Mt. McKinley teacher described 

a situation where the kindergarten teachers observed other teachers for improvement: 

 I know that our kindergarten teachers this year were really struggling, because…there are 
a lot of Hispanic kids, a lot of kids that come to us that are non-English speakers. And 
they [the teachers] were really struggling with classroom management and just figuring 
out ‘how do we reach them? How do we get them to understand?’ And so we ended up, I 
went with them, and we went to another school that’s similar to ours that seemed to be 
having a little bit more success. And our teachers are very good but they just wanted to 
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see what else other people do.…We took pictures of things they had done, got to talk 
with teachers and just see how it worked for them.   

  
 Also 24% of the staff believed that there was not as much opportunity to regularly share 

student work to guide school improvement, Statement 37. Although these statements were 

ranked lower opportunities for informal sharing, Statement 33 was ranked with a higher mean 

score, 3.53, where 100% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. 

Statement 36, opportunity to apply learning and share the results was also ranked higher with a 

mean score, 3.47, where 100% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed to the statement. 

Overall, the Mt. McKinley staff agreed that shared personal practice was demonstrated on their 

campus; however, possibly at a lower level than the other dimensions. 

 Supportive Conditions – Relationships  

 The following section describes characteristics of supportive conditions – relationships as 

perceived by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 

38-42 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal and selected 

Mt. McKinley teacher. Table 33 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 33  

Mt. McKinley PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

38. Caring relationships exist 
among staff and students that 
are built on trust and respect. 

    
(6) 

20.0% 
(24) 

80.0% 
3.80 .407 3.56 

39. A culture of trust and 
respect exists for taking risks. 

    
(8) 

26.7% 
(22) 

73.3% 
3.73 .450 3.40 

40. Outstanding achievement is 
recognized and celebrated 
regularly in our school. 

    
(6) 

20.0% 
(24) 

80.0% 
3.80 .407 3.56 

 (table continues)
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Table 33 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

41. School staff and 
stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the 
school. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(16) 

53.3% 
(13) 

43.3% 
3.40 .563 3.18 

42. Relationships among staff 
members support honest and 
respectful examination of data 
to enhance teaching and 
learning. 

    
(13) 

43.3% 
(17) 

56.7% 
3.57 .504 3.39 

   
 The data collected from this segment of the PLCA-R suggests that positive relationships 

as a supportive condition is highly developed at Mt. McKinley Elementary. The mean scores for 

the statements characterizing supportive conditions – relationships range from a low mean score 

of 3.40 to a high mean score of 3.80. All mean scores for the campus were reported to be higher 

than for the group mean scores.  

 Caring relationships, Statement 38, and the recognition of outstanding achievement, 

Statement 40, both have mean scores of 3.80 with 80% of the staff strongly agreeing with both 

statements. Seventy percent of the staff reported that a culture of trust and respect exists at their 

campus which allows for taking risks, Statement 39. The Mt. McKinley teacher expressed, “We 

really do have a strong community here.” Another teacher on the PLCA-R questionnaire 

commented, “Culture, Trust and Respect – YES!” The Mt. McKinley teacher stated that the 

principal’s openness has helped to foster this culture of respect. She continued by saying: 

 I know that people feel very open to each other whenever they have questions or they 
don’t understand something and nobody feels like they have to hold back or not 
ask….Everybody says; that comes from other schools; that are subs from other places; we 
have something very unique. 
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The principal also has unique ways of showing an appreciation for teachers; thereby, building 

positive relationships between her and the staff and between staff members. The following 

example illustrates this point: 

 I go and buy orange juice, coffee, and donuts and the instructional specialist and I take it 
right into the classroom on a little cart…We walk right into the classroom and kids are 
used to it now, but at first the kids would be like ‘is this for us?’ and I’d just say right 
there, ‘you know some or most things are for you guys, but sometimes things need to be 
for your teachers because you have the best teachers and I just brought Ms. Jones a 
surprise’…it takes about 90 seconds; it’s very quick, but I think it’s very good for the 
children also to appreciate their teachers and see that I appreciate their teacher and show 
that respect.      

 
 Through conversations with both the principal and teacher the researcher discovered that 

Mt. McKinley Elementary does celebrate success. Every faculty meeting begins with 

appreciations and ends with funny stories. Appreciations allow the teachers and principal to 

share about things that people have done for them during the week. The Mt. McKinley teacher 

commented that “everybody looks forward to that;” it allows teachers to “talk about what’s some 

of the positive things that are happening and not dwell on ‘this was really hard’ today.”  

 According to the teacher, “Whenever we get data back, we all celebrate because it’s not 

just about the teacher; that grade level – all the other teachers that have had those kids have also 

helped bring them where they need to be.” The teacher described the day that last year’s TAKS 

scores were reported to the school as an example: 

 Well, this was like the middle of the week and she [the principal] called over the 
announcements and said, ‘I need for every single classroom teacher and child in this 
building to meet me in the cafeteria in 10 minutes! We were like, what is going on?’...we 
knew had it to be about our scores. But that was when we found out we were going to be 
Exemplary, which was the second time in our school’s history, which is huge to be able 
to get that. And so she had music playing and just made it like a celebration for the kids 
and for the teachers. And so it was really neat and she had all the teachers clap for the 
kids and congratulate them and made the kids do the same for us since we helped them 
get there. So that was really special.   
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 The principal described how the school has a weekly assembly every Monday morning, 

which many times focus on the accomplishments of the children of the school. The principal 

stated that the assembly brings us all together, “I just want it to be ‘we’re all in this together; 

we’re all in everything together; we all take care of each other.’”  

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The following section describes characteristics of supportive conditions - structures as 

perceived by the Mt. McKinley Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 

43-52 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Mt. McKinley principal and selected 

Mt. McKinley teacher. Table 34 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 34  

Mt. McKinley PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Structures 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

43. Time is provided to 
facilitate collaborative work. 

  
(3) 

10.0% 
(20) 

66.7% 
(7) 

23.3% 
3.13 .571 3.05 

44. The school schedule 
promotes collective learning 
and shared practice. 

  
(3) 

10.0% 
(22) 

73.3% 
(5) 

16.7% 
3.07 .521 3.10 

45. Fiscal resources are 
available for professional 
development. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(23) 

76.7% 
(5) 

17.2% 
3.14 .441 3.10 

46. Appropriate technology 
and instructional materials are 
available to staff. 

  
(1) 

3.3% 
(16) 

53.3% 
(13) 

43.3% 
3.40 .563 3.37 

47. Resource people provide 
expertise and support for 
continuous learning. 

  
(1) 

3.4% 
(16) 

55.2% 
(12) 

41.4% 
3.38 .561 3.39 

48. The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting.  

    
(8) 

28.6% 
(20) 

71.4% 
3.71 .460 3.57 

49. The proximity of grade 
level and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues. 

    
(13) 

44.8% 
(16) 

55.2% 
3.55 .506 3.50 

 (table continues)



231 
 

Table 34 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

50. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
among staff members. 

    
(15) 

51.7% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.48 .509 3.37 

51. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
across the entire school 
community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and 
community members. 

    
(15) 

51.7% 
(14) 

48.3% 
3.48 .509 3.37 

52. Data are organized and 
made available to provide easy 
access to staff members. 

    
(10) 

34.5% 
(19) 

65.5% 
3.66 .484 3.46 

   
  The Mt. McKinley responses to statements describing characteristics of supportive 

conditions fostered by school structures indicated that the staff believes this dimension exists 

within the culture of their school. All mean scores for each of the statements are within the 

“agree to strongly agree” range of the PLCA-R scale. The mean scores for the campus are equal 

to or greater than the group mean scores ranging in value from 3.07 for Statement 44 to 3.71 for 

Statement 48. The staff rated all statements agreed or strongly agreed at the 90% level or higher 

with the exception of Statements 43 and 44.  

 Although Statements 43 and 44 indicated that there are staff members who perceive the 

schedule to not allow for collaborative work the principal identified how each grade level has an 

established common planning period. According to the Mt. McKinley teacher this is “when we 

would sit down and do our planning…usually once or twice during the week, during that time we 

actually sit down and plan.” She elaborated by describing how most of the planning for her team 

had to be done after school because of all the other duties during the day which may account for 

the lower mean value in this area on the PLCA-R questionnaire.  
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 The attractiveness of the school, Statement 44; proximity of school staff, Statement 49; 

communication systems, Statement 50, and organized data, Statement 52 are all structural 

conditions which seem to support the collaborative nature of Mt. McKinley Elementary. Through 

the principal and teacher interviews each of these areas were confirmed as possible contributing 

factors to the success of their school. Both described how each grade level is clustered within the 

same area of the building. Also communication occurs through email, grade level chairs, and 

schedules which help to inform staff of important events and due dates for required paperwork. 

The principal also identified how the district provides support through data, staff development 

and the availability of resource staff both at the district and school levels. The principal 

commented, “And so with data analysis and benchmarks and access to Central Office people to 

get help, I think that’s a real key reason my school is successful but I also think that’s a key 

reason our district is successful.”  

 The researcher found the school very attractive, clean and being an environment which 

invites learning for all students. The principal described the school in the following passage: 

 I think it’s very attractive and a huge part of that is how clean it is and also my art teacher 
works collaboratively with all the grade levels and, for example, the sixth grade studies 
Egypt and the Egyptian culture and if you walked around right now, you’d see papyrus 
that they’ve tried to make and simulate. 

 
 The current status of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model appear to exist within the 

culture of Mt. McKinley Elementary as reported by data collected from the PLCA-R 

questionnaire and the staff interviews. This may account for the favorable responses on the 

questionnaire and for the simple statement given by the interviewed teacher, “I love our school.”   

Longs Peak Elementary 

 Longs Peak Elementary is an older building which was opened in the mid-1950s; 

however, it is very well-kept, clean and attractive. The school also has an environmental area 
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which supports student learning in the area of science. Originally the principal was difficult to 

contact; however, through electronic mail the researcher was able to set up an appointment with 

the school for administering the PLCA-R questionnaire and conduct the principal and teacher 

interviews. The principal and teacher interviews were scheduled and conducted during the day 

the researcher administered the PLCA-R questionnaire. Once the researcher arrived at the school 

the principal was welcoming and had prepared the setting for the interviews and questionnaire.  

 The principal was interviewed first and then the teacher was interviewed at a conference 

table within the principal’s office. The principal has been in education for 9 years with 5 years of 

administrational experience of which 1 year had been at Longs Peak Elementary. The 

interviewed teacher at Longs Peak Elementary is an instructional specialist for the school who 

has also taught at the campus prior to becoming the instructional specialist. She has had 10 years 

of professional experience in education of which 4 years have been at Longs Peak Elementary; 

therefore, the interviewed teacher was knowledgeable of the culture and experiences of the 

school.      

 The PLCA-R questionnaire was administered at the faculty meeting after school in the 

library. The principal introduced the researcher and the purpose of this study. The researcher 

reviewed the Informed Consent form with the faculty and each staff member agreed to 

participate in the study. The researcher then presented more detail and specific directions for 

completing the questionnaire. The questionnaires and signed consent forms were collected as 

staff members left the library and placed in separate envelopes to ensure confidentiality. Thirty-

three professional staff members completed the PLCA-R questionnaire in approximately 20 

minutes resulting in a return rate of 100%. 
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 The following sections and tables present the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire 

enriched with conversations from the principal and teacher interviews. This information 

describes the perceptions of the current status of the professional learning community (PLC) 

model at Longs Peak Elementary and begins to elicit the possible attributes of the PLC model 

which characterizes this Exemplary school. 

Table 35  

Longs Peak Elementary Professional Learning Community Dimension Comparison 

Dimensions of PLC  
School 
Mean 

Group 
Mean 

School 
SD 

Group 
SD 

School 
Median 

Group 
Median 

Shared and Supportive Leadership  2.91 3.24 0.747 0.725 3.00 3.00 

Shared Values and Vision 3.03 3.30 0.699 0.694 3.00 3.00 

Collective Learning and Application 3.21 3.40 0.669 0.649 3.00 3.00 

Shared Personal Practice 2.90 3.21 0.778 0.715 3.00 3.00 

Supportive Conditions – 
Relationships 

3.02 3.42 0.745 0.694 3.00 4.00 

Supportive Conditions – Structures 3.07 3.33 0.703 0.652 3.00 3.00 

 
 The PLCA-R questionnaire summary data for Longs Peak Elementary shows the mean 

and median scores for each of the dimensions of the PLC model as perceived by the staff to be 

below the mean and median scores for the study group. This suggests that the Longs Peak staff 

perceives characteristics of each of the dimensions of the PLC model to be less developed at 

their campus in comparison to that of the rest of the study group. Although this is a valid 

conclusion the mean scores within the 3 range of the PLCA-R scale indicates that there are 

elements of each of the dimensions which may be developing at the campus. The mean scores 

range from a low mean score of 2.90 for shared personal practice to a high mean score of 3.15 

for collective learning and application. The status of each of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model 

for Longs Peak Elementary are reported in more detail in the following sections based upon the 
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characteristics described by the 52 statements from the PLCA-R questionnaire and principal and 

teacher interviews.  

  Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared and supportive leadership as 

perceived by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 1-

11 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal and selected 

Longs Peak teacher. Table 36 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 36  

Longs Peak Elementary PLCA-R Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

1. Staff members are 
consistently involved in 
discussing and making 
decisions about most school 
issues. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(4) 
12.1% 

(23) 
69.7% 

(4) 
12.1% 

2.88 .696 3.20 

2. The principal incorporates 
advice from staff members to 
make decisions. 

(3) 
9.1% 

(5) 
15.2% 

(22) 
66.7% 

(3) 
9.1% 

2.76 .751 3.21 

3. Staff members have 
accessibility to key 
information. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(3) 
9.4% 

(18) 
56.3% 

(11) 
31.3% 

3.18 .727 3.40 

4. The principal is proactive 
and addresses areas where 
support is needed. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(6) 
18.2% 

(19) 
57.6% 

(6) 
18.2% 

2.88 .781 3.46 

5. Opportunities are provided 
for staff members to initiate 
change. 

  
(9) 

28.1% 
(17) 

53.1% 
(6) 

18.8% 
2.91 .689 3.11 

6. The principal shares 
responsibility and rewards for 
innovative actions. 

 (1) 
3.0% 

(8) 
24.2% 

(18) 
54.5% 

(6) 
18.8% 

2.88 .740 3.31 

7. The principal participates 
democratically with staff 
sharing power and authority. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(12) 
36.4% 

(15) 
45.5% 

(4) 
12.1% 

2.64 .783 3.06 

 (table continues)
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Table 36 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

8. Leadership is promoted and 
nurtured among staff members. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(11) 
34.4% 

(14) 
43.8% 

(6) 
18.8% 

2.78 .792 3.25 

9. Decision-making takes place 
through committees and 
communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(4) 
12.1% 

(21) 
63.6% 

(7) 
21.2% 

3.03 .684 3.18 

10. Stakeholders assume 
shared responsibility and 
accountability for student 
learning without evidence of 
imposed power and authority. 

  
(12) 

36.4% 
(20) 

60.6% 
(1) 

3.0% 
2.67 .540 2.92 

11. Staff members use multiple 
sources of data to make 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(1) 
3.1% 

(12) 
37.5% 

(18) 
56.3% 

3.47 .718 3.51 

 
 The range of mean scores for each of the statements defining characteristics of shared and 

supportive leadership range from a low mean score of 2.64 for Statement 7, democratic sharing 

of leadership, to a high mean score of 3.47 for Statement 11, multiple sources of data to make 

decisions. Each of the mean scores for all 11 statements are below the average mean scores for 

the group. Ninety-four percent of the staff agreed or strongly agreed that using multiple sources 

of data to make instructional decisions, (Statement 11), was evident at Longs Peak Elementary.  

 Democratically sharing power and authority is an important characteristic within the 

dimension of shared and supportive leadership of which 42% of the faculty disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with this statement as a defining attribute of Longs Peak Elementary. One teacher 

commented on the PLCA-R questionnaire, “The Principal relies heavily on core instructional 

team for decision making and planning” which also mirrored the importance that the principal 

gave to this leadership team in the interview. According to the principal the leadership team 

consisted of key members in the building including grade level teachers, instructional support 
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staff and the campus reading specialist. The principal believed that “there’s a place for 

everybody in some type of leadership role”; however, the perception of part of the staff indicated 

there are possibilities for including more staff in additional leadership roles. The principal has 

developed teams and “all staff members are on a team” which is supported by the conclusions 

that 85% of the staff agree that committees or teams are involved in the decision making process. 

Yet this does not necessarily equate to the staff perceiving committee membership as democratic 

decision making.  

 The Longs Peak teacher also indentified the instructional leadership team as an important 

component of leadership on the campus. Traditionally each grade level has had a team leader; 

however, this year the campus used leaders of learning communities to also facilitate leadership. 

The Longs Peak teacher described the learning communities as groups of teachers that were 

focused on high need areas and tasked with researching and bringing back materials to support 

the work of each group and campus. The learning communities included reading and writing, 

science, math, Avid Learning, and publicity, which focused on community involvement. 

 The staff identified the use of multiple sources of data as a strength in the organizational 

structure of the school and the following scenario described by the Longs Peak teacher verifies 

and supports this finding: 

 We also do a lot of data analysis where we really look at how this child has progressed 
from year to year. We’ve got a data sheet that kind of describes the child; allows us to see 
where the child has come from and where they’re going. And it lets us look at specific 
skills and teachers work together to figure out how we are going to meet their needs, for 
example, ‘maybe we need to group these kids a little bit differently’. 

 
 When asked about the involvement of parents in leadership at the school the Longs Peak 

teacher replied: 

 You know, it’s pretty mixed. We have a very high level; a portion of our population has a 
very high level of parent involvement. We have a portion of our parent population that 
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wants to be involved but for reasons, you know beyond our control, they aren’t able to or 
are afraid to. So one of the things we have talked a lot about this year is how to help that 
part of our population grow into, becoming more a part of us and how we operate. 

 
This mirrors the perception of a segment of the staff as 36% of the teacher responses on 

Statement 11 of the PLCA-R questionnaire believed that stakeholders (parents and community 

members) do not share in the responsibility and accountability for student learning.  

  Shared Values and Vision 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared values and vision as perceived 

by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 12-20 of the 

PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal and selected Longs Peak 

teacher. Table 37 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 37  

Longs Peak PLCA-R Shared Values and Vision 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

12. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
sense of values among staff. 

  
(6) 

18.2% 
(22) 

66.7% 
(5) 

15.2% 
2.97 .585 3.30 

13. Shared values support 
norms of behavior that guide 
decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

  
(7) 

21.2% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(7) 

21.2% 
3.00 .661 3.32 

14. Staff members share 
visions for school improvement 
that have an undeviating focus 
on student learning. 

  
(8) 

24.2% 
(15) 

45.5% 
(10) 

30.3% 
3.06 .747 3.37 

15. Decisions are made in 
alignment with the school’s 
values and vision. 

  
(2) 

6.1% 
(21) 

63.6% 
(10) 

30.3% 
3.24 .561 3.48 

16. A collaborative process 
exists for developing a shared 
vision among staff. 

  
(6) 

18.8% 
(18) 

56.3% 
(8) 

25.0% 
3.06 .669 3.25 

17. School goals focus on 
student learning beyond test 
scores and grades. 

(5) 
15.6% 

(6) 
18.8% 

(18) 
56.3% 

(3) 
9.4% 

2.59 .875 3.02 

 (table continues)



239 
 

Table 37 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

18. Policies and programs are 
aligned to the school’s vision. 

  
(1) 

3.2% 
(23) 

74.2% 
(7) 

22.6% 
3.19 .477 3.35 

19. Stakeholders are actively 
involved in creating high 
expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(10) 
30.3% 

(18) 
54.5% 

(4) 
12.1% 

2.76 .708 3.05 

20. Data are used to prioritize 
actions to reach a shared 
vision. 

  
(2) 

6.5% 
(13) 

41.9% 
(16) 

51.6% 
3.45 .624 3.54 

 
 The Longs Peak staff perceived each of the statements defining the characteristics of the 

shared values and vision dimension of the PLC model at varying levels of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire scale. The mean scores for each of the statements are equivalent to or below the 

group mean scores. The mean scores range from a low of 2.59 for Statement 17, school goals 

beyond test scores and grades to a high mean score of 3.45 for using data to prioritize actions to 

reach a shared vision, Statement 20. The data suggests that shared values and vision is 

developing at Longs Peak with a majority of the staff perceiving that each statement defines to 

varying degrees attributes of their school which aligns to the PLC model.  

 The Statement 17 results indicates that 34% of the staff does not believe their campus 

looks beyond test scores and grades as a shared value vision. One teacher commented on the 

questionnaire that “teachers and administrators are only concerned with TAKS scores” which 

voiced this concern. Although there is a group of teachers who feel TAKS is the guiding vision 

66% of the teachers agreed or strongly agreed that the campus values student learning beyond 

grades and test scores. The principal identified building an “all around Exemplary campus” as an 

essential campus goal whereas the Longs Peak teacher described the vision to include an 

“Exemplary school that supports the child’s emotional needs and their social needs.” The Longs 
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Peak teacher commented that the “idea that children no matter how diverse, are expected to have 

the same goals and meet the same criteria has really changed since I started here” suggests that 

the vision of the school is moving beyond test scores and grades.    

 The PLCA-R results for Longs Peak indicates that 97.8% of the staff perceives that their 

campus has “established policies and programs that are aligned to the school’s vision,” Statement 

18. The principal and teacher both described a vision that creates a school where education 

fosters the development of a well rounded child. The staff assessed the needs of the community 

and developed 10 new clubs as extracurricular experiences. These activities are aimed at 

developing well-rounded children; thereby, verifying the responses to Statement 18.       

 Finally 33% of the staff perceived stakeholder involvement in creating high expectations 

for student learning as another characteristic of shared values and vision which is not fully 

developed at Longs Peak. Through the interviews with the principal and teacher the researcher 

discovered that the campus is working on developing better relationships with community 

stakeholders through the work of the community or publicity campus learning community. 

Through a strengthened relationship with stakeholders the possibility of a shared vision within 

the community improves. 

  Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 The following section describes characteristics of collective learning and application of 

learning as perceived by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from 

Statements 21-30 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal 

and selected Longs Peak teacher. Table 38 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 
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Table 38  

Longs Peak PLCA-R Collective Learning and Application 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

21. Staff members work 
together to seek knowledge, 
skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(18) 

54.5% 
(12) 

36.4% 
3.27 .626 3.46 

22. Collegial relationships exist 
among staff members that 
reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

  
(3) 

9.4% 
(16) 

50.0% 
(13) 

40.6% 
3.31 .644 3.50 

23. Staff members plan and 
work together to search for 
solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(15) 

45.5% 
(15) 

45.5% 
3.36 .653 3.58 

24. A variety of opportunities 
and structures exist for 
collective learning through 
open dialogue. 

  
(4) 

12.1% 
(23) 

69.7% 
(6) 

18.2% 
3.06 .556 3.31 

25. Staff members engage in 
dialogue that reflects a respect 
for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

(1) 
3.0%  

(6) 
18.2% 

(21) 
63.6% 

(5) 
15.2% 

2.91 .678 3.31 

26. Professional development 
focuses on teaching and 
learning. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.30 .637 3.41 

27. School staff members and 
stakeholders learn together and 
apply new knowledge to solve 
problems.  

(1) 
3.1%  

(10) 
31.3% 

(19) 
59.4% 

(2) 
6.3% 

2.69 .644 3.02 

28. School staff members are 
committed to programs that 
enhance learning. 

  
(1) 

3.0% 
(21) 

63.6% 
(11) 

33.3% 
3.30 .529 3.48 

29. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze 
multiple sources of data to 
assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

  
(2) 

6.5% 
(12) 

38.7% 
(17) 

54.8% 
3.48 .626 3.49 

30. Staff members 
collaboratively analyze student 
work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

(1) 
3.1  

(2) 
6.3% 

(13) 
40.6% 

(16) 
50.0% 

3.38 .751 3.49 
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 The responses from this segment of the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest the staff agreed 

that the characteristics of collective learning describe the culture of their school. Overall the 

mean scores for the statements describing collective learning are within the agree range of the 

PLCA-R questionnaire which suggests that characteristics of this dimension of the PLC model is 

evident at Longs Peak. The mean scores range from a low mean score of 2.69 for Statement 27, 

collective learning of staff and stakeholders, to a high mean score of 3.48 for Statement 29, 

collaborative analysis of multiple sources of data. The Longs Peak teacher verified statement 29 

by stating during the interview, “We also do a lot of data analysis where we really take a look at 

how this child has progressed from year to year.” Over 90% of the teachers agreed or strongly 

agreed with all of the statements with the exception of Statements 24, 25 and 27. 

 According to the principal it is important for teachers to be provided “opportunities 

together to work as a team…I think you provide them [teachers] with numerous opportunities 

with different staff members.” Both the principal and teacher described weekly instructional 

planning meetings in which the principal, specialists and grade level teams meet for 

collaborating and planning. The principal described these weekly meetings as “a time for us to 

share ideas, to brainstorm, to come up with good teaching strategies to be using in the classroom. 

So it’s a good time when teachers get together and share.”  

 The principal and the Longs Peak teacher both described how learning communities are 

used on their campus as opportunities for staff development focused on teaching and learning. 

Each learning community reads research articles and share with each other at staff meetings. The 

Longs Peak teacher described the learning community members as “research experts” prepared 

to share with the rest of the staff.   
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 Shared Personal Practice 

 The following section describes characteristics of shared personal practice as perceived 

by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 31-37 of the 

PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal and selected Longs Peak 

teacher. Table 39 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Table 39  

Longs Peak PLCA-R Shared Personal Practice 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

31. Opportunities exist for staff 
members to observe peers and 
offer encouragement. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(10) 
30.3% 

(17) 
51.5% 

(4) 
12.1% 

2.70 .770 2.98 

32. Staff members provide 
feedback to peers related to 
instructional practices. 

(2) 
6.3% 

(8) 
25.0% 

(18) 
56.3% 

(4) 
12.5% 

2.75 .762 3.03 

33. Staff members informally 
share ideas and suggestions for 
improving student learning. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(2) 
6.1% 

(19) 
57.6% 

(11) 
33.3% 

3.21 .696 3.49 

34. Staff members 
collaboratively review student 
work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

(2) 
2.9% 

(6) 
18.2% 

(16) 
48.5% 

(9) 
27.3% 

2.97 .847 3.26 

35. Opportunities exist for 
coaching and mentoring. 

(3) 
9.1% 

(2) 
6.1% 

(21) 
63.6% 

(7) 
21.2% 

2.97 .810 3.27 

36. Individuals and teams have 
the opportunity to apply 
learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(4) 
12.1% 

(23) 
69.7% 

(5) 
15.2% 

2.97 .637 3.34 

37. Staff members regularly 
share student work to guide 
overall school improvement.  

(3) 
9.1% 

(8) 
24.2% 

(17) 
51.5% 

(5) 
15.2% 

2.73 .839 3.11 

 
 Responses to statements from the shared personal practice section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire suggests that there is greater variance in the perception of the staff in regards to the 

level of development of this dimension in comparison to the other PLC dimensions at Longs 

Peak Elementary. The mean scores for each of these statements are lower than the mean scores 
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for the study group; however, the majority of responses were found within the agree range (3) of 

the PLCA-R scale. Fifty percent or more of the staff agreed or strongly agreed to each of the 

statements. Observing peers, Statement 31, was reported to have the lowest mean score of 2.71 

while staff informally sharing ideas, Statement 33, reported the highest mean score of 3.21. 

Observing peers, providing feedback in relation to observations and regularly sharing student 

work to facilitate school improvement produced over 30% disagree or strongly disagree faculty 

responses. 

 Both the principal and Longs Peak teacher identified ways that teachers in their building 

informally share ideas for improving teaching. The principal described how teachers will 

informally share during their thirty minute lunch while in the lounge, “I often walk in there for 

whatever reason and they’re in there, they’re collaborating with each other even at that time.” 

The Longs Peak teacher expressed how colleagues are in the hallway sharing ideas on how to 

improve instruction; she believes that it happens all of the time, in the lunch room, or after 

school and gave the following example: 

 as I was coming around and showing a candidate today, in the hallways, I was stopped in 
the hallway 4 different times by people saying, ‘hey, when you get a minute, I need to go 
over this with you, or I’d like to talk to you about this, I’ve got, I need some help with 
this different thing.’ 

 

 During the interviews both the principal and teacher described formal approaches where 

teachers view each others teaching and an example where teachers were videotaped and 

observed by their colleagues. The small group instruction scenario is described in the following 

passage: 

 we videotaped our teachers teaching in the classroom and we videotaped more than just 
one teacher. We went around, I guess when we did the small group lesson, we’d 
videotape about 7 or 8 of our teachers so that we had a good sampling. And then we, on 
our staff development day, we took all of our teachers to watch those short videos and 
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then after each one of the teachers did their small group, we stopped it and we had 
discussions 

 
The Longs Peak teacher elaborated further on the same event in regards to the collaboration and 

application of teacher learning: 

 this was a positive environment because of the actual teachers doing the small groups and 
they were all collaborating and talking to each other, ‘oh I like this idea from the 2nd 
grade and I’m going to be able to transfer this in a different way to my 5th graders.’ So I 
think in this environment, it was an open environment; it wasn’t so much of ‘here, this is 
what you have to do.’ It was more of: ‘Wow, let’s take some ideas from each other.’ And 
that was powerful.  

 
Within this example, both collective learning and shared personal practice overlap to empower 

and strengthen teacher learning. Although this is an excellent example, it was described as an 

isolated event rather than an ongoing opportunity throughout the year for teachers. 

 Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

 The following section describes characteristics of supportive conditions fostered by 

relationships as perceived by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from 

Statements 38-42 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal 

and selected Longs Peak teacher. Table 40 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 40  

Longs Peak PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

38. Caring relationships exist 
among staff and students that 
are built on trust and respect. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(17) 

51.5% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.30 .637 3.56 

39. A culture of trust and 
respect exists for taking risks. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(5) 
15.2% 

(18) 
54.5% 

(8) 
24.2% 

2.97 .810 3.40 

 (table continues)
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Table 40 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

40. Outstanding achievement is 
recognized and celebrated 
regularly in our school. 

  
(9) 

27.3% 
(16) 

48.5% 
(8) 

24.2% 
2.97 .728 3.56 

41. School staff and 
stakeholders exhibit a sustained 
and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the 
school. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(8) 
25.0% 

(18) 
56.3% 

(5) 
15.6% 

2.84 .723 3.18 

42. Relationships among staff 
members support honest and 
respectful examination of data 
to enhance teaching and 
learning. 

(2) 
6.3% 

(3) 
9.4% 

(19) 
59.4% 

(8) 
25.0% 

3.03 .782 3.39 

 
 The data reported by this section of the PCLA-R questionnaire suggest that 

characteristics of supportive conditions fostered by relationships are evident at Longs Peak 

Elementary. Caring relationships built on trust and respect (Statement 38) reported the highest 

mean score of 3.30 while staff and stakeholder effort at supporting change (Statement 41) 

reported the lowest mean score of 2.84. Ninety percent of the staff agreed or strongly agreed that 

caring relationships exist on the campus while 28% of the staff disagreed or strongly disagreed 

that staff and stakeholders together support a unified culture of change. All statements are found 

within the agree range, (3), of the PLCA-R questionnaire scale; however, each of the mean 

scores are lower than the mean scores for the group of study schools.  

 The principal suggested that getting to know the strengths and weaknesses of staff 

members provided insight into the formation of grade level teams. This allowed the principal to 

develop teams with personnel that interact in a positive way and foster supportive relationships. 

Also throughout the year the principal has engaged the staff in team building activities which 

have fostered a greater since of collaboration and mutual respect. The interviewed teacher 
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verified this finding by commenting that the level of trust in relationships has grown this year. 

The following excerpt describes the teacher’s thoughts: 

 Yes, this year it’s [trusting relationships] growing quite a bit. It has grown the four years 
that I have been here. We’ve had some hurdles to overcome, but I think that this year is 
one of the best years as far as teachers trusting each other and building those good 
relationships with each other. 

 
 During the interview the principal and teacher reported that community events sponsored 

by the school and the Parent Teacher Association (PTA) were held once a month in which the 

staff, staff member families and the community attend. The goal of these events was to foster 

relationships both on campus and between the staff and community stakeholders. The principal 

summarized it in the following way, “it’s a time that the families of my students and my staff 

members get to intermingle building stronger relationships and I think that has also helped us 

become a more all around Exemplary campus.”  

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 
 
 The following section describes characteristics of shared and supportive leadership as 

perceived by the Longs Peak Elementary staff. The data reported originated from Statements 43-

52 of the PCLA-R questionnaire and interviews with the Longs Peak principal and selected 

Longs Peak teacher. Table 41 presents the findings from this section of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. 

Table 41  

Longs Peak PLCA-R Supportive Conditions – Structures 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

43. Time is provided to 
facilitate collaborative work. 

(2) 
6.1% 

(15) 
45.5% 

(15) 
45.5% 

(1) 
3.0% 

2.45 .666 3.05 

44. The school schedule 
promotes collective learning 
and shared practice. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(8) 
24.2% 

(21) 
63.6% 

(3) 
9.1% 

2.79 .650 3.10 

 (table continues)
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Table 41 (continued) 

 

Dimension Statements SD (1) D (2) A (3) SA (4) Mean SD 
Group 
Mean 

45. Fiscal resources are 
available for professional 
development. 

 
(5) 

15.6% 
(24) 

75.0% 
(3) 

9.4% 
2.94 .504 3.10 

46. Appropriate technology 
and instructional materials are 
available to staff. 

(1) 
3.0% 

(4) 
12.1% 

(17) 
51.5% 

(11) 
33.3% 

3.15 .755 3.37 

47. Resource people provide 
expertise and support for 
continuous learning. 

 
(2) 

6.1% 
(18) 

54.5% 
(13) 

39.4% 
3.33 .595 3.39 

48. The school facility is clean, 
attractive and inviting.  

(2) 
6.1% 

(1) 
3.0% 

(10) 
30.3% 

(20) 
60.6% 

3.45 .833 3.57 

49. The proximity of grade 
level and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating 
with colleagues. 

  
(3) 

9.1% 
(19) 

57.6% 
(11) 

33.3% 
3.24 .614 3.50 

50. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
among staff members. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(3) 
9.4% 

(20) 
62.5% 

(8) 
25.0% 

3.09 .689 3.37 

51. Communication systems 
promote a flow of information 
across the entire school 
community including: central 
office personnel, parents, and 
community members. 

  
(4) 

12.5% 
(22) 

68.8% 
(6) 

18.8% 
3.06 .564 3.37 

52. Data are organized and 
made available to provide easy 
access to staff members. 

(1) 
3.1% 

(1) 
3.1% 

(22) 
68.8% 

(8) 
25.0% 

3.16 .628 3.46 

 
 The responses from this segment of the PLCA-R questionnaire also suggest that 

characteristics of supportive condition fostered by structures within the school are evident at 

varying levels. Overall the mean scores are within the agree range, (3), of the PLCA-R 

questionnaire scale which also suggest that characteristics of this dimension are developing at 

this campus. The mean scores range from a low value of 2.45 where 51% of the staff believes 

that time is not provided for collaboration (Statement 43) to a high mean score of 3.33 where 

94% of the staff believed that resource people “provide expertise and support for continuous 
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learning” (Statement 47). The mean scores for Longs Peak Elementary are also lower than the 

mean scores for the study group which suggests that the level of development of supportive 

conditions fostered by organizational structures is at a lower level than that of the rest of the 

study schools.  

 Throughout the principal and teacher interviews it was evident to the researcher that 

support through the reading specialist, instructional specialist, special education and English as a 

Second Language (ESL) teachers were invaluable support to the staff which verified the findings 

of the Statement 47. The principal stated that the support staff participated in the weekly 

planning meetings which made them more available to the staff; thus, making them a valuable 

resource for the staff. The Longs Peak teacher as an instructional specialist also commented on 

the positive interaction between herself and the staff and the availability of her support 

throughout the day in the hallways and after school in her office. 

 Also over 90% of the staff members agreed or strongly agreed to the statement that their 

school facility is clean, attractive and inviting (Statement 48) while 93% of the staff agreed or 

strongly agreed that organized data are “organized and made available to provide easy access to 

staff members” (Statement 52). Through the visit to the campus the researcher verified the 

findings of a clean, attractive and welcoming school facility. The building is clean and the 

instructional materials in the hallway and classrooms make it very inviting for children. The 

principal commented, “Now when you walk through our halls, there is instructional material 

covering every wall.” Also the environmental area within the school area makes the facility an 

asset to learning for all children. The teacher interview again revealed that data is well organized 

and easily accessible which supports the business of the staff.   
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Summary of the Professional Learning Community Status 

 This section of Chapter 4 summarizes the current status of the 5 dimensions of the 

professional learning community (PLC) model in the 5 selected elementary schools of this 

research study. The 5 dimensions include shared and supportive leadership (SSL), shared values 

and vision (SVV), collective learning and application (CLA), shared personal practice (SPP) and 

supportive conditions – relationships (SC-R) and structures (SC-S).  

The 5 schools in the study include La Plata Elementary, Mt. Elbert Elementary, Blanca 

Peak Elementary, Mt. McKinley Elementary and Longs Peak Elementary and the findings are 

summarized in Table 42. 

Table 42  
 
Findings of Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in Selected Schools  

Dimension 
Group Data 

La Plata Mt. Elbert Blanca Peak 
Mt. 

McKinley 
Longs Peak 

Score SD Score SD Score SD Score SD Score SD 

SSL   

Mean: 3.24 3.35 .628 3.42 .609 3.14 .826 3.41 .583 2.91 .747 

Median: 3.00 3.00 3.00 3.00   3.00 3.00 

SVV 

Mean: 3.28 3.31 .665 3.44 .556 3.26 .821 3.49 .501 3.03 .699 

Median: 3.00  3.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 

CLA 

Mean: 3.39 3.38 .648 3.48 .547 3.45 .731 3.50 .533 3.21 .669 

Median: 3.00 3.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.00 

SPP 

Mean: 3.22 3.15 .676 3.44 .563 3.33 .726 3.24 .680 2.90 .778 

Median: 3.00  3.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 3.00 

SC-R 

Mean: 3.41 3.40 .652 3.52 .554 3.49 .768 3.66 .489 3.02 .745 

Median: 4.00  3.00 4.00 4.00 4.00 3.00 

SC-S 

Mean: 3.28 3.32 .582 3.44 .550 3.41 .731 3.40 .550 3.07 .703 

Median: 3.00 3.00   3.00   4.00   3.00   3.00   
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 Table 42 data suggests that the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community 

(PLC) model are perceived by the staff to exist in each of the selected Exemplary Texas 

elementary schools. This is indicative of the mean and median scores which show that the faculty 

responses from each school are within the agree range (A), 3, of the scale on the PCLA-R 

questionnaire.  

 The data also suggests that there is variance in the level of development of each 

dimension with some levels being more developed than others within each of the schools. The 

mean and median scores approaching 4 would suggest that overall the school staff strongly 

agrees (SA) with the statements that characterize each of the dimensions as surveyed on the 

PLCA-R questionnaire. Table 43 summarizes the findings to Research Question 1 which is 

focused on finding the current status of the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community 

model in improved Exemplary Texas Elementary schools.   

Table 43  

Current Status of Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in Selected Schools  

School 
Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 

Shared 
Values 

and Vision 

Collective 
Learning and 
Application 

Shared 
Personal 
Practice 

Supportive 
Conditions – 
Relationships 

Supportive 
Conditions – 

Structures 

La Plata Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) 

Mt. Elbert Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (SA) Yes (A) 

Blanca Peak Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) 

Mt. 
McKinley 

Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (SA) Yes (A) Yes (SA) Yes (A) 

Longs Peak Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) Yes (A) 

 
 Table 43 shows the school faculties perceive that the 5 dimensions have developed at 

their campuses. The data suggest that supportive conditions fostered by relationships is a strong 

dimension within the organizational culture of Mt. Elbert Elementary while collective learning 

and supportive conditions fostered by relationships are strong dimensions within the 

organizational culture of Mt. McKinley Elementary. The next section of this chapter reports the 
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research findings of this study from the perspective of Research Question 2 which seeks to 

determine any significant differences between the mean scores of the study schools on the 

PLCA-R questionnaire.  

Significant Differences in Improved Exemplary Texas Elementary Schools 

 
Research Question 2 – Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of 
improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community 
assessment tool? 
 
  Research Question 2 provides the framework for analyzing the PLCA-R questionnaire 

data collected from the 5 Exemplary Texas elementary schools participating in this research 

study. The Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Mann-Whitney U post 

hoc test were used to analyze the data from the PLCA-R questionnaire. These tests were used to 

determine if there were any significant differences in the distribution of scores and if so to 

determine where these differences occurred between the five dimensions of the PLC model of 

the 5 selected schools.   

Kruskal-Wallis One-Way Analysis of Variance 

 The Kruskal-Wallis one way ANOVA is a statistical test to determine whether or not 

there were any significant differences in the distribution of scores for 2 or more independent 

samples. Therefore the Kruskal-Wallis one way ANOVA was used to determine whether or not 

there was any significant difference in the mean scores of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model for 

the 5 study schools. The sampling distribution for the Kuskal-Wallis test statistic is the “Chi-

Square distribution with K - 1 degrees of freedom (df), where K is the number of samples.” 

(Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1998, p. 606). The null hypothesis for the Kruskal-Wallis test statistic 

is there is no difference between the professional learning community dimension scores of the 5 
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selected schools. The null hypothesis is rejected if the Kruskal-Wallis test statistic is greater than 

the critical value for the specific degrees of freedom. The degrees of freedom for the sample is 4. 

 The Kruskal-Wallis test statistic was calculated using analytical software by SPSS, Inc. 

and Tables 44 and 45 presents the results from the test analysis.  

Table 44  
 
Kruskal-Wallis Analysis of Variance Mean Ranks 

Mean Ranks 

Schools 

Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 

Shared 
Values 

and 
Vision 

Collective 
Learning 

and 
Application 

Shared 
Personal 
Practice 

Supportive 
Conditions 

Relationships 

Supportive 
Conditions 
Structures 

La Plata 95.16 83.14 79.09 75.85 79.14 80.65 

Mt. Elbert 102.76 97.21 92.62 103.31 93.34 98.02 

Blanca Peak 80.89 85.05 94.09 97.89 95.83 96.24 

Mt. 
McKinley 98.41 105.50 94.81 88.28 105.03 91.41 

Longs Peak 50.39 55.52 60.92 55.45 48.94 54.74 

 
Table 45  
 
Kruskal-Wallis One-Way ANOVA Statistics 

PLC Dimension Chi-Square df 

Asymp. 
Sig.  

Critical 
Value 

Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 

23.795 4 0.000 18.467 

Shared Values and 
Vision 

18.859 4 0.001 18.467 

Collective Learning 
and Application 

11.366 4 0.020 11.668 

Shared Personal 
Practice 

20.588 4 0.000 18.467 

Supportive 
Conditions 
Relationships 

26.491 4 0.000 18.467 

Supportive 
Conditions 
Structures 

18.070 4 0.001 18.467 

 



254 
 

 The analysis of data reported in Table 43 indicates that there are significant differences 

between the PLC dimension scores of the 5 selected schools. The chi-square values, Kruskal-

Wallis test statistic, are higher than the critical values for the shared and supportive leadership, 

shared values and vision, shared personal practice and supportive conditions – relationships 

scores; therefore the null hypothesis is rejected for each of these dimension scores. This indicates 

the distribution of scores for shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared 

personal practice and supportive conditions – relationships from the selected schools are 

significantly different. 

  The chi-square values for collective learning and application and supportive conditions – 

structures are less than the critical value for 4 degrees of freedom; therefore, the null hypothesis 

is not rejected. This indicates that the distribution of scores for collective learning and supportive 

conditions – structures from the selected schools are the same. The results are summarized in 

Table 46. 

Table 46  

Kruskal-Wallis One-Way ANOVA Findings 

PLC Dimensions 
Reject Null Hypothesis 
Significantly Different  

Accept Null Hypothesis 
Scores the Same 

Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 

Yes No 

Shared Values and 
Vision 

Yes No 

Collective Learning and 
Application 

No Yes 

Shared Personal 
Practice 

Yes No 

Supportive Conditions 
– Relationships 

Yes No 

Supportive Conditions 
– Structures 

No Yes 
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Mann-Whitney U Post hoc Test  

 Once the similarities and differences were identified each school was paired according to 

the PLC dimension scores that were significantly different. The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test is 

an appropriate statistical test to analyze the central tendencies and distribution of scores for 2 

independent populations. Therefore this test was used to pair selected schools and determine the 

statistical differences in each of the significantly different PLC dimension scores. The null 

hypothesis for the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test is there is no difference in the distribution of 

scores for (shared and supportive and leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal 

practice, supportive conditions – relationships) between the paired schools. 

 The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test statistic was calculated using analytical software by 

SPSS, Inc. and Tables 47, 48, 49, and 50 present the results from the test analysis. Table 46 

presents the results of the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test for the pairing of each school with the 

test variable of shared and supportive leadership. The z score is equivalent to the Mann-Whitney 

U statistic and was compared to the critical value for z to be considered significant at the p < 0.05 

level. The null hypothesis is there is no difference in the distribution of scores for shared and 

supportive leadership between the listed pairings of schools.       

Table 47  
 
Comparison of Two Independent Samples - Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z  

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

La Plata 33 29.77 982.50       

Mt. Elbert  29 33.47 970.50 
   

Total 62     421.500 -0.807 0.420 

La Plata 33 43.50 1435.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 36.57 1645.50 
   

Total 78     610.500 -1.338 0.181 

 (table continues)
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Table 47 (continued) 

 

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z  

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

La Plata 33 31.64 1044.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 32.40 972.00 
   

Total 63     483.000 -0.166 0.868 

La Plata 33 43.24 1427.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 23.76 784.00 
   

Total 66     223.000 -4.134 0.000 

Mt. Elbert 29 43.17 1252.00 
   

Blanca Peak 45 33.84 1523.00 
   

Total 74     488.000 -1.826 0.068 

Mt. Elbert 29 31.53 914.50 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 28.52 855.50 
   

Total 59     390.500 -0.677 0.499 

Mt. Elbert 29 41.52 1204.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 22.70 749.00 
   

Total  62     188.000 -4.108 0.000 

Blanca Peak 45 35.34 1590.50 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 41.98 1259.50 
   

Total  75     555.500 -1.296 0.195 

Blanca Peak 45 44.29 1993.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 32.97 1088.00 
   

Total 78     527.000 -2.184 0.029 

Mt. McKinley 30 41.23 1237.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 23.61 779.00 
   

Total 63     218.000 -3.822 0.000 

 
 The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test analysis shows there are significant differences 

between the distribution of scores for the shared and supportive leadership dimension of the PLC 

model and the study school pairings. The null hypothesis for the statistical test is rejected for the 

following pairs of schools: La Plata and Longs Peak; Mt. Elbert and Longs Peak and Mt. 

McKinley and Longs Peak; therefore, there is a statistical difference in the scores for shared and 

supportive leadership for each of these pairs. This report also shows that the remaining pairs 
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have no significant differences between their distribution of shared and supportive leadership 

scores. La Plata and Mt. Elbert; La Plata and Blanca Peak; La Plata and Mt. McKinley; Mt. 

Elbert and Blanca Peak; Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley; and Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley all 

have a distribution of scores for shared and supportive leadership which are significantly similar. 

The differences in the distribution of scores for Blanca Peak and Longs Peak are marginally 

significant at the p < 0.05 level. The results are summarized in Table 51 on page 263. 

 Table 48 presents the results of the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test for the pairing of each 

school with the test variable of shared values and vision. The z score is equivalent to the Mann-

Whitney U statistic and was compared to the critical value for z to be considered significant at 

the p < 0.05 level. The null hypothesis is there is no difference in the distribution of scores for 

shared values and vision between the listed pairings of schools.             

Table 48  
 
Comparison of Two Independent Samples - Shared Values and Vision 

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z  

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

La Plata 33 28.82 951.00 

Mt. Elbert  29 34.55 1002.00 
   

Total 62 390.000 -1.254 0.210 

La Plata 33 39.29 1296.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 39.66 1784.50 
   

Total 78 735.500 -0.071 0.943 

La Plata 33 28.09 927.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 36.30 1089.00 
   

Total 63 366.000 -1.784 0.074 

La Plata 33 39.27 1296.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 27.73 915.00 
   

Total 66 354.000 -2.457 0.014 

 (table continues)
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Table 48 (continued) 

 

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z  

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

Mt. Elbert 29 40.78 1182.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 35.39 1592.50 
   

Total 74 557.500 -1.056 0.291 

Mt. Elbert 29 28.67 831.50 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 31.28 938.50 
   

Total 59 396.500 -0.587 0.557 

Mt. Elbert 29 39.83 1155.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 24.18 798.00 
   

Total  62 237.00 -3.434 0.001 

Blanca Peak 45 34.87 1569.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 42.70 1281.00 
   

Total  75 534.000 -1.532 0.125 

Blanca Peak 45 44.77 2014.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 32.32 1066.50 
   

Total 78 505.500 -2.409 0.016 

Mt. McKinley 30 41.78 1253.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 23.11 762.50 
   

Total 63 201.500 -4.065 0.000 

 
 The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test analysis shows there are significant differences 

between the distribution of scores for the shared values and vision dimension of the PLC model 

and the study school pairings. The null hypothesis for the statistical test is rejected for the 

following pairs of schools: Mt. Elbert and Longs Peak, and Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak; 

therefore, there is a statistical difference in the distributions of scores for shared values and 

vision for both of these pairs. This report also shows that the remaining pairs have no significant 

differences between their distribution of shared values and vision scores. La Plata and Mt. Elbert; 

La Plata and Blanca Peak; La Plata and Mt. McKinley; Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak; Mt. Elbert 

and Mt. McKinley; and Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley all have a distribution of scores for 

shared values and vision which are significantly similar. The differences in the distribution of 
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scores for La Plata and Longs Peak, and Blanca Peak and Longs Peak are marginally significant 

at the p < 0.05 level. The results are summarized in Table 51 on page 263. 

 Table 49 presents the results of the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test for the pairing of each 

school with the test variable of shared personal practice. The z score is equivalent to the Mann-

Whitney U statistic and was compared to the critical value of the z score to be considered 

significant at the p < 0.05 level. The null hypothesis is there is no difference in the distribution of 

scores for shared personal practice between the listed pairings of schools.       

Table 49  
 
Comparison of Two Independent Samples – Shared Personal Practice 

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z 

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

La Plata 33 26.70 881.00 

Mt. Elbert  29 36.97 1072.00 
   

Total 62 320.00 -2.253 0.024 

La Plata 33 32.79 1082.00 
   

Blanca Peak 45 43.66 1921.00 
   

Total 78 521.000 -2.122 0.034 

La Plata 33 30.41 1003.50 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 33.75 1012.50 
   

Total 63 442.500 -0.727 0.467 

La Plata 33 37.89 1250.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 29.11 960.50 
   

Total 66 399.500 -1.869 0.062 

Mt. Elbert 29 38.50 1116.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 36.01 1584.50 
   

Total 74 594.500 -0.494 .0.621 

Mt. Elbert 29 32.97 956.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 27.13 814.00 
   

Total 59 349.000 -1.314 0.189 

Mt. Elbert 29 40.88 1185.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 23.26 767.50 
   

Total  62 206.500 -3.858 0.000 

 (table continues)
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Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z 

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

Blanca Peak 45 39.55 1740.00    
Mt. McKinley 30 34.50 1035.00    

Total  75 570.00 -0.997 0.319 

Blanca Peak 45 47.15 2074.50    
Longs Peak 33 28.14 928.50    

Total 78 367.500 -3.709 0.000 

Mt. McKinley 30 37.75 1132.50    
Longs Peak 33 26.77 883.50    

Total 63 

  

322.500 -2.385 0.017 

 
 The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test analysis shows there are significant differences 

between the distribution of scores for the shared personal practice dimension of the PLC model 

and the study school pairings. The null hypothesis for the statistical test is rejected for the 

following pairs of schools: Mt. Elbert and Longs Peak, and Blanca Peak and Longs Peak; 

therefore, there is a statistical difference in the distributions of scores for shared personal practice 

for both of these pairs. This report also shows that the remaining pairs have no significant 

differences between the distributions of shared personal practice scores. La Plata and Mt. 

McKinley; La Plata and Longs Peak; Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak; Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley, 

and Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley all have a distribution of scores for shared values and vision 

which are significantly similar. The differences in the distribution of scores for La Plata and Mt. 

Elbert; La Plata and Blanca Peak, and Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak are marginally significant 

at the p < 0.05 level. The results are summarized in Table 51 on page 263. 

 Table 50 presents the results of the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test for the pairing of 

schools with the test variable of supportive conditions - relationships. The z score is equivalent to 

the Mann-Whitney U statistic and was compared to the critical value for z to be considered 
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significant at the p < 0.05 level. The null hypothesis is there is no difference in the distribution of 

scores for supportive conditions – structures between the listed pairings of schools. 

Table 50  
 
Comparison of Two Independent Samples – Supportive Conditions – Relationships  

Schools N 
Mean 
Rank 

Sum of 
Ranks 

Mann-
Whitney U 

z  

Asymp. 
Sig.  

(2-tailed) 

La Plata 33 29.15 962.00 

Mt. Elbert  29 34.17 991.00 
   

Total 62 401.000 -1.114 0.265 

La Plata 33 34.08 1124.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 42.69 1878.50 
   

Total 78 563.500 -1.700 0.089 

La Plata 33 26.95 889.50 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 37.55 1126.50 
   

Total 63 328.500 -2.330 0.020 

La Plata 33 40.79 1346.00 
   

Longs Peak 33 26.21 865.00 
   

Total 66 304.000 -3.118 0.002 

Mt. Elbert 29 36.33 1053.50 
   

Blanca Peak 45 37.44 1647.50 
   

Total 74 618.500 -0.226 0.821 

Mt. Elbert 29 28.45 825.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 31.50 945.00 
   

Total 59 390.000 -0.699 0.485 

Mt. Elbert 29 40.22 1166.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 23.83 786.50 
   

Total  62 225.500 -3.623 0.000 

Blanca Peak 45 36.68 1614.00 
   

Mt. McKinley 30 38.70 1161.00 
   

Total  75 624.000 -0.406 0.685 

Blanca Peak 45 47.35 2083.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 27.86 919.50 
   

Total 78 358.500 -3.286 0.000 

Mt. McKinley 30 42.48 1274.50 
   

Longs Peak 33 22.47 741.50 
   

Total 63 180.500 -4.390 0.000 

 



262 
 

 The Mann-Whitney U post hoc test analysis shows there are significant differences 

between the distribution of scores for the supportive conditions – relationships of the PLC model 

and the study school pairings. The null hypothesis for the statistical test is rejected for the 

following pairs of schools: La Plata and Longs Peak; Mt. Elbert and Longs Peak; Blanca Peak 

and Longs Peak, and Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak; therefore, there is a statistical difference in 

the distributions of scores for supportive conditions – relationships for these pairs of schools. 

This report also shows that the remaining pairs have no significant differences between the 

distributions of supportive conditions – relationships scores. La Plata and Mt. Elbert; La Plata 

and Longs Peak; La Plata and Blanca Peak; Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak, Mt. Elbert and Mt. 

McKinley, and Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley all have a distribution of scores for supportive 

conditions – relationships which are the significantly similar. The differences in the distribution 

of scores for La Plata and Mt. McKinley, and La Plata and Longs Peak, are marginally 

significant at the p < 0.05 level. The results are summarized in Table 51 on page 263. 

Significant Differences Summary of Findings 

 The first step in determining if there were any significant differences between the means 

and distribution of scores of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the revised 

professional learning community assessment tool (PLCA-R) was to compare the scores using the 

Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA. This analysis allowed the researcher to find the significant 

differences in scores for all of the PLC dimension scores generated by the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. The following PLC dimensions were determined to be significantly different in 

the distribution of scores: shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared 

personal practice and supportive conditions – relationships. Collective learning and application 

and supportive conditions – structures were found to have no difference in the distributions of 
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scores which suggests that the scores for these dimensions are alike for all of the study schools. 

The findings are summarized in Table 46 on page 254.  

 Once the significant differences in scores were identified between the PLCA-R scores for 

all of the PLC dimensions, the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test was conducted to compare the 

dimension scores for specific schools. This allowed the researcher to probe deeper into where 

these differences may be found within the group of study schools. Table 51 presents a summary 

of the significant differences in the distribution of scores for each of the dimensions of the 

professional learning community model and paired schools. 

Table 51  
 
Mann-Whitney U Post Hoc Test Summary of Significant Differences 

School Pairings 
Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 

Shared 
Values and 

Vision 

Shared 
Personal 
Practice 

Supportive 
Conditions - 
Relationships 

La Plata and Mt. Elbert 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Marginally 
significant 

Non-
significant 

La Plata and Blanca Peak 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Marginally 
significant 

Non-
significant 

La Plata and Mt. McKinley 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Marginally 
significant 

La Plata and Longs Peak Significant 
Marginally 
significant 

Non-
significant 

Significant 

Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 

Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley  
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 

Mt. Elbert and Longs Peak Significant Significant Significant Significant 

Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 
Non-

significant 

Blanca Peak and Longs Peak 
Marginally 
significant 

Marginally 
significant 

Significant Significant 

Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak Significant Significant 
Marginally 
significant 

Significant 

 
 This section of Chapter 4 has presented findings identifying significant differences 

between the means and distribution scores for the 5 selected research schools and the 5 
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dimensions of the professional learning community (PLC) model. The data was generated by 

staff member responses to the revised professional learning community assessment tool (PLCA-

R). The next section of Chapter 4 presents findings on the evidence of and commonalities and 

differences between each of the research schools and the dimensions and characteristics of the 

PLC model. Descriptive statistics, the statistical analysis of the data from the PLCA-R 

questionnaire, and the staff interviews were used to present the findings for Research Question 3.   

Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities – Evident, Commonalities and Differences 

Research Question 3 – What dimensions of the professional learning community model are 
evident in improved Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and 
differences exist among the schools on these dimensions? 
  
 The 1st research question focused on presenting findings of the current status of the 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in the 5 improved Exemplary Texas 

elementary schools that were purposefully chosen for this descriptive study. While Research 

Question 3 is similar to Research Question 1 it elaborates on the findings of Question 1 by 

providing additional quantitative and qualitative data that extends and presents a better picture of 

the evidence, commonalities and differences of the dimensions of the PLC model as it is found in 

the 5 selected research schools. Descriptive statistics, interviews, the Kruskal-Wallis one-way 

ANOVA and the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test provided the data which is the driving focus for 

the findings described in the following sections. The 5 PLC dimensions also present the 

framework for the results reported in this final section of Chapter 4 focused on evidence, 

commonalities and differences found within the selected schools. 

Evident Professional Learning Community Dimensions  

 Data from the descriptive statistics produced by the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest the 5 

dimensions of the PLC model are evident in the 5 selected schools of this research study. Tables 
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52 and 53 present the distribution of campus mean scores and frequency of staff responses which 

agree and strongly agree with the statements from the PLCA-R questionnaire which characterize 

each of the 5 PLC dimensions. 

Table 52 

Professional Learning Community Dimensions: Mean Scores 

PLC Dimensions La Plata 
Mt. 

Elbert 
Blanca 
Peak 

Mt. 
McKinley 

Longs Peak 

Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 
Group Mean: 3.24  

3.35 3.42 3.14 3.41 2.91 

Shared Values and 
Vision  
Group Mean: 3.30  

3.31 3.44 3.26 3.49 3.03 

Collective Learning and 
Application 
Group Mean: 3.40  

3.38 3.48 3.45 3.50 3.21 

Shared Personal Practice 
Group Mean: 3.21 

3.15 3.44 3.33 3.24 2.90 

Supportive Conditions – 
Relationships 
Group Mean: 3.42  

3.40 3.52 3.49 3.66 3.02 

Supportive Conditions – 
Structures 
Group Mean: 3.33  

3.32 3.44 3.41 3.40 3.07 

 
Table 53 

Frequency of Responses: Agree and Strongly Agree (in percentages) 

PLC Dimensions La Plata 
Mt. 

Elbert 
Blanca 
Peak 

Mt. 
McKinley 

Longs Peak 

Shared and Supportive 
Leadership 
Group Frequency: 88 

94 94 83 96 75 

Shared Values and 
Vision 
Group Frequency: 91  

90 97 87 100 81 

Collective Learning and 
Application 
Group Frequency: 93 

93 97 91 98 88 

 (table continues)
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Table 53 (continued) 

 

PLC Dimensions La Plata 
Mt. 

Elbert 
Blanca 
Peak 

Mt. 
McKinley 

Longs Peak 

Shared Personal Practice 
Group Frequency: 87 

83 96 89 86 77 

Supportive Conditions – 
Relationships 
Group Frequency: 92  

94 97 93 100 80 

Supportive Conditions – 
Structures 
Group Frequency: 92  

94 98 91 97 84 

 
 The data from Table 53 suggests the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are evident to a 

relatively high degree within the 5 schools in the research study. Over 85% of all staff for all 

schools reported to agree or strongly agree with each of the statements on the PLCA-R 

questionnaire as characteristics that describe their schools. The reported data for the schools in 

Table 52 also shows that the mean scores are within the agree range (3) of the Likert scale on the 

PLCA-R questionnaire which implies the study group staff perceived their campuses to exhibit 

characteristics of the 5 dimensions. 

 Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley consistently reported the highest mean scores and greatest 

frequencies of agree and strongly agree responses which suggest that the 5 dimensions are more 

established within the cultures of these schools in comparison to the others. Although the data 

suggests this, La Plata and Blanca Peak also exhibit high levels of development of the 5 

dimensions based upon data from Tables 52 and 53. The significant difference in the 

development of the PLC model appears to be consistently between Longs Peak and the 

remainder of the selected study schools.  

 This presents a general view of the results and evidence of the dimensions within the 

study school population; however, the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA and the Mann-Whitney U post 

hoc test identified more specifically the significant differences in the 5 PLC dimensions of the 
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schools. Thus, the evidence for commonalties and differences between the selected schools was 

developed by the reported results. The variances in scores and thereby the commonalities and 

differences are discussed in the next sections according to each PLC dimension.  

Commonalities and Differences    

 The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA found that the distribution of scores from the PLCA-R for 

the professional learning community dimensions of collective learning and application of 

learning and supportive conditions fostered by structures were statistically the same for all 

school populations; therefore, this suggests the level of development for both of these 

dimensions at the schools represented in this study were the same. Although there are 

characteristics that were defined by the statements on the PLCA-R questionnaire which varied 

according to staff perceptions between schools, the overall score distributions suggested 

homogeneity across the 5 selected schools.  

 The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA also found there were statistical differences in the 

distribution of PLCA-R questionnaire scores from the research schools for the remainder of the 

dimensions of the PLC model. These findings were summarized in Tables 45 and 46 on pages 

253 and 254. Shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal 

practice and supportive conditions through relationships were the PLC dimensions that were 

found to have statistically different score distributions between the campuses. This implies the 

potential for the existence of the dimensions of the PLC model at varying degrees at the 5 

selected elementary schools. 

 The Mann-Whitney U statistical test was used to investigate similarities and differences 

in the distribution of scores by comparing PLCA-R data for specific pairings of the study 

schools. A summary of the Mann-Whitney U findings are reported in Table 51 on page 263 
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which provides data that the researcher used to see patterns between the study schools in the 

existence of the dimensions of the professional learning community (PLC) model. Comparing 

the research schools and looking for patterns in the existence of the PLC dimensions between the 

schools included in this study may provide insight into the dimensions of the professional 

learning community model as a potential cause for success of these schools. Both qualitative and 

quantitative data were used to investigate and present findings comparing and contrasting the 

likenesses and differences of the PLC dimensions between the study schools. 

 Through the interviews conducted with the principals and teachers themes also emerged 

describing the commonalities and differences between each of the school cultures. While each 

school has it own unique culture there were common characteristics that became evident through 

conversations and the data collected from the PLCA-R questionnaire. These qualitative and 

quantitative findings are described in the following sections through the framework of the 

dimensions of the PLC model as reported by each school. Themes emergent from the staff 

interviews and data from the mean scores and frequencies of staff responses from the PLCA-R 

questionnaire identified and compared the commonalities and differences between the 

characteristics of the PLC dimensions within the selected schools. The first reported PLC 

dimension is shared and supportive leadership which is followed by shared values and vision, 

collective learning and application of learning, shared personal practice, supportive conditions – 

relationships and structures. 

 Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 Through the conversations with the principals and teachers common themes emerged 

which matched many of the attributes of shared and supportive leadership as described by the 

PLCA-R questionnaire. The statistical analysis from the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test also 
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presents commonalities and differences that emerged while comparing the distribution of scores 

for shared leadership. During the interviews both principals and teachers spoke about common 

strategies and practices which are used to foster and support shared leadership on their campuses.  

 In comparing the distribution of scores for shared and supportive leadership it was found 

that La Plata, Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley Elementary schools had significantly different 

distributions of scores as compared to Longs Peak Elementary while the distribution of scores for 

Blanca Peak Elementary was marginally different from Longs Peak. This suggests that the level 

of shared and supportive leadership at La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Mt. McKinley, and Blanca Peak is 

different from Longs Peak Elementary. The test analysis also showed that there was no 

significant difference in the score distributions between each of the remaining pairing of 

elementary schools; thus, suggesting the level of development for shared and supportive 

leadership is the same for La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley.  

 Comparing the mean scores for each statement also shows that there are differences in 

how each school perceived the level of development for each of the characteristics that describe 

shared and supportive leadership. Table 54 reports the 11 statements for shared and supportive 

leadership from the PLCA-R while Table 55 presents the mean scores for each individual school 

and the group. 

Table 54  

PLCA-R Statements: Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Statement 

1. Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions about most 
school issues. 

2. The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions. 

3. Staff members have accessibility to key information. 

4. The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed. 

5. Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate change. 

 (table continues)
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Table 54 (continued) 

 

Statement 

6. The principal shares responsibility and rewards for innovative actions. 

7. The principal participates democratically with staff sharing power and authority. 

8. Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff members. 

9. Decision-making takes place through committees and communication across grade and 
subject areas. 

10. Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability for student learning without 
evidence of imposed power and authority. 

11. Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about teaching and learning. 

 
   Table 55  
 
Shared and Supportive Leadership: PLCA-R Mean Scores 

     Statements 

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.36 
.489 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.566 
4.00 

 
3.42 
.502 
3.00 

 
3.70 
.467 
4.00 

 
3.33 
.540 
3.00 

 
3.52 
.508 
4.00 

 
3.36 
.549 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.564 
3.00 

 
3.18 
.683 
3.00 

 
2.67 
.890 
3.00 

 
3.61 
.502 
4.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.52 
.634 
4.00 

 
3.34 
.721 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.72 
.528 
4.00 

 
3.28 
.649 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.572 
3.00 

 
3.17 
.658 
3.00 

 
3.41 
.568 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.634 
4.00 

 
3.24 
.577 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
2.96 
.999 
3.00 

 
3.00 
.879 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.720 
4.00 

 
3.44 
.700 
4.00 

 
2.84 
.737 
3.00 

 
3.27 
.751 
3.00 

 
2.98 
.839 
3.00 

 
3.20 
.786 
3.00 

 
3.16 
.737 
3.00 

 
2.93 
.863 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.837 
4.00 

Mt. 
McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
 

3.43 
.504 
3.00 

 
 

3.57 
.626 
4.00 

 
 

3.53 
.507 
4.00 

 
 

3.63 
.490 
4.00 

 
 

3.30 
.535 
3.00 

 
 

3.52 
.574 
4.00 

 
 

3.20 
.714 
3.00 

 
 

3.47 
.507 
3.00 

 
 

3.10 
.662 
3.00 

 
 

3.17 
.531 
3.00 

 
 

3.60 
.498 
4.00 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
2.88 
.696 
3.00 

 
2.76 
.751 
3.00 

 
3.18 
.727 
3.00 

 
2.88 
.781 
3.00 

 
2.91 
.689 
3.00 

 
2.88 
.740 
3.00 

 
3.31 
.683 
3.00 

 
2.78 
.792 
3.00 

 
3.03 
.684 
3.00 

 
2.67 
.540 
3.00 

 
3.47 
.718 
4.00 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.20 
.758 
3.00 

 
3.21 
.784 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.619 
3.00 

 
3.46 
.682 
4.00 

 
3.11 
.673 
3.00 

 
3.31 
.683 
3.00 

 
3.06 
.759 
3.00 

 
3.25 
.707 
3.00 

 
3.18 
.746 
3.00 

 
2.92 
.746 
3.00 

 
3.51 
.646 
4.00 

 
 The data shows that Statements 11 and 4 have the highest mean scores, 3.51 and 3.46 

respectively, and Statements 7 and 10 have the lowest mean scores, 3.06 and 2.92 reported for 
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the shared and supportive leadership section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. The mean average 

score for shared values and vision for all schools was found to be 3.24 with a SD of 0.725. The 

median scores reflected that 2 of the 11 statements had a median score of 4.00 while the 

remaining statements recorded a median score of 3.00. The mean scores for all statements ranged 

from 2.92 to 3.51 where Mt. Elbert demonstrated the highest mean score for all statements with a 

3.72 mean score on Statement 4 and Longs Peak reported the lowest mean score of 2.64 on 

Statement 7. Longs Peak scored the lowest on 10 of the 11 statements while Mt. McKinley 

reported the greatest number of high mean scores with 5 of the 9 statements. Overall, Mt. Elbert 

reported the greatest number of highest mean scores on the statements of this section (5 of 11) of 

the PLCA-R while Mt McKinley reported the second greatest number with 4 of the 11 

statements. La Plata reported the highest mean score for 2 statements.  

 Through the principal and teacher interviews common themes emerged describing how 

leadership was supported and shared throughout the staff on each campus. The conversations 

revealed that leadership was shared across the district, campus, grade and content levels. The Mt. 

McKinley teacher shared that the principal would “try and give everyone an opportunity to have 

some position of leadership.” The Blanca Peak principal expressed, “I am very much a believer 

in group decisions and I feel that many heads are better than one so I follow that premise in 

whatever I do.” The Mt. McKinley principal concurred, “I’m a big believer in 

brainstorming…we brainstorm everything…it’s illogical to me to not use everybody’s 

intelligence to make it the best school.”  

 According to the interviewed teachers the principal is important in recognizing potential 

leadership in the building to develop instructional strength in the core of the staff. The Mt. 

McKinley teacher commented, “The principal considers too…‘who would bring a rich dialogue 
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to our instructional discussion?’” The teacher continued about grade level leadership, “The 

principal ‘encourages those that she thinks can add to the discussion and then help lead the 

team’…looks for people who are instructionally strong.” In encouraging leadership on campus 

the La Plata teacher spoke about her principal by saying, “She very strongly encourages, she’s 

building on the strengths in our building by recognizing people’s talents and strengthening them 

and encouraging and letting them bloom and learn with it so that we have a stronger core.”  

 The principals interviewed also believed that leadership is a function of hiring staff that 

are qualified and are willing to take leadership roles on campus. The principals from Blanca 

Peak, Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak identified how important it is to hire staff that is the very 

best for the job. The Longs Peak principal said that choosing the right leadership roles for 

teachers is about knowing their strengths and weaknesses. The principal continued, whenever 

you know the strengths and “you give them [teachers] some leadership opportunities, you’re 

utilizing their strengths to hopefully make sure they are successful at whatever that leadership 

opportunity is.” The Mt. McKinley principal stated, “I try to hire all the very best people I can 

for every job.” and there are “lots of things that need to be taken care of that don’t fall under 

anybody’s role, and I have teachers that step up all the time.” 

 Teacher leadership at the district level occurred on the campus leadership team which 

generally involved specific grade level teachers. For all campuses the leadership team for the 

campus included the principal and assistant (if the campus had one), counselor, varying 

instructional specialists and grade level chairs. The positions on the campus leadership team 

were more formal since each required additional commitment with summer meetings at the 

district and campus; thus requiring the principal to engage grade level teachers who could 

commit to the additional leadership roles. According to the Blanca Peak teacher the grade level 
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chair responsibilities included teaching the TEKS, leading grade level meetings, planning with 

team members and “lots of collaboration.” The teacher from Mt. Elbert commented that the 

“grade level chair has a lot of responsibility of just dealing with everything the team needs.” 

Also according to the teachers and principals interviewed the grade level chair is responsible for 

communicating “important information from the principal to the rest of the team.”    

 At each of the schools the district was a contributing role in participating in leadership at 

the campus level. This was especially visible with the dissemination and analysis of test data.  

Statement 11 had the highest mean score for all 5 schools with a score of 3.51 where 58% of all 

teacher responses strongly agreed with the statement and 37% agreed. La Plata and Mt. 

McKinley had the highest mean scores of 3.61 while Blanca Peak had the lowest mean score of 

3.40. The median scores on the Statement 11 were reported as 4.00 for all study schools. The 

principal from Mt. McKinley confirmed this finding by stating that the district does a very good 

job of providing multiple sources of data which is available to all teachers and principals and 

training each how to use it. The Mt. McKinley teacher commented, “We do look at a lot of data 

to help teachers guide their instruction and to improve their teaching. Teacher teams use data to 

focus on content areas.” Principals and teachers also indentified the importance of data, 

especially TAKS data, in making instructional decisions by the campus instructional leadership 

team for the campus improvement plan. 

 Another theme which emerged through the interviews was leadership through informal 

roles on campus. Many of these opportunities developed through committees focused on student 

or school events. The teacher from Mt. Elbert identified such committees as math competition, 

home tour and fund raising as opportunities encouraged by the principal. Another example of 

volunteer leadership roles was expressed by the teacher from Mt. McKinley as the principal 
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sought a staff member to lead an after school program of which one of the teachers became the 

school coordinator for the program. The Mt. McKinley principal identified another such 

leadership responsibility as leading the development of an awards ceremony for the school. 

Although this may be a non-instructional activity the teacher and staff were asked for and 

allowed to implement changes for the ceremony making it better for the students and campus.   

 The characteristic of shared and supportive leadership which demonstrated the least level 

of development was sharing leadership with parents and the community, Statement 10. It had the 

lowest mean score for all 11 shared and supportive leadership statements with a score of 2.92. La 

Plata and Longs Peak both recorded the lowest mean scores of 2.67 while Mt. Elbert had the 

highest mean score of 3.24. The median score was 3.00 for all schools while the frequency of 

scores from 1 to 4 showed 20% strongly agreed (4), 57% agreed (3), 19% disagreed (2) and 4% 

strongly disagreed with statement 10.  

 Comments written on the PLCA-R questionnaire, especially at Blanca Peak, indicated 

their frustration with trying to include parents in the decision-making process. One teacher 

expressed, “Our parents, overall, are not as involved as they should be. We have language 

barriers which may prevent them from being more involved. We sure try everything though.” 

The teacher continued, “Again the school tries to get parents more involved, but parents are not 

(in general).” The teacher interviews also demonstrated attempts at involving parents where the 

Mt. McKinley teacher gave an example of parent leadership where a parent was involved in 

bringing a study of Love and Logic, a classroom management approach, to the school. La Plata 

Elementary teachers planned with the district a Parent Expo which involved parents, community 

members, teachers and students at their school. The principal and teacher from Longs Peak also 

identified that the staff learned of parent needs through a campus parent survey, Longs Peak then 



275 
 

developed parent nights throughout the year to initiate more community engagement in the 

learning process. 

          Shared Values and Vision 

 Through the conversations with the principals and teachers common themes also emerged 

which aligned with many of the attributes of shared values and vision as described by the PLCA-

R questionnaire. The statistical analysis from the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test also presents 

commonalities and differences that emerged while comparing the distribution of scores from the 

PLCA-R questionnaire for shared values and vision.  

 In comparing the distribution of scores for shared and supportive leadership it was found 

that Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley Elementary schools had significantly different distributions of 

scores as compared to Longs Peak Elementary while the distribution of scores for La Plata and 

Blanca Peak Elementary schools were marginally different from Longs Peak. This suggests that 

the level of shared values and vision at La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Mt. McKinley, and Blanca Peak is 

different from Longs Peak Elementary. The test analysis also showed that there was no 

significant difference in the score distributions between each of the remaining pairing of 

elementary schools; thus, suggesting the level of development for values and vision is the same 

for La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley.  

 Comparing the mean scores for each statement also shows that there are differences in 

how each school perceived the level of development for each of the characteristics that describe 

shared values and vision. Table 56 reports the 9 statements for shared and supportive leadership 

from the PLCA-R while Table 57 presents the mean scores for each individual school and the 

group. 
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Table 56  

PLCA-R Statements: Shared Values and Vision 

Statement 

12. A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of values among staff. 

13. Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions about teaching and learning. 

14. Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an undeviating focus on 
student learning. 

15. Decisions are made in alignment with the school’s values and vision. 

16. A collaborative process exists for developing a shared vision among staff. 

17. School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades. 

18. Policies and programs are aligned to the school’s vision. 

19. Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that serve to increase 
student achievement. 

20. Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision. 

 
Table 57  
 
Shared Values and Vision: PLCA-R Mean Scores 

     Statements 

School 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.42 
.502 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.496 
3.00 

 
3.52 
.566 
4.00 

 
3.58 
.502 
4.00 

 
3.36 
.549 
3.00 

 
2.94 
.827 
3.00 

 
3.36 
.549 
3.00 

 
2.64 
.895 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.34 
.553 
3.00 

 
3.38 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.41 
.568 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

 
3.31 
.604 
3.00 

 
3.52 
.634 
4.00 

 
3.45 
.572 
3.00 

 
3.38 
.494 
3.00 

 
3.62 
.494 
4.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.31 
.668 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.654 
3.00 

 
3.42 
.690 
4.00 

 
3.49 
.727 
4.00 

 
3.18 
.806 
3.00 

 
2.71 
1.10 
3.00 

 
3.27 
.780 
3.00 

 
3.02 
.917 
3.00 

 
3.56 
.659 
4.00 

Mt. McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.47 
.507 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.498 
3.00 

 
3.43 
.504 
3.00 

 
3.57 
.504 
4.00 

 
3.40 
.498 
3.00 

 
3.53 
.507 
4.00 

 
3.53 
.507 
4.00 

 
3.53 
.507 
4.00 

 
3.53 
.507 
4.00 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
2.97 
.585 
3.00 

 
3.00 
.661 
3.00 

 
3.06 
.747 
3.00 

 
3.24 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.06 
.669 
3.00 

 
2.59 
.875 
3.00 

 
3.19 
.477 
3.00 

 
2.76 
.708 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.624 
4.00 

 (table continues)



277 
 

Table 57 (continued) 

 Statement 

School 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.30 
.594 
3.00 

 
3.32 
.600 
3.00 

 
3.37 
.642 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.588 
4.00 

 
3.25 
.655 
3.00 

 
3.02 
.922 
3.00 

 
3.35 
.611 
3.00 

 
3.05 
.813 
3.00 

 
3.54 
.567 
4.00 

 
 The data shows that Statements 20 and 15 have the highest mean scores, 3.54 and 3.48 

respectively, and Statements 19 and 17 have the lowest mean value scores, 3.05 and 3.02 

reported for the shared values and vision section of the PLCA-R questionnaire. The mean 

average score for shared values and vision for all schools was found to be 3.30 with a SD of 

0.694. The median scores reflected that 2 of 10 statements had a median score of 4.00 

(Statements 15 and 20) while the remaining statements recorded a median score of 3.00. The 

mean scores for all statements ranged from 3.02 to 3.54 where Mt. Elbert demonstrated the 

highest mean value for all statements with a 3.62 mean score on statement 20 and Longs Peak 

reported the lowest mean score of 2.76 on Statement 19. Longs Peak scored the lowest on 10 of 

11 statements while Mt. McKinley reported the greatest number of high mean scores with 5 of 9 

statements. These results are consistent with Longs Peak being statistically different than the 

remaining 4 schools and that Mt. McKinley is one of the 5 schools which consistently reported 

higher mean scores on the PLCA-R questionnaire. Mt. McKinley also scored 100% agree or 

strongly agree for all shared values and vision statements on the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

 Data being used to prioritize actions based upon values and vision is important to all of 

the 5 study schools as demonstrated by the responses to Statement 20. La Plata reported 55% 

strongly agreed, Mt. Elbert reported 62% strongly agreed, Blanca Peak reported 62% strongly 

agreed, Mt. McKinley reported 53% strongly agreed and Longs Peak reported 52% strongly 

agreed. The data for four of the schools showed that 100% of all teachers either agreed (A) or 
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strongly agreed (SA) to Statement 20 while Longs Peak showed that 94% of the staff agreed to 

the statement. Decisions are made in alignment to the schools vision and values, Statement 15, 

demonstrated that 52% of all teachers strongly agreed whereas 44% agreed with the statement. 

The frequency of responses for Statement 15 was reported for each school as following: La Plata 

– 60% (SA), 31% (A); Mt. Elbert Elementary – 55% (SA), 46% (A); Blanca Peak – 60% (SA), 

31% (A); Mt. McKinley – 57% (SA), 43% (A), and Longs Peak – 30% (SA), 64%(A).  

   During the interviews both principals and teachers identified important organizational 

values and vision that characterize the cultures of their schools. The data from the interviews in 

part confirm what was found in the PLCA-R questionnaire data. Themes that emerged from the 

conversations focused on three broad areas which included: the values and vision that are found 

at the schools, the school culture that supports professional and student learning, and the 

processes that build and support the vision of the school. Through the interviews the principals 

and teachers identified student learning as the essential vision for their schools. The La Plata 

principal expressed: 

  First of all we believe that all of our kids, no matter where they come from, no matter 
what their background, they can learn. We believe, all children can learn. That sounds 
trite, but that’s true. All children can learn. 

 
The Blanca Peak teacher stated their goal is to help “kids to be successful, no 

barriers…Educating every child.” The teacher continued, “Every child, no matter what, can 

learn.” According to the Mt. McKinley principal, the values and vision of our school are referred 

back to frequently, “we try to filter all our decisions through those [values and vision].” 

 Although values and vision were reported favorably through the conversations with 

principals and teachers, moving beyond test scores and grades (Statement 19) was a 

characteristic identified through the PLCA-R as a school value which teachers perceived as an 
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area of frustration. A teacher from Blanca Peak commented on the PLCA-R, the district and 

school is “only worried about scores – nothing else!” Another teacher commented, “We try to 

make learning fun, despite the blasted TAKS!” And finally a teacher from Mt. McKinley 

expressed the following, “While test scores drive many decisions I feel our staff really does put 

student learning and growth before tests.” 

 Stakeholders, specifically parents, being involved in setting high expectations for 

learning, is another characteristic that the principal and teacher conversations recognized as an 

important value within the school culture; however, one difficult to attain. Blanca Peak teachers 

recognized this frustration by commenting on the PLCA-R questionnaire, “The school tries to get 

parents more involved, but parents are not (in general).” Also another teacher from La Plata 

Elementary stated on the questionnaire, “The stakeholders do not seem to feel as though their 

student’s success has anything to do with their actions.” The principals and teachers at La Plata, 

Longs Peak and Mt. McKinley; however, illustrated specific ways to involve parents into the 

culture of the school through community and campus learning nights.       

 The interviews found that the school culture which supports the vision focused on student 

learning is grounded in relationships and a collaborative approach to learning. The Blanca Peak 

principal envisioned their school culture as a place where “professionals are working to learn 

together, aligning their practices, sharing ideas to make things the best” for their students.  The 

principal continued by saying, “it’s like everybody just does whatever it takes to get it done.” 

School is a family where relationships are built on mutual respect where the Mt. McKinley 

principal stated, “we are all determined – ‘52 People, One Team’” The teacher from Blanca Peak 

stated that their campus administration was focused on creating a culture of continuous 

improvement. 
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 The teachers and principals also identified key approaches to developing shared values 

and vision on their campuses. The Longs Peak principal stated the visioning process required 

gathering “input from everybody.” Building of vision occurred through consensus building 

beginning during the summer with district and campus leadership team meetings. The process 

continued through vertical team meetings, faculty meetings and weekly messages. The principal 

from Mt. Elbert also stated that vision building and remembering was fostered by placing 

essential goals at the top of faculty meeting and leadership team meetings, in the hallway, and on 

the parent calendar. Both Mt. Elbert and Mt McKinley principals stated that the principal set an 

example, the tone and modeled what is important on the campus as a part of building vision.     

Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 The Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA reported no significant differences in the 

distribution of scores on the PLCA-R questionnaire for the 5 study schools. This finding 

indicates that the level of development for the dimension of collective learning and application of 

learning is the same for all study schools. Comparing the mean scores for each statement shows 

the strength of the perceived development for each of the characteristics that describe collective 

learning and application of learning in the study schools. Table 58 identifies the 10 statements 

for collective learning and application of learning from the PLCA-R questionnaire as Table 59 

presents the statement mean scores for each individual school and the study group. 

 Table 58  

PLCA-R Statements: Collective Learning and Application 

Statement 

21. Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies and apply this new 
learning to their work. 

22. Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect commitment to school 
improvement efforts. 

 (table continues)
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Table 58 (continued) 

 

Statement 

23. Staff members plan and work together to search for solutions to address diverse student 
needs. 

24. A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective learning through open dialogue. 

25. Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that lead to 
continued inquiry. 

26. Professional development focuses on teaching and learning. 

27. School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new knowledge to solve 
problems. 

28. School staff members are committed to programs that enhance learning. 

29. Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to assess the effectiveness of 
instructional practices. 

30. Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve teaching and learning. 

 
Table 59  
 
Collective Learning and Application: PLCA-R Mean Scores 

     Statements 

School 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.42 
.502 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.508 
3.00 

 
3.61 
.496 
4.00 

 
3.33 
.645 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.704 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.617 
4.00 

 
2.64 
.742 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.564 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.564 
4.00 

 
3.42 
.614 
3.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.59 
.568 
4.00 

 
3.38 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.572 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

 
3.45 
.506 
3.00 

 
3.59 
.501 
4.00 

 
3.45 
.632 
4.00 

 
3.38 
.614 
3.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.56 
.693 
4.00 

 
3.60 
.654 
4.00 

 
3.67 
.640 
4.00 

 
3.33 
.739 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.720 
4.00 

 
3.24 
.857 
3.00 

 
3.18 
.806 
3.00 

 
3.50 
.731 
4.00 

 
3.42 
.723 
4.00 

 
3.60 
.618 
4.00 

Mt. McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.57 
.626 
4.00 

 
3.57 
.594 
4.00 

 
3.63 
.490 
4.00 

 
3.47 
.571 
3.50 

 
3.40 
.498 
3.00 

 
3.47 
.571 
3.50 

 
3.17 
.461 
3.00 

 
3.57 
.504 
4.00 

 
3.57 
.504 
4.00 

 
3.63 
.490 
4.00 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.27 
.626 
3.00 

 
3.31 
.644 
3.00 

 
3.36 
.653 
3.00 

 
3.06 
.556 
3.00 

 
2.91 
.678 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.637 
3.00 

 
2.69 
.644 
3.00 

 
3.30 
.529 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.626 
4.00 

 
3.38 
.751 
3.50 

 (table continues)
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Table 59 (continued) 

 Statements 

School 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Median 

 
3.46 
.607 
4.00 

 
3.50 
.579 
4.00 

 
3.58 
.583 
4.00 

 
3.37 
.637 
3.00 

 
3.31 
.673 
3.00 

 
3.41 
.675 
3.00 

 
3.02 
.723 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.588 
4.00 

 
3.49 
.619 
4.00 

 
3.49 
.628 
4.00 

 
 The mean scores range from a high value of 3.58 for Statement 23 to a low value of 3.02 

for Statement 27. There were 7 of 10 Statements (21, 22, 23, 26, 28, 29, and 30) with median 

scores of 4.00 with 3 of 10 statements reported as a median score of 3.00 (Statements 24, 25, and 

27). The mean score for all schools was 3.40 and 93% of all staff responses agreed or strongly 

agreed with the PLCA-R statements of this dimension as characterizing their schools. This 

suggests the respondents from all schools in the study perceive that the PLC dimension of 

collective learning and the application of learning is developed or developing in their school 

cultures. Blanca Peak demonstrated the highest mean score for the collective learning and 

application dimension of the PLC model with a mean score of 3.67 for Statement 23 while La 

Plata recorded the lowest mean score of 2.64 for Statement 27.  

 Examining the frequency of mean scores Mt. McKinley had the greatest number of high 

mean scores for collective learning with 4 of 10 statements as Longs Peak had the greatest 

number of low mean scores with 8 of 10 scores. Overall, Statement 23, staff members working 

and planning together to solve the needs of diverse learners, had the greatest number of teachers 

from all of the study schools who strongly agreed (SA) with the statement with 62% whereas 

35% agreed (A) making a total of agree and strongly agree of 97%. The schools for Statement 23 

reported the following frequencies of agree (A) and strongly agree (SA) ratings: La Plata – 39% 

(A), 61% (SA); Mt. Elbert – 52% (A), 48% (SA); Blanca Peak – 22% (A), 73% (SA); Mt. 

McKinley – 37% (A), 63% (SA), and Longs Peak 46% (A), 46% (SA).  
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 The largest number of teachers who either disagreed (D) or strongly disagreed (SA) with 

a statement describing collective learning was reported from Statement 27, staff members and 

stakeholders learning together, with 4% disagree (D) and 14% (SD) strongly disagree. The 

perception of this characteristic varied across the study schools as the staff members agreed to or 

strongly agreed to this statement in the following percentages: La Plata Elementary – 67%; Mt. 

Elbert Elementary – 100%; Blanca Peak Elementary – 85%; Mt. McKinley Elementary – 97% 

and Longs Peak Elementary – 66%. Although this demonstrates a wide range in perception on 

this statement the overall mean scores for collective learning were consistent across the schools 

as exemplified by the following data: Mt McKinley – mean score of 3.50 with 98% agree or 

strongly agree; Mt Elbert Elementary – mean score of 3.48 with 97% agree or strongly agree; 

Blanca Peak Elementary – mean score of 3.45 with 91% agree or strongly agree; La Plata 

Elementary – mean score of 3.38 with 93% agree or strongly agree, and Longs Peak Elementary 

– mean score of 3.21 with 88% agree or strongly agree.       

 During the interviews both principals and teachers spoke about common strategies and 

practices which are used to support the development of collective learning and how teachers 

collectively applied their learning to improve the learning of students. Common themes emerged 

from the principal and teachers interviews which matched many of the attributes of collective 

learning and the application of learning as described by the PLCA-R questionnaire. The broad 

themes which emerged were collaborating for learning, resources for learning, and data as a tool 

for learning. 

 Collaborative processes for learning were identified to occur through a variety of sources 

which included district provided staff development, faculty meetings, vertical teams, content area 

teams and grade level committees. The teacher from La Plata identified collaborative and 
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collegial relationships as a way their staff learns together, “the culture in our building…we all 

pitch in for all kids in the building.” The principals from La Plata and Mt. Elbert expressed that 

grade level meetings provide a “good discussion for curriculum and opportunity for sharing.” It’s 

a place where “they’re constantly asking each other questions, and supporting each other in the 

process,” voiced the Mt. Elbert principal. The La Plata principal stated the grade level meetings 

“create that conversation of instruction and things that are good for kids.” According to the Mt. 

McKinley principal, it is also during these meetings that the administration, support staff and 

teachers “talk about children that are struggling and how we are going to reach them.” The Mt. 

Elbert principal elaborated by stating: 

 I think teachers learn a lot from having those discussions and having to give and take and 
make decisions together because then they’re really looking behind the decision and 
asking, ‘why is this the best way to teach it? Is it research based? What would be another 
idea?’”  

 
  Vertical planning and teaming becomes a way in which the staff works together to meet 

the needs of their learners: 

 If our science scores come in on fifth grade on a science benchmark that things are not 
looking good within Earth science, not only do we look at what we are doing at fifth 
grade for Earth science but we immediately start going back to fourth, third, second and 
first – what are our weaknesses in first grade? And so, I may be a first grade teacher 
looking at the data for fifth grade science but I am involved going, ‘ok, what did I do, 
what can I do to help support fifth grade science? When I teach Earth science, what are 
they missing?’ So they are looking at fifth grade data but also plugging it into how it 
relates to them and how they can support. 

 
 The Mt. Elbert principal referred to this structure as vertical professional learning 

communities. These teams of teachers are lead by leaders from the campus leadership team and 

focus on the content areas (reading, math or science) and span specific grade levels – pre-

Kindergarten through Grade 2 and Grade 3 through Grade 5. Within these meetings the teachers 

“talk about any new learning” that will improve their practice and learning of their students. The 
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principal also reported that during the vertical learning teams, teachers also analyze student work 

and “rigorous” teaching practices together to grow professionally and foster improved student 

achievement. The Longs Peak principal and teacher also identified this year’s new approach to 

learning communities focused on the content areas which spanned across grade levels. The Mt. 

McKinley teacher and principal reported that vertical teaming and learning occurred more 

between specific grade levels, for example, Grades 1 and 2 and Grades 3 and 4. According to the 

La Plata teacher, the vertical team experience always gets back to “they’re all our kids” which 

supports the collaborative culture of learning.    

 The school district was identified by both teachers and principals as a resource for staff 

development and organizational learning. According to the La Plata, Blanca Peak, and Mt. 

McKinley principals, “The district provides such a menu of staff development that they’re 

(teachers) able to choose a lot of things that relate to what they need.” The teachers will “go to 

that staff development and then they will implement those things here in the building” 

commented the principal from La Plata. The McKinley teacher commented on the benefits of 

district staff development for the team, “it’s nice when you have people, even on one team here 

that go to these different meetings and come back together and share that knowledge and help 

each other.” 

 The faculty meeting also becomes another venue for collaborative staff learning 

according to the principals and teachers. The Blanca Peak principal stated that the faculty 

meeting has a learning piece where the “staff becomes the expert.” The Blanca Peak teacher 

concurred by identifying how teachers foster learning at faculty meetings by presenting new 

ideas and strategies. 
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 Data from multiple sources is available to teachers and principals in the study schools. 

Each suggested the availability of data as a resource to improve student learning was invaluable 

to their schools and supported their efforts for staff and student learning. The Mt. McKinley 

principal stated that the district provides a great deal of data and also trains staff how to 

effectively use it to support student learning. Research data and test scores are available to the 

schools in addition to longitudinal data on district benchmarks and TAKS. According to the Mt. 

Elbert teacher the principal brings profile sheets on students by which the team is “constantly 

referring back to their [students] progress and monitoring their progress” to improve learning. 

Student work, Dibbles, reading inventories were all mentioned as sources of data to “make our 

instruction meet the children’s needs.” 

 Finally, the interviews rendered the theme that teachers in these schools use a variety of 

sources for professional learning and according to the Blanca Peak teacher it is being “open to 

others” that fosters a collaborative and collegial approach to learning. The Mt. McKinley teacher 

identified how a parent brought the potential for staff learning through Love and Logic which 

demonstrates a willingness to be open to others for learning. The sources of learning included 

colleagues, journal articles, new books, book studies, the Internet and district staff development. 

The Mt. Elbert principal identified book studies as an approach used at her campus, “We’ve done 

a general leadership study on the book, Results Now. And then they’re [the teachers] doing a 

Daily Five of Reading literacy book study themselves. Another example provided by the Blanca 

Peak teacher demonstrated openness to learning from others when the kindergarten teachers 

brought Love and Logic to the staff as a way to improve classroom management. The La Plata 

principal summed up learning accordingly: 
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 I have teachers who’ll go and search out other teachers. They’ll go and search out on the 
Internet. They dig and dig and dig to find the best way to teach something – the best way 
to make it engaging; the best way to help our kids reach a high level. 

       
 Shared Personal Practice 

 During the analysis of the PLCA-R data and teacher and parent interviews common 

themes emerged which aligned to the shared and personal practiced dimension of the PLC 

model. The statistical analysis from the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test presented commonalities 

and differences that emerged while comparing the distribution of scores from the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. During the interviews both principals and teachers spoke about common strategies 

and practices which are used to share practice among staff members supporting shared personal 

practice. 

 In comparing the distribution of scores for shared and supportive leadership it was found 

that Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak Elementary schools had significantly different distributions of 

scores as compared to Longs Peak Elementary while the distribution of scores for La Plata and 

Blanca Peak Elementary schools were marginally different from Longs Peak. Mt. McKinley 

reported a marginally significant difference in the distribution of scores in comparison to Longs 

Peak.  La Plata also reported a marginally significant difference in the distribution of scores in 

comparison to Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak. These findings suggest that the level of shared 

personal practice is more consistent in the level of development across the study group; however, 

Mt. Elbert continues to be different from the rest of the schools as Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and 

Mt. McKinley continue to be different from La Plata and Longs Peak for shared personal 

practice.  The test analysis also showed that there were no significant differences in the score 

distributions between La Plata, Mt. McKinley and Longs Peak, and Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and 

Mt. McKinley.  
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 Comparing the mean scores for each statement also shows that there are differences in 

how each school perceived the level of development for each of the characteristics that describe 

shared values and vision. Table 60 reports the 7 statements for shared and supportive leadership 

from the PLCA-R while Table 61 presents the mean scores for each individual school and the 

group. 

Table 60  

PLCA-R Statements: Shared Personal Practice 

Statement 

31. Opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and offer encouragement. 

32. Staff members provide feedback to peers related to instructional practices. 

33. Staff members informally share ideas and suggestions for improving student learning. 

34. Staff members collaboratively review student work to share and improve instructional practices. 

35. Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring. 

36. Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and share the results of their practices. 

37. Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall school improvement. 

 
Table 61  
 
Shared Personal Practice: PLCA-R Mean Scores 
     Statements 

School 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 

 Mean 

 
2.91 
.678 
3.00 

 
2.91 
.723 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.508 
3.00 

 
3.15 
.712 
3.00 

 
3.18 
.635 
3.00 

 
3.36 
.549 
3.00 

 
3.03 
.728 
3.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Mean 

 
3.31 
.660 
3.00 

 
3.34 
.553 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

 
3.52 
.509 
4.00 

 
3.34 
.614 
3.00 

 
3.52 
.509 
4.00 

 
3.48 
.574 
4.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Mean 

 
3.02 
.762 
3.00 

 
3.16 
.680 
3.00 

 
3.64 
.613 
4.00 

 
3.41 
.693 
3.50 

 
3.45 
.697 
4.00 

 
3.39 
.754 
3.50 

 
3.23 
.743 
3.00 

Mt. McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Mean 

 
2.97 
.718 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.765 
3.00 

 
3.53 
.507 
4.00 

 
3.33 
.711 
3.00 

 
3.33 
.547 
3.00 

 
3.47 
.507 
3.00 

 
3.07 
.753 
3.00 

 (table continues)
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Table 61 (continued) 

 Statement 

School 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Mean 

 
2.70 
.770 
3.00 

 
2.75 
.762 
3.00 

 
3.21 
.696 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.847 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.810 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.637 
3.00 

 
2.73 
.839 
3.00 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Mean 

 
2.98 
.740 
3.00 

 
3.03 
.721 
3.00 

 
3.49 
.589 
4.00 

 
3.28 
.723 
3.00 

 
3.27 
.686 
3.00 

 
3.34 
635 
3.00 

 
3.11 
.766 
3.00 

 
 The mean scores range from a high value of 3.49 for Statement 33 to a low value of 2.98 

for statement 31. There was 1 of 7 statements (Statement 33) with a median score of 4.00 with 

the remaining statements reported as a median score of 3.00. The study groups mean score for 

shared personal practice was found to be 3.21 with a SD of 0.715. Blanca Peak demonstrated the 

highest mean score for the shared personal practice dimension of the PLC model with a mean 

score of 3.64 for Statement 33 while Longs Peak recorded the lowest mean score of 2.70 for 

Statement 31. 

 Reviewing the frequency of mean scores Mt. Elbert had the greatest number of high 

mean scores for shared personal practice with 5 of 7 statements as Longs Peak had the greatest 

number of low mean scores with 7 of 7 statements. Overall, Statement 33, staff members 

informally sharing ideas and strategies to improve learning, had the greatest number of teachers 

from all of the study schools who strongly agreed (SA) with the statement with 53% whereas 

45% agreed (A) making a total of agree and strongly agree of 98%. The schools for Statement 33 

reported the following frequencies of agree (A) and strongly agree (SA) ratings: La Plata – 52% 

(A), 48% (SA); Mt. Elbert – 55% (A), 45% (SA); Blanca Peak – 30% (A), 68% (SA); Mt. 

McKinley – 47% (A), 53% (SA), and Longs Peak 58% (A), 33% (SA). 
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 The largest number of teachers who either disagreed (D) or strongly disagreed (SD) with 

a statement describing shared personal practice was reported from Statement 31, staff members 

observing each other to improve practice, with 23% disagree (D) and 2% (DA) strongly disagree. 

The schools for Statement 31 reported the following frequencies of disagree (D) and strongly 

disagree (SD) ratings: La Plata – 27% (D), 0% (SD); Mt. Elbert – 10% (D), 0% (SD); Blanca 

Peak – 2% (D), 21% (SD); Mt. McKinley – 27% (D), 0% (SD), and Longs Peak – 30% (D), 6% 

(SD).    

 Throughout the staff interviews it was more difficult to find and report on common 

themes and patterns evident across the schools for shared personal practice. Coaching and 

mentoring and informal ways of sharing ideas became evident as ways to share instructional 

practice with colleagues. Practices that were less evident through the interviews were analyzing 

student work and sharing personal practice to improve instruction. The principal at Mt. 

McKinley expressed the importance of modeling to the staff important strategies focused on 

learning. She commented, “A lot of times, I model something…they have time to plan among 

themselves how they can take that piece of information and present it to their peer colleagues.” 

Staff members will also model and coach new teachers. The La Plata teacher explained the 

following approach to modeling lessons on campus: “I’ll teach the first class, then we’ll co-teach 

the second one and then I’ll let them do the third one on their own.” Modeling and coaching will 

also occur as teachers go to other campuses to observe teachers.  

 Sharing practice was reported to occur informally in many ways in each of the schools. 

Specific examples included during lunch time, after school, in the hallway, faculty, grade level 

and vertical team meetings. The La Plata teacher commented, “A lot of sharing goes on…it 

happens all of the time…reflection happens throughout the day.” The Blanca Peak teacher talked 
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about how teachers will try an instructional practice in class and if it works then will share it with 

the rest of the staff at a faculty meeting. “If it works in my classroom and then we share it with 

the grade level and if we then see an improvement, then we share it with the whole faculty.” 

 The Mt. Elbert principal described how teachers on her campus use the vertical learning 

communities to study and analyze student work, for example: 

 in our science PLC, we we’ve been studying science note booking, so all of the members 
would bring a sample of the students’ science notebooks. They might bring two: a high 
and low example so we could look at those at every grade level to see the progression and 
the quality of work within the rigor of the assignments. And then they’ll talk about 
aligning different practices; how they can improve that. 

 
Another example included: 
 
 in a math PLC the teacher will bring examples of projects they assigned in math and 

they’ll look at that together to see what was the learning outcome; what was the intended 
outcome; the actual outcome; how was the lesson designed, and so they learn from that. 

 
These descriptions by the Mt. Elbert principal confirm the findings of the PLCA-R where 100% 

of the teachers perceived that sharing student work to improve practice is occurring on their 

campus. 

 Observing colleagues and providing feedback was the lowest ranked score on the PLCA-

R questionnaire and was also confirmed by the teacher and principal interviews. The Mt. 

McKinley and La Plata principals both identified “job shadowing” as a process where teachers 

observe their colleagues. The process was more formal for La Plata with a required reflection; 

however, this was not a regular event. Mt. McKinley used the same practice; however, the 

principal did not formalize the process; it was to occur during teacher planning times and was not 

required. The Mt. McKinley teacher stated that observing colleagues “happened on occasion but 

there really hasn’t been a concerted effort where teachers are able to share practice by watching 
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each other.” Although the Blanca Peak teacher believed that observing colleagues is a beneficial 

practice time is limited because of the schedule of the day.  

 Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

 Through the conversations with the principals and teachers common themes surfaced 

which mirrored many of the characteristics of supportive conditions fostered by relationships as 

described by the PLCA-R questionnaire. The statistical analysis from the Mann-Whitney U post 

hoc test presents commonalities and differences that emerged while comparing the distribution of 

scores. Comparing the distribution of scores for supportive conditions created through 

relationships from the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test indicated that La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca 

Peak and Mt. McKinley are all significantly different from Longs Peak. La Plata showed to have 

the same distributions of scores as both Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak while showing a marginally 

significant difference to Mt. McKinley. Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley reported no 

significant differences between their distributions of scores for supportive conditions – 

relationships.   

 Comparing the mean scores for each statement also shows that there are differences in 

how each school perceived the level of development for each of the characteristics that describe 

supportive conditions fostered through relationships. Table 62 reports the 5 statements for shared 

and supportive leadership from the PLCA-R while Table 63 presents the mean scores for each 

individual school and the group. 

 Table 62  

PLCA-R Statements: Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

Statement 

38. Caring relationships exist among staff and students that are built on trust and respect. 

39. A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks. 

 (table continues)
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Table 62 (continued) 

 

Statement 

40. Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly in our school. 

41. School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed change into the 
culture of the school. 

42. Relationships among staff members support honest and respectful examination of data to 
enhance teaching and learning. 

 
Table 63  

Supportive Conditions – Relationships: PLCA-R Mean Scores 

School 38 39 40 41 42 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.52 
.508 
4.00 

 
3.45 
.617 
4.00 

 
3.69 
.471 
4.00 

 
2.91 
.805 
3.00 

 
3.42 
.561 
3.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.52 
.574 
4.00 

 
3.38 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.72 
.455 
4.00 

 
3.41 
.628 
3.00 

 
3.59 
.501 
4.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.66 
.713 
4.00 

 
3.45 
.761 
4.00 

 
3.64 
.718 
4.00 

 
3.33 
.808 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.813 
4.00 

Mt. McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.80 
.407 
4.00 

 
3.73 
.450 
4.00 

 
3.80 
.407 
4.00 

 
3.40 
.563 
3.00 

 
3.57 
.504 
4.00 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.30 
.637 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.810 
3.00 

 
2.97 
.728 
3.00 

 
2.84 
.723 
3.00 

 
3.03 
.782 
3.00 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.56 
.606 
4.00 

 
3.40 
.701 
3.00 

 
3.56 
.654 
4.00 

 
3.18 
.755 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.684 
3.00 

 
 The mean scores range from a high value of 3.56 for Statements 38 and 40 to a low value 

of 3.18 for Statement 41. There were 2 of 5 statements (38 and 40) with a median score of 4.00 

with the remaining 3 of 5 Statements (39, 41, and 42) reported as a median score of 3.00.  The 

study groups mean score for supportive conditions – relationships was found to be 3.42 with a 
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SD of 0.694. Mt. McKinley demonstrated the highest mean score for the supportive conditions - 

relationships dimension of the PLC model with a mean score of 3.80 for Statement 40 while 

Longs Peak recorded the lowest mean score of 2.84 for Statement 41. 

 Reviewing the frequency of mean scores Mt. McKinley had the greatest number of high 

mean scores for supportive conditions – relationships with 3 of 5 statements as Longs Peak had 

the greatest number of low mean scores for 5 of 5 statements. Statement 40, the regular 

recognition and celebration of outstanding achievement, had the greatest number of teachers 

from all of the study schools who strongly agreed (SA) with the statement with 64% whereas 

28% agreed (A) making a total of agree and strongly agree of 92%. The schools for Statement 40 

reported the following frequencies of agree (A) and strongly agree (SA) ratings: La Plata – 31% 

(A), 69% (SA); Mt. Elbert – 28% (A), 72% (SA); Blanca Peak – 16% (A), 75% (SA); Mt. 

McKinley – 20% (A), 80% (SA), and Longs Peak 49% (A), 24% (SA). 

 Statement 38, caring relationships built on trust and mutual respect, had the second 

greatest number of teachers from all of the study schools who strongly agreed (SA) with the 

statement with 61% whereas 36% agreed (A) making a total of agree and strongly agree of 97%. 

The schools for Statement 38 reported the following frequencies of agree (A) and strongly agree 

(SA) ratings: La Plata – 49% (A), 51% (SA); Mt. Elbert – 41% (A), 55% (SA); Blanca Peak – 

21% (A), 75% (SA); Mt. McKinley – 20% (A), 80% (SA), and Longs Peak 52% (A), 39% (SA). 

 The largest number of teachers who either disagreed (D) or strongly disagreed (SA) with 

a statement describing supported conditions fostered by relationships was reported from 

Statement 41, staff members and stakeholders sustain change, with 12% disagree (D) and 3% 

(DA) strongly disagree. The schools for Statement 41 reported the following frequencies of 

disagree (D) and strongly disagree (SD) ratings: La Plata – 18% (D), 6% (SD); Mt. Elbert – 7% 
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(D), 0% (SD); Blanca Peak – 7% (D), 5% (SD); Mt. McKinley – 3% (D), 0% (SD), and Longs 

Peak – 25% (D), 3% (SD). 

 During the principal and teacher interviews common patterns and themes emerged which 

support and enrich the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire. The conversations lead to the 

development of the following themes as each relates to supportive structures fostered through 

relationships: relationships are an integral part of the school culture; collaborative experiences 

lead to relationships; cultural characteristics that lead to relationships, and celebration and 

appreciation.  

 Throughout the interviews the schools expressed the importance of relationships and how 

this cultural characteristic is foundational to their school’s success. The La Plata principal began 

the interview speaking to the importance of valuing relationships which is foundational to what 

is important at their school. Tribes, a cross grade level approach, has been used at the campus 

over a 9 year period where during a rotating two year period teachers from different grades are 

grouped to build mutual trust and respect through different team building, social and learning 

activities. The principal continued, “relationships are the heart of what we do….That’s how we 

are.” The Blanca Peak principal characterized the staff, “It’s really a family…with a strong sense 

of team – strong relationships.” The Mt. McKinley teacher continued, “We really do have a 

strong community,” and she concurred with the teacher from Blanca Peak in that their schools 

had “something” special with regards to relationships at their schools. The Mt. McKinley teacher 

commented, “Everybody says, that comes from other schools, that are subs from other places, or 

just say that we have something very unique…I love our school.” 

 Collaborative processes established at the study schools fosters the development of 

relationships is another theme that emerged from the interview data. Although there are 
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commonalities there were also reported differences on how this is achieved at each school. 

Hiring staff, team building, and collaborative experiences were ways identified by the schools to 

support creating relationships. All the principals suggested that hiring the right people for the job 

was extremely important in building and fostering relationships on the campus. The Blanca Peak 

principal felt it was important to know the teams and hire individuals that will complement and 

support the character of the team. It is important to hire those who will fit the mission of the 

school. The Longs Peak principal also stated that hiring and building grade levels requires 

looking at personalities – “their strengths and weaknesses” in ways that will compliment and 

support positive relationships. 

 Team building is another process that was identified by the Blanca Peak and Longs Peak 

principals. Team building through the Tribes format is an important cultural practice at Blanca 

Peak of which team building occurs throughout the year. As an example, the Blanca Peak teacher 

described a scavenger hunt in which tribes, groups of teachers, together went into the 

neighborhood gathering information from the community and learning more about each other; 

thus, fostering camaraderie and positive relationships. The Longs Peak principal stated that team 

building activities were extensively used at the beginning of the year and throughout at faculty 

meetings in order to support building positive relationships. 

 Establishing collaborative experiences was also identified as a process by which schools 

may foster positive relationships. Through problem solving and planning in vertical teams and 

grade levels the possibility of developing relationships across campus is increased. The principal 

from Mt. Elbert stated that the focus of goals can establish positive relationships, “I think that 

when we have a common goal, that’s clearly defined, that facilitates collaborative work and that 

facilitates relationship building.” The teacher from Blanca Peak described how cross-grade level 
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teachers sponsoring clubs together served as a way to foster teacher relationships, while the 

Longs Peak principal illustrated how monthly school community meetings allowed for teachers, 

parents, and families to build positive relationships.  

 Through these experiences key characteristics develop which support the collaborative 

and collegial culture of the school. Openness, trust and mutual respect were identified as 

important characteristics fostering supportive and positive relationships. The principals directly 

and indirectly stated the importance of them setting the tone or being responsible for leading and 

fostering openness, trust and mutual respect as key characteristics of their school’s culture. 

Teachers also concurred with this finding. The Mt. McKinley teacher stated, “The principal is 

always open to hearing our ideas.” The La Plata teacher and principal identified a tenet of being 

a tribe school is fostering and supporting mutual respect. The Mt. Elbert teacher expressed that 

through vertical teams at their campus allow for collaboration where teachers operate in a culture 

that is “non threatening” and that must be “open and trusting…having a mutual respect for each 

other.” 

 Demonstrating appreciation and celebrating successes was also another theme that 

described how the schools within the study group developed positive relationships. Again, the 

principal is an important factor in supporting this characteristic of the professional learning 

community model. In regards to teacher appreciation the Mt. Elbert teacher stated that their 

principal “goes overboard…she does all sorts of special things throughout the year to connect, to 

say thank you.” The principal at Mt. McKinley described how donuts, coffee and juice are 

brought to each teacher in their rooms as a way to say “thank you.” The McKinley and Blanca 

Peak teachers and principals described how “appreciations” are given at each faculty meeting. 

This was identified as a tradition in which staff members and administrators recognize 



298 
 

kindnesses and or the work of others which support the needs of the school. The Mt. McKinley 

teacher described how the principal called the entire school to the cafeteria to celebrate the return 

of TAKS scores and the weekly “Monday Morning” assemblies where the successes of teachers 

and students are recognized before the school community. The principal from Mt. McKinley 

summarized the importance of positive and supportive relationships in this way, “We’re all in 

this together; we’re all in everything together; we all take care of each other.” 

 Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The principal and teachers interviews and data from the PLCA-R questionnaire revealed 

many of the attributes of supportive conditions fostered by organizational structures as perceived 

by staff in the 5 selected improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools. Although the Kruskal-

Wallis one-way ANOVA reported no significant differences in the distribution of scores for the 5 

study schools, by comparing scores of central tendency for PLCA-R statements measuring 

supportive conditions fostered by organizational structures it was found that there were some 

differences that could influence the level of development of this PLC dimension. Table 64 

reports the 10 statements for shared and supportive leadership from the PLCA-R while Table 65 

presents the mean scores for each individual school and the group.  

Table 64  

PLCA-R Statements: Supportive Conditions – Structures 

Statement 

43. Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work. 

44. The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared practice. 

45. Fiscal resources are available for professional development. 

46. Appropriate technology and instructional materials are available to staff. 

47. Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous learning. 

48. The school facility is clean, attractive and inviting. 

 (table continues)
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Table 64 (continued) 

 

Statement 

49. The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows for ease in collaborating with 
colleagues. 

50. Communication systems promote a flow of information among staff members. 

51. Communication systems promote a flow of information across the entire school community 
including: central office personnel, parents, and community members. 

52. Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to staff members. 

 
Table 65  

Supportive Conditions – Structures: PLCA-R Mean Scores 

     Statements 

School 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 

La Plata 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.30 
.529 
3.00 

 
3.25 
.672 
3.00 

 
3.03 
.585 
3.00 

 
3.36 
.603 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.564 
3.00 

 
3.30 
.637 
3.00 

 
3.42 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.33 
.540 
3.00 

 
3.30 
.585 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.496 
3.00 

Mt. Elbert 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.38 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.38 
.494 
3.00 

 
3.14 
.639 
3.00 

 
3.34 
.553 
3.00 

 
3.34 
.484 
3.00 

 
3.72 
.455 
4.00 

 
3.55 
.572 
4.00 

 
3.52 
.509 
4.00 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.55 
.572 
4.00 

Blanca Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.05 
.861 
3.00 

 
3.05 
.861 
3.00 

 
3.20 
.668 
3.00 

 
3.52 
.664 
4.00 

 
3.41 
.622 
3.00 

 
3.68 
.639 
4.00 

 
3.70 
.599 
4.00 

 
3.43 
.728 
4.00 

 
3.50 
.699 
4.00 

 
3.55 
.627 
4.00 

Mt. McKinley 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.13 
.571 
3.00 

 
3.07 
.521 
3.00 

 
3.14 
.441 
3.00 

 
3.40 
.563 
3.00 

 
3.38 
.561 
3.00 

 
3.71 
.460 
4.00 

 
3.55 
.506 
4.00 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.48 
.509 
3.00 

 
3.66 
.484 
4.00 

Longs Peak 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
2.45 
.666 
3.00 

 
2.79 
.650 
3.00 

 
2.94 
.504 
3.00 

 
3.15 
.755 
3.00 

 
3.33 
.595 
3.00 

 
3.45 
.833 
4.00 

 
3.24 
.614 
3.00 

 
3.09 
.689 
3.00 

 
3.06 
.564 
3.00 

 
3.16 
.626 
3.00 

Group Totals 
 Mean 
 SD 
 Median 

 
3.05 
.734 
3.00 

 
3.10 
.694 
3.00 

 
3.10 
.583 
3.00 

 
3.37 
.642 
3.00 

 
3.39 
.568 
3.00 

 
3.57 
.644 
4.00 

 
3.50 
.590 
4.00 

 
3.37 
.629 
3.00 

 
3.37 
.606 
3.00 

 
3.46 
.589 
3.00 

 
 The mean scores for the study schools ranged from 3.07 for Longs Peak Elementary to 

3.44 for Mt. Elbert Elementary. The mean scores for the remaining three schools as reported 

from the questionnaire are: La Plata Elementary – mean score of 3.32; Blanca Peak Elementary – 
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mean score of 3.41, and Mt. McKinley Elementary – mean score of 3.40. This distribution of 

mean scores on the PLCA-R scale implies that staff members at all schools agree that the PLC 

dimension of supportive conditions through school structures is evident in the culture at each 

campus. Examining the percentage of teachers who responded agree or strongly agree to the 10 

statements within the PLCA-R questionnaire revealed that 90% of the staff for all schools rated 

at this level of the scale for 4 out of the 10 statements (Statements 47, 48, 49, 52) while 85% 

rated 3 statements (Statements 46, 50, 51) at the agree or strongly agree rating of the scale. This 

also supports the belief that this PLC dimension is developed or evident in the school cultures of 

this study sample.     

 The mean scores range from a high value of 3.57 for Statement 48 to a low value of 3.05 

for Statement 43. There were 2 of 10 statements (48, 49) for the group of study school with a 

median score of 4.00 with the remaining statements reported as a median score of 3.00. The 

study groups mean score for supportive conditions – structures was found to be 3.33 with a SD of 

0.652. Mt. McKinley demonstrated the highest mean score for the shared supportive conditions – 

structures dimension of the PLC model with a mean score of 3.72 for Statement 48 while Longs 

Peak recorded the lowest mean score of 2.45 for Statement 43. 

 Reviewing the frequency of mean scores Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak had the greatest 

number of high mean scores for supportive conditions - structures with 4 of 10 statements as 

Longs Peak had the greatest number of low mean scores with 9 of 10 scores. Overall, Statement 

48, the school facility is clean, attractive and invitational for learning, had the greatest number of 

teachers from all of the study schools who strongly agreed (SA) with the statement with 64% 

whereas 31% agreed (A) making a total of agree and strongly agree of 95%. The schools for 

Statement 48 reported the following frequencies of agree (A) and strongly agree (SA) ratings: La 
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Plata – 52% (A), 39% (SA); Mt. Elbert – 28% (A), 72% (SA); Blanca Peak – 21% (A), 75% 

(SA); Mt. McKinley – 29% (A), 71% (SA), and Longs Peak 30% (A), 61% (SA). 

 The largest number of teachers who either disagreed (D) or strongly disagreed (SA) with 

a statement describing supportive conditions – structures was reported from Statement 43, time 

for collaboration, with 17% disagree (D) and 2% (DA) strongly disagree. The schools for 

statement 43 reported the following frequencies of disagree (D) and strongly disagree (SD) 

ratings: La Plata – 3% (D), 0% (SD); Mt. Elbert – 3% (D), 0% (SD); Blanca Peak – 20% (D), 4% 

(SD); Mt. McKinley – 10% (D), 0% (SD), and Longs Peak – 44% (D), 6% (SD). 

 During the interviews both principals and teachers spoke about common structures which 

are used to foster supportive conditions at their schools. Schedules and time, communication and 

data, and school resources were the themes that emerged through conversations with principals 

and teachers. The principals from La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley all 

expressed the importance of scheduling weekly grade level meetings of which campus leadership 

serves as a resource through weekly attendance. Also each grade level is in close proximity to 

each other allowing for communication, planning and the sharing of equipment. The teachers and 

principals also confirmed that there are common planning times for each grade level. The Mt. 

Elbert principal also expressed the importance of the school calendar for establishing routine and 

scheduling important meetings for the entire year; thus, documenting important events in the life 

of the teachers and school. She described the importance of the calendar in the following excerpt: 

 We have a school-wide calendar…that has every single meeting planned out for the 
entire year so that you can know every campus leadership meeting, every faculty 
meeting, and we give this to parents and students and so they know from the beginning 
what the expectations are and it helps everybody feel safe too. 

 
 Although time for collaboration received the lowest mean score on the PLCA-R 

questionnaire, staff and principals indentified ways that time was integrated into the day for 
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collaboration. Common planning time was available to each staff with some additional release 

time provided at some of the schools. The Mt. McKinley teacher described the importance of 

common planning times: 

 They [teachers] meet constantly, we plan the schedule so that everybody, every grade 
level has a common planning period so every single day when their kids are at music or 
PE the teachers have 45 minutes to plan or meet or brainstorm.  

 
  The La Plata teacher identified release time twice during the year for disaggregating 

benchmark data; however, this has been reduced possibly due to funding. The Blanca Peak 

principal stated that additional planning time of one-half day in the fall and the spring with 

additional conference days scheduled for one-half day were used for planning and analyzing 

data. The Mt. Elbert principal expressed the importance and priority of having additional 

planning time and providing resources for planning and sharing practice: 

 ‘You can come on a Saturday, you can stay after school and have dinner together, or we 
could get a sub during the day.’ And that would be the time for them to analyze 
benchmarks and plan for large chunks of time…analyzing writing samples or working on 
something new.   

 
The Longs Peak teacher identified only one-half day for additional planning this year with most 

of this kind of work happening after school. 

 Communication was described as an important component in providing supportive 

conditions at the study schools. Each principal defined the importance of weekly attendance at 

the grade level meeting which insured constant and consistent communication throughout the 

year between the principal and staff. Also the grade level chair was a key communicator in 

which communication moved between the principal and grade level teams. The Blanca Peak 

principal described communication at her school, “There’s lots of communication with different 

grade levels and what needs to happen.” The Mt. McKinley teacher expressed the importance of 

electronic mail as a form of communication between members of that staff. The principal of Mt. 
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McKinley also identified how the district readily makes available to all principals and teachers 

usable electronic data from a variety of sources. 

 The final theme that emerged which is significant for providing expertise and supporting 

continuous learning was the availability of resource staff to each campus. The additional staff 

was funded by the district. There are math and reading specialist, special education and English 

Language Learner teachers readily available at each campus. La Plata, Blanca Peak, Mt. 

McKinley and Longs Peak also have instructional specialists who according to the Blanca Peak 

teacher, provides, “support to all teachers” by offering “suggestions and different ways and 

resources to make improvements in teaching and learning.” The Blanca Peak teacher also 

described how the campus reading specialist (CRS) provided support: 

 The CRS came in and demonstrated a lesson and I was able to watch her and learn from 
what she’s done. And then, one of my team members said, Can I sit and watch a lesson? 
So she went in and demonstrated for her…I have at times asked the math support teacher 
to come in and teach this lesson for me and I would sit and watch…so that I can learn.  

 
The Mt. McKinley principal also identified how the district central office staff was readily 

available to provide support to all schools in the district and that this supportive culture spilled 

over into the support that district principals provided each other.  

Summary of Commonalities and Differences 

 This segment of Chapter 4 has focused on presenting quantitative and qualitative findings 

of the commonalities and differences between the dimensions of the professional learning 

community model and the 5 selected schools in this study. The qualitative data derived from the 

principal and teacher interviews enriched and verified the differences and commonalities 

reported by teachers through the PLCA-R questionnaire. These commonalities and differences 

were also presented within the framework of the Kruskal-Wallis and Mann-Whitney U statistical 

tests.  
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 The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA and Mann-Whitney U post hoc test analysis of the mean 

scores and distributions of scores for each of the dimensions on the PLCA-R found that Mt. 

Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley Elementary schools were consistently more alike on all of 

the dimensions of the professional learning community (PLC) model for the group of 5 schools. 

La Plata Elementary had many characteristics of the PLC model which were similar to Mt. 

Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley; however, the statistical analysis found La Plata scores in 

share personal practice were significantly different from Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak. The data 

also found the La Plata scores were significantly different from Mt. McKinley in supportive 

conditions created through relationships.  

 Investigating the descriptive statistics found the biggest differences between La Plata and 

Mt. Elbert and Blanca Peak to be reported in characteristics of the shared and supportive 

leadership dimension as described by Statements 32, 34 and 35 on the PLCA-R questionnaire. 

Statement 32 focuses on peers providing feedback to colleagues on instructional practices while 

Statement 34 relates to improving instructional practices through the collaborative review and 

sharing of student work. Statement 35 characterizes shared personal practice by staff being 

provided opportunities for coaching and mentoring. Opportunities for staff to observe and 

encourage peers was another characteristic that demonstrated differences in scores (Statement 

31) between La Plata and Mt. Elbert with Mt. Elbert showing a greater number of staff reporting 

that this characteristic is evident in their school (90% agree or strongly agree). 

 A greater number of agree and strongly agree responses for Statements 38, 39 and 41 

accounted for the greatest differences in the mean scores and frequency of responses between La 

Plata and Mt. McKinley for supportive conditions fostered through relationships. Caring 

relationships built upon trust and respect was reported at high levels for La Plata (mean scores – 
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3.52 and 3.45); however, the staff of Mt. McKinley (mean scores – 3.80 and 3.73) perceived 

their campus culture to be embedded with trust and respect at even higher levels. Statement 41, 

staff and stakeholders working together to sustain change, was reported by staff as an important 

difference in the schools with Mt. McKinley (mean score – 3.40) demonstrating a higher level of 

stakeholder involvement in sustaining change than La Plata (mean score – 2.91).         

 Longs Peak Elementary was found by the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test to be 

statistically different from all of the schools on the dimensions of shared and supportive 

leadership, shared values and vision and supportive conditions fostered by relationships. Longs 

Peak scores for shared personal practice were also significantly different from all of the study 

schools with the exception of La Plata where the scores were statistically the same. The 

frequency of agree and strongly responses for all of these dimensions for Longs Peak were lower 

than the overall frequency of agree and strongly agree statements for the study group. The mean 

scores and frequency of agree and strongly agree responses for shared and supportive leadership 

and supportive conditions fostered by relationships showed the greatest differences between the 

schools. This implies that the greatest differences between Longs Peak and the remainder of the 

study group schools are attributed to the level of decision-making, power and authority shared 

democratically with staff and the level of collegial and caring relationships based in trust and 

respect that is integrated into the school culture.   

 The dimensions of collective learning and application of learning, and supportive 

conditions fostered by organizational structures were found by the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA to be 

at the same perceived level of development for all the schools within the research study. Also the 

data found that Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley Elementary schools consistently produced the 

highest mean scores and the greatest frequency of 3 (agree) and 4 (strongly agree) ratings for the 
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statements which characterized the dimensions of the PLC model as defined by Hipp and 

Huffman (2003) and described by the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

Summary 

 In this chapter the research findings and data analyses were presented within the 

framework of the research questions posed in this study. First the research design, location and 

demographics of the selected schools were described providing the context for the study. The 

findings and data were then reported to: 1) describe the current status of the 5 dimensions of the 

professional learning community model in improved Exemplary Texas elementary schools, 2) 

identify significant differences in the dimensions of the professional learning community model 

in the Exemplary schools, and 3) compare and contrast commonalities and differences in the 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in the Exemplary schools.  

 Chapter 5 presents the conclusions, implications and recommendations based upon the 

findings and data analysis of this research study. The data from this study were obtained by a 

mixed method research design of quantitative and qualitative evidence.  The data were collected 

through the Revised Professional Learning Community Assessment (PLCA-R) questionnaire 

(Hipp & Huffman, 2009), one-to-one interviews of principals and teachers, and performance data 

from the Texas Education Agency.      
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

 Chapter 5 presents the conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future study 

based upon the findings of this research. This descriptive study investigated the status of the 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community (PLC) model within 5 selected elementary 

schools that demonstrated improved and Exemplary performance on the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). This chapter is divided into 4 broad sections. The 1st section 

provides the context of the study by summarizing the research design including the purpose and 

problem statement, research questions, design perspective and school sample. The 2nd section 

presents findings and conclusions based upon the findings from the 3 research questions. The 

sub-sections within this segment of the chapter focus on the current status of the PLC model; 

significant differences on mean scores from the Revised Professional Learning Community 

Assessment tool (PLCA-R), and the development of and commonalities and differences of the 5 

dimensions of the PLC model within the 5 selected schools. The 3rd section of this chapter 

focuses on the implications this study has for improving and sustaining schools through the PLC 

model, while the 4th section provides insight into possible recommendations for future study. 

Chapter 5 concludes with thoughts on this research and its potential significance for the selected 

schools and the field of education. 

Summary of Research Design 

Purpose and Problem Statement   

 The 1st part of the purpose of this study was to identify diverse and economically 

disadvantaged elementary schools which performed at the Exemplary level on the TAKS within 
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the North Texas region defined by the state’s Education Service Center 9, 10 and 11 areas. The 

2nd part of the purpose of this study was to determine the level of the development of the 5 

dimensions of the professional learning community model in improved Exemplary Texas 

elementary schools and to identify and compare the possible commonalities and differences 

existing between the schools on the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities. 

 The problem of this study was to determine the current status of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model 

and to determine whether and what commonalities and differences exist between the schools on 

the 5 dimensions of professional learning communities.  

Research Questions 

 The following 3 questions guided the collection and analysis of data and provide the 

framework for presenting the conclusions of this research: 

1. What is the current status of improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the 5 
dimensions of the professional learning community model? 

2. Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of improved, Exemplary 

Texas elementary schools on the revised professional learning community assessment 
tool?  

3. What dimensions of the professional learning community model are evident in improved, 
Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and differences exist 
among the schools on these dimensions? 
 

Design Perspective 

 The research design of this study used a mixed methods approach (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004) where quantitative and qualitative data were collected through the PLCA-R 

questionnaire developed by Hipp and Huffman (2009) and staff interviews from the selected 

schools and performance documents from the Texas Education Agency (TEA). The 

questionnaire produced data that were compared through descriptive statistics, the Kruskal-

Wallis ANOVA and the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test. Data were collected, stored and 
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analyzed through electronic spreadsheets and analytical software by SPSS, Inc. One teacher and 

one principal from each of the 5 selected schools were interviewed through one to one 

conversations to verify and enrich the findings (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998) produced by the PLCA-

R questionnaire. The 45-60 minute interviews were audio-taped, transcribed and analyzed for 

patterns and themes eliciting the perceptions of staff members at the selected schools. Texas 

Education Agency documents of public records with demographic data and achievement scores 

from the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) were collected and analyzed to add 

contextual information and enrich research findings by expanding and supporting perceptions 

(Glesne, 2006) about the 5 selected schools. 

School Sample 

 The 5 elementary schools which participated in this study were selected from North 

Texas within the Region 9, 10 and 11 Education Service Center areas of the state. The 5 schools 

were selected based upon the following criteria of the purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990; 

LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) used in this research: 1) public elementary school, 2) TEA public 

report card rating of Exemplary in 2008 and Acceptable in 2004, 3) 40% or higher of student 

enrollment identified as economically disadvantaged, and 4) each representative racial/ethnic 

group being 50% or less of the total school enrollment. Initially 7 schools were identified 

through the sampling procedure; however, 2 schools declined to participate in the study.  

 The participating schools are from 2 large urban school districts which are diverse and 

have student populations that are on average 67.5% economically disadvantaged. The average 

percentage of each ethnic group within the total student population across both districts reported 

by TEA included 28% African American, 49% Hispanic, 19% White and 4% Asian/Pacific 

Islander. Each of the selected schools had student populations within the parameters of the 
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sampling procedure. The student enrollment for the selected schools ranged from 398 to 686 

students with an average of 494 students for the study group. The average number of students 

identified as economically disadvantaged for the selected elementary schools is 63.2%. The 

average percentage of ethnic distribution for the selected student populations is 24.8% African 

American, 37.2% Hispanic, 10.9% Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.3% Native American and 26.8% 

White. 

 The selected schools also were assigned Acceptable performance ratings in 2004 and 

improved to Exemplary in 2008. The primary factor determining accountability and performance 

ratings at the elementary school level is the TAKS achievement test. Each of the selected schools 

demonstrated a level of 90% of all students and all eligible student groups meeting the standard 

for each subject tested (TEA, 2008a). The subjects tested at the elementary school level include: 

reading/English language arts, writing, mathematics and science.  

Findings and Conclusions 

 This broad section of Chapter 5 presents conclusions supported by the findings and 

analysis of data collected from the Revised Professional Learning Community Assessment 

(PLCA-R) questionnaire (Hipp & Huffman, 2009) and principal and staff interviews. The 3 

research questions provide the structure for the presentation of conclusions formed from the 

analysis of findings reported in Chapter 4 in the following sub-sections of this chapter. 

Current Status of the 5 Dimensions of the Professional Learning Community Model 

Research Question 1 – What is the current status of improved Exemplary Texas elementary 
schools on the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model? 
 
 Newman and Wehlage (1995) reported findings from a synthesis of studies conducted 

with 1,500 successful schools from 1990-1995 by the Center of Organization and Restructuring 

of Schools. Through their study Newman and Wehlage documented the status of these schools 
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and defined the characteristics of professional community. These schools exhibited high levels of 

professional community where teachers valued and shared a common focus on high levels of 

student learning; engaged in collective and collaborative activities focused on learning; 

participated in shared leadership and professional development focused on student learning 

(Newmann & Wehlage, 1995).  

 It is within this historical context of exploring successful schools that this research sought 

to investigate Exemplary elementary schools and examine their potential for success through the 

conceptual framework of the PLC model developed by Hord (1997a) and refined by the work of 

Huffman and Hipp (2003). The PLC model framework is composed of the following 5 

dimensions: shared and supportive leadership; shared values and vision; collective learning and 

application of learning; shared personal practice, and supportive conditions fostered by 

relationships and organizational structures. It was found that the 5 schools in this research exhibit 

characteristics of each of the dimensions of the PLC model. The following paragraphs describe 

the conclusions for the current status of each of the schools in this research within the context of 

the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. The conclusions focus on the characteristics which are 

defined by the statements on the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

La Plata Elementary 

  La Plata Elementary exhibits characteristics of each of the 5 dimensions of the PLC 

model with supportive conditions fostered by relationships and collective learning and 

application showing the most evidence of development. Shared personal practice was found to be 

the least evident of development among the 5 dimensions. Although there are differences in 

PLCA-R mean scores the scores range between 3.15 for shared personal practice to 3.40 for 

supportive conditions fostered through relationships which implies a consistent level of 
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development of the dimensions as perceived by the staff of the school. This consistency is 

evident; however, the staff of La Plata identified the depth of development of each specific 

characteristic through their perceptions reported on the PLCA-R questionnaire.  

 Shared and supportive leadership is characterized at La Plata by the principal being 

proactive in meeting the needs of the staff and students, and actively providing support in areas 

where it is needed. The principal shares responsibility with the staff and is willing to reward staff 

members for innovative actions. The staff makes decisions about teaching and learning by using 

multiple sources of data and believes the principal seeks and employs the advice of the staff 

when making decisions influencing the school. 

 School decisions are also made in alignment with the schools values and vision which as 

the principal stated is built on the belief that “all of our kids, no matter where they come from, no 

matter what their background, they can learn.” This supports the staff’s belief that this vision is 

shared and focused on student learning and guides school improvement. Reaching shared values 

and vision at La Plata is also characterized by using data to prioritize campus actions. 

 Collegial and collaborative relationships support collective learning at La Plata as staff 

members reported that they plan and work together to find solutions for the needs of diverse 

learners. Much of the collaborative culture is supported by work that occurs during weekly grade 

level meetings where common planning times allow teachers to work together to improve 

instruction. According to the principal grade level meetings, “create that conversation of 

instruction and the things that are good for kids.” Professional development on the campus is 

focused on teaching and learning while teachers collaboratively evaluate the effectiveness of 

instructional strategies through multiple sources of data. 
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 Shared personal practice was reported by the La Plata staff as the least developed of the 5 

dimensions of the PLC model on their campus. The staff informally shares ideas and suggestions 

with each other to improve instruction. The interviewed teacher expressed, “There’s a lot of 

sharing, a lot of sharing that goes on…there’s a lot of discussion and reflection as the day goes 

on.” There is a reduced opportunity for teachers to observe each other and provide feedback and 

encouragement as these characteristics received lower mean scores on the PLCA-R. Although 

this is an area of growth for the campus the teacher interviewed commented, “it’s not something 

that we’ve done a lot of, but it seems each year it gets a little more.” Also this is a strategy which 

requires planning and additional time during the day.  

 Supportive conditions fostered by relationships appear to be an integral part of the school 

culture at La Plata. Caring and supportive relationships among staff and students built on trust 

and respect was reported as an important attribute that characterizes the school. Also positive 

relationships are supported by the practice in which outstanding achievement and recognized and 

celebrated regularly at the school. The principal stated in the interview, “Just like we’ve 

established relationships with our kids, we have established strong relationships.” According to 

the interviewed teacher these relationships are supported by “a lot of mutual respect in the 

building.” 

 Proximity of grade level and support staff within the building is an important supportive 

structure identified by staff members which fosters collaboration and collegial relationships on 

their campus. Resource people with instructional expertise are available to meet the instructional 

needs of teachers and the learning needs of students. The additional resource professionals are 

provided by the district. Communication systems are established on the campus, which promote 
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a positive flow of information among staff members and to the school community while the 

school is clean attractive and invitational to student learning.  

Mt. Elbert Elementary 

 Mt. Elbert Elementary demonstrates a high level of development of all 5 dimensions of 

the PLC model. The PLCA-R mean scores are very similar and range from 3.42 for shared and 

supportive leadership to 3.52 for supportive conditions fostered by relationships. Supportive 

relationships and collective learning received high mean scores; thus, implying that these 

dimensions are integrated into the culture of the school. The characteristics which are most 

highly perceived to exist at Mt. Elbert are described in the following conclusions. 

 The principal proactively addresses areas where support is needed and consistently 

includes staff in discussing and making decisions about most school issues. Decision making 

occurs through committees which is evident by grade level teams, content level vertical teams 

and the campus instructional leadership team. The staff expressed on the PLCA-R questionnaire 

that multiple sources of data are used to make decisions about teaching and learning. Also one 

teacher commented on the questionnaire that “Great leadership leads to great success” and the 

staff of Mt. Elbert believes their principal has had an important influence on developing 

leadership on the campus. The interviewed teacher expressed how the principal promotes 

leadership within the campus by giving “everyone an opportunity to have some position of 

leadership.”  

 The goals of Mt. Elbert focus on learning beyond test scores and grades and providing 

quality instruction for all students. The goal of “professionals working to learn together, aligning 

their practices, sharing to make things the best” depicts the values and vision supported and 

fostered among the staff by the principal. The principal believes that she has the responsibility 
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for setting the tone and modeling the values that are important to the success of the school. The 

staff believes that decisions are made in alignment to these values and vision and that data is also 

used to prioritize school strategies used to reach their shared vision.  

 Collective learning at Mt. Elbert is characterized by staff members planning and working 

together to find solutions to the learning needs of their diverse students. Professional 

development focused on student learning and teaching occurs in a variety of settings including: 

vertical and grade level team settings, faculty meetings, formal district meetings, book studies 

and through Internet searches. The principal identified a recent book study on Results Now 

completed by the staff and expressed, “I think teachers work together and do great things with 

book studies when we find something applicable.” Teachers work collaboratively to interpret 

data to make instructional decisions and also believe that their school is committed to the use of 

programs or approaches that enhance student learning. For example, the interviewed teacher 

commented on the collaborative effort by the staff to use science notebooks to improve science 

understanding across their school. 

 Shared personal practice at Mt. Elbert includes informally sharing ideas and suggestions 

for improving student learning and teaching which also incorporates regularly examining student 

work to guide school wide improvement. The teacher and principal described ways that science 

and writing samples of student work are used to improve instruction. Through this review 

teachers are able to align student needs to instructional practices. Both individual and teams of 

teachers have the opportunity to apply their learning and share it with the learning community.   

 Caring relationships supported by trust and mutual respect is foundational to the success 

of Mt. Elbert. Teachers build relationships with both their colleagues and students. The 

interviewed teacher suggested that there must be “mutual respect and openness” in order for 
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teachers to take risks and share in their successes and failures. This also enables the staff to 

support relationships which allow an honest and respectful assessment of data to improve 

teaching and learning. Celebrating success and regularly recognizing outstanding achievement is 

a common occurrence at Mt. Elbert. The teacher expressed the principal goes “overboard” in 

recognizing and appreciating the work done by the staff. 

 The school environment is clean, attractive and inviting which provides a supportive 

organizational structure for improving and encouraging learning. The proximity of grade levels 

within the school allows teachers to easily and informally share their instructional practices and 

concerns. The interviewed teacher identified how keeping the grade levels in close proximity is a 

strategic move by the principal to keep the students and teachers together to support learning. 

Also communication systems promote the flow of information within the school and the school 

community. The principal described the importance of the school wide calendar as an important 

piece within the communication system of the school. The support systems of the school also 

make data readily available to all teachers in an organized format. Although the staff of Mt. 

Elbert reported supportive structures were evident on their campus they believed time for 

collaboration and fiscal resources available for professional development could be improved. 

Blanca Peak Elementary 

       The 5 dimensions of the PLC model are also perceived to be evident in Blanca Peak 

Elementary as the mean scores ranged from a high score of 3.49 for supportive conditions 

fostered by relationships to a low mean score of 3.14 for shared and supportive leadership. 

Caring relationships between students and teachers encompassed by trust and respect is 

perceived by the staff to be an integral and most evident part of the school culture of Blanca 

Peak. The interview teacher expressed that this made their school very unique as the principal 
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elaborated on the positive and caring environment found on campus. Supportive conditions 

fostered by relationships and collective learning and application of learning were identified as 

the most developed dimensions of the PLC model at Blanca Peak. 

 Shared and supportive leadership is characterized on the campus by the principal being 

proactive in meeting needs and providing support. Support may come through weekly grade 

level meetings where the principal and assistant principal meet with and seek input and 

information from staff members. Staff also has access to key information and multiple sources of 

data to make decisions about teaching and learning. The staff believes the principal shares 

responsibility with staff members and rewards for innovative action; however, there is frustration 

with the ability of staff members to involve parents in sharing and assuming responsibility for 

student learning. Comments on the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest that cultural and language 

barriers and economic factors impact the parent’s ability to participate and share responsibility 

for student’s success. 

 Decisions at Blanca Peak are made in alignment with the shared values and vision held at 

the school while data is organized and used to prioritize actions that help the staff to reach their 

vision. The principal and teacher shared the importance of their students being successful and 

that the staff is willing to do “whatever it takes for the benefit of the kids.” The staff also 

perceived their campus vision to be focused on student learning yet there is a belief by part of the 

staff that the focus on learning does not extend beyond test scores and grades. A teacher 

comment on the PLCA-R questionnaire reflected this frustration, “We try to make learning fun, 

despite the blasted TAKS!” The staff reported on the questionnaire that the “school tries to get 

parents more involved;” however, in general it is very difficult to actively involve parents in 

setting high expectations for learning. 



318 
 

 The dimension of collective learning and application of learning is an integral part of the 

school culture at Blanca Peak. Teachers reported through collegial relationships staff members 

work together to plan and improve instruction and learning. The teachers collegially work 

together to seek new knowledge within a context of respect for diverse ideas and apply it in the 

classroom. The staff also characterized their collective work as a process where they 

collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data which includes student work so that instructional 

practices can be improved. The principal nicely summarized the culture of their school: “we have 

to continue to change and people have to continue to grow with the community as the 

community changes and we have to continue to meet the needs of the students however they 

are.” 

 Shared personal practice is most characterized at Blanca Peak by the staff informally 

sharing ideas and collaboratively reviewing student work to improve practice. Through grade 

level and faculty meetings the staff is able to share and apply new learning to improve 

instructional practice and student learning. The interviewed teacher reported that if a strategy 

“works in my classroom and then we share it with the grade level and if we see improvement, 

then we share it with the whole faculty.” Coaching and mentoring was indentified both on the 

PLCA-R and teacher interview to be an important strategy for how staff members at Blanca Peak 

share their personal practice. It was found that teachers observing their colleagues in the 

classroom and providing feedback is not a regularly used strategy due to teacher schedules; 

however, the interviewed teacher stated that a teacher “can bring all things that they have and 

demonstrate it at a staff meeting.”  

 The principal and staff consistently and regularly recognize and celebrate outstanding 

achievement which also supports relationship building on the campus. The principal supports 
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this effort by doing a lot of “positive things…at meetings; we recognize accomplishments, we 

applaud people; we have people to share things that are going on.” The principal also suggested 

the importance of hiring the right people to compliment teams in order to build and support 

positive relationships across the school.  

 Organizational structures which create supportive conditions are an integral and essential 

part of the school framework at Blanca Peak. The facility is clean, attractive and inviting while 

instructional resources and technology are readily available to support learning. Grade level and 

support personnel are in close proximity which facilitates dialogue between teachers while 

communication systems are in place to encourage the flow of information between teachers and 

within the entire school community. Although there are many structures which support the work 

of the school teachers believed that the school schedule and time allowed for collaboration could 

be improved. The teacher and principal interviewed both suggested the power of common 

planning times and weekly grade level meetings with the administration as conditions to support 

planning, learning and the work of the staff. 

Mt. McKinley Elementary 

 Data collected during this study suggest that the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are 

developed at Mt. McKinley Elementary. The PLCA-R mean scores ranged from 3.24 for shared 

personal practice to 3.66 for supportive conditions fostered through relationships. With the 

exception of shared personal practice each of the remaining dimensions are within mean score 

distribution of 3.40 – 3.66 which indicates a high level of development of the dimensions of the 

PLC model. Again as in the previous schools supportive conditions fostered through 

relationships and collective learning and application of learning had the highest mean scores on 

the PLCA-R questionnaire. 
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 Shared and supportive leadership is facilitated at Mt. McKinley by the principal seeking 

advice from staff in making school decisions and then sharing responsibility and rewards for 

innovative actions. During the interview the principal elaborated on incorporating advice by 

stating, “We brainstorm on almost everything, why would you; it doesn’t make sense to me; it’s 

illogical to me to not use everybody’s intelligence to make it the best school.” The PLCA-R 

found that the principal is proactive in seeking areas of need and providing support. The 

interviewed teacher expressed how open the principal is and that she “supports everybody 

100%.” The staff believes they have accessibility to key information and that there are multiple 

sources of data available to make decisions about teaching and learning. The principal confirmed 

this through the interview and identified how the school district is an essential part of making 

this data available. 

 Values and vision are embedded within the school culture which the PLCA-R data 

indicates is widely shared by all members of the staff. The school goals focus on learning beyond 

test scores and grades which one teacher commented on the questionnaire, “While test scores 

drive many decisions, I feel our staff really does put student learning and growth before test.” 

The principal and interviewed teacher both concurred and voiced their school values student 

success through students reading and writing well and doing “math and science well.” The 

interviewed teacher concluded, “We’re here to make sure everybody is going to be a lifelong 

learner.”  

 Decisions on the campus are made in alignment with the school’s values and vision as 

policies and programs are also aligned to what the school values most. Data is readily available 

to the staff and is used to prioritize strategies to reach the shared vision. Sharing values and 
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vision extends beyond the school as the staff believes parents as stakeholders are involved in 

creating high expectations for student learning. 

 The school culture also reflects a high level of collective learning as staff members plan 

and work together in collaborative and collegial relationships. Through the interviews both the 

teacher and principal confirmed this finding by sharing how staff members work together within 

and between their grade level teams to investigate changes that need to be made or need to 

continue to support student learning. The staff reported that opportunities and structures such as 

common planning times and grade level teams allow for collective learning through open 

dialogue. This dialogue allows the staff to collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to 

improve teaching and learning. Professional development is focused on teaching and learning 

while the staff also is committed to programs that enhance learning.  

 Shared personal practice is evident at Mt. McKinley primarily through the informal 

sharing of ideas and practices and by individuals having the opportunity for individuals and 

teams to apply learning and share the results of their practices. Staff observing colleagues and 

providing encouragement and feedback does happen on occasion at the school; however, it is not 

regular or consistent. The interviewed teacher confirmed this finding by stating, “ 

 some of our teachers have gone to somebody on their grade level and watched and 
observed them…it’s happened on occasion but there really hasn’t been a concerted effort 
where teachers are able to share practice by watching each other. 

 
 Caring, collegial and supportive relationships are integral and highly developed in the 

school culture of Mt. McKinley. The interviewed teacher stated, “We really do have a strong 

community here” and another teacher expressed on PLCA-R questionnaire: “Culture, Trust and 

Respect – YES!”  There is a culture of trust and mutual respect evident on the campus where 

honest and respectful examinations of data can occur to improve teaching and learning. 
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Recognizing outstanding achievement and celebrating successes is a common occurrence at Mt. 

McKinley as staff meetings begin with appreciations and the principal throughout the year 

recognizes student and teacher successes during Monday morning assemblies. Relationships 

extend to the community as parents are included in helping to sustain change into the culture of 

the school. The principal nicely encapsulated the caring and supportive culture of Mt. McKinley 

in the following, “I just want it to be ‘we’re all in this together; we’re all in everything together; 

we all take care of each other.’” 

 The school environment is clean, attractive and inviting which provides a supportive 

organizational structure for improving and encouraging learning. The proximity of grade levels 

within the school allows teachers to easily and informally share their instructional practices and 

concerns. Also communication systems promote the flow of information within the school and 

the school community. The principal and teacher interviewed described how communication 

occurs through electronic mail, grade level chairs and schedules which help to keep the staff 

informed. The support systems of the school also make data readily available to all teachers in an 

organized format. The principal suggested the availability of data from their district and 

organization of the data results in not only the success of their school but also their district. 

Although the staff of Mt. McKinley reported supportive structures were evident on their campus 

they believed time for collaboration and fiscal resources available for professional development 

could be improved. 

Longs Peak Elementary 

 The data from the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest that the 5 dimensions of the PLC model 

are developing at Longs Peak, however, not at the same level as the other 4 schools within this 

study. The mean scores for each of the dimensions range from a high score of 3.21 for collective 
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learning and application of learning to a low score of 2.90 for shared personal practice. The 

scores also suggest that the dimensions are within the same level of development as suggested by 

the scale on the PLCA-R. Collective learning and application of learning and supportive 

conditions through organizational structures are the two highest mean scores as reported on the 

questionnaire. 

 Characteristics of shared and supportive leadership were perceived by part of the staff to 

not be evident at Longs Peak. However, staff members do believe that multiple sources of data 

are available to make decisions about teaching and learning. A portion of the staff believes that 

the principal does not participate democratically with the staff and does not seek advice from 

staff members to make decisions. Through conversations with the principal and comments on the 

PLCA-R questionnaire much of the leadership at the campus occurs through the school 

leadership team which may suggest why all staff members did not believe they are included in 

the decision making process. The principal stated that “there is a place for everybody in some 

type of leadership role;” however, the staff did not perceive this as reality even though the staff 

acknowledged that decisions are made through committees or teams. The data from the PLCA-R 

questionnaire also suggest that parents do not share in the responsibility and accountability for 

student learning. 

 The principal shared that creating “an Exemplary school that supports the child’s 

emotional needs and their social needs” is important; however, the staff believes the school is 

more focused on test scores and grades. Although the staff perceives their school makes 

decisions in alignment with the school’s values and vision the data suggest that it is not fully 

focused on student learning but test scores and grades. The interviewed teacher suggested that 

goals moving beyond test scores are beginning to happen at their campus since teachers seem to 
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be looking at the needs of all children. This cultural belief has changed over the time the teacher 

has been on staff. The staff also perceives stakeholders, parents, are not involved in setting high 

expectations for learning; however, the principal and teacher interviewed suggested the school 

was making improvements in this area by monthly school-community meetings.  

 Collective learning and the application of learning emerge on the campus through 

collegial relationships where the teachers plan and work together to improve learning. 

Professional development was also identified as an approach to supporting teaching and learning. 

Both the principal and interviewed teacher described how staff members participate in school 

professional learning communities or teams that are focused on researching professional articles 

and bringing findings to the staff. Also the staff participates in weekly instructional meetings 

where teachers, administrative and instructional support staff meet for collaborating and 

planning. The principal described these meetings as a time where ideas are shared and we can 

“come up with good teaching strategies to be using in the classroom.” 

 Shared personal practice at Longs Peak generally occurs through staff members 

informally sharing ideas and suggestions for improving student learning. The principal and 

interviewed teacher shared an isolated professional experience where teachers demonstrating 

small group strategies were video-taped and then observed by their colleagues. This allowed for 

collaborative interaction supportive of shared practice; however, it was not an ongoing 

professional opportunity for teachers. The data also suggests there are infrequent experiences 

with staff members observing each other and providing encouragement and feedback.   

 Caring relationships were reported to exist among teachers and students which also 

allowed for teachers to respectfully and honestly look at data to enhance teaching and learning. 

The principal noted the importance of hiring staff which can work together and build positive 
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relationships. The principal also suggested team building activities used throughout the year had 

improved relationships among the professional staff and the interviewed teacher concurred by 

stating the level of trust in relationships had grown throughout the year. The teacher elaborated 

by saying, “this year is one of the best years as far as teachers trusting each other and building 

those good relationships with each other.” Staff members also believed that a better effort could 

be made to regularly recognize and celebrate outstanding achievement and that there needs 

continued improvement in staff and parents working together to sustain change in the school 

culture.      

  The Longs Peak facility is clean, attractive and inviting which the staff perceived as 

positive supportive condition. The arrangement of the building and grade configuration allows 

for close proximity of grade level and support personnel. The PLCA-R data suggest that resource 

people are available to provide expertise and communication systems are in place to support the 

flow of information among staff members and the school community. Also school data is well 

organized and accessible to staff members. Although these are positive conditions for sustaining 

the development of the professional learning community at Longs Peak the school schedule and 

time for regular and continued collaboration is not perceived by staff members to occur at the 

most effective level.  

 This section of the findings and conclusions has focused on developing an understanding 

of the current status of the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model within 

the 5 selected schools in this study. The conclusions are based upon the characteristics of PLCs 

defined by the statements on the PLCA-R questionnaire and enriched by the conversations of the 

principals and teachers interviewed during the study. The findings suggest that attributes of PLCs 

have developed in each of the schools of this research study and are evident through the 



326 
 

characteristics that define the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. The status of the PLC dimensions 

is more evident in La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley Elementary Schools 

while it appears to be less developed in Longs Peak Elementary School. This is suggested by the 

mean scores and frequency of responses which either agree or strongly agree with the statements 

on the PLCA-R questionnaire that define the characteristics or practices of PLCs. The following 

discussion of findings and conclusions identify significant differences between the 5 dimensions 

and the commonalities and differences which are evident among the 5 schools in this study.  

Significant Differences in Improved, Exemplary Texas Elementary Schools 

Research Question 2 – Are there any significant differences between the mean scores of 
improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools on the Revised Professional Learning 
Community Assessment tool? 
 
 The significant differences were investigated by conducting the Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA 

and Mann-Whitney U post hoc test on the distribution of mean scores produced by the 

administration of the Revised Professional Learning Community Assessment (PLCA-R) 

questionnaire to the 5 selected Exemplary Texas elementary schools. The results from the 

statistical analysis found that collective learning and application of learning and supportive 

conditions developed through organizational structures are similar among all of the schools in 

the selected study. Although there are practices within these dimensions which are more evident 

among the schools as found by the PLCA-R results the overall mean scores are similar; thus, 

suggesting that the staff members of all the schools perceive that practices of these dimensions 

which define PLCs also define their schools.  

 The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA revealed there were statistical differences in the mean 

scores for the shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal 

practice, and supportive conditions fostered by relationships sections of the PLCA-R 
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questionnaire. Further analysis by the Mann-Whitney U post hoc test found where the significant 

differences occurred between the selected study schools. Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. 

McKinley were found to not be significantly different for any of the dimensions tested in this 

analysis; therefore, there is no significant difference in the distribution of scores between these 3 

schools. This suggests that the level of development for these dimensions is similar for Mt. 

Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley.  

 The data analysis showed that there was a marginally significant difference in the 

distribution of scores between La Plata and Mt. Elbert for shared personal practice. Mt. Elbert 

had a higher mean score for shared personal practice which suggest the staff perceived their 

school to exhibit at a higher level the characteristics of shared personal practice. Investigating the 

frequency of responses for this dimension suggest that the differences may be attributed to 

practices where staff members provide feedback to peers related to instructional strategies and 

regularly share student work to direct school improvement. 

 The data analysis also demonstrated a marginally significant difference in the distribution 

of scores for shared personal practice between La Plata and Blanca Peak with Blanca Peak 

showing a higher mean score. This also suggests the staff of Blanca Peak perceived their school 

to have a greater development of characteristics that define shared personal practice in 

comparison to the staff of La Plata. The frequency of responses for the statements on the PLCA-

R questionnaire implies the practice of staff members providing feedback related to instructional 

practices and staff members collaboratively reviewing student work to improve instruction 

provide the greatest contributions to the differences in the perceptions of each school’s staffs. 

 The distribution of scores for La Plata was found through the statistical analysis to be 

marginally different from Mt. McKinley for supportive conditions fostered through relationships. 
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The mean scores from supportive conditions – relationships section of the PLCA-R questionnaire 

suggests the characteristics of this dimension are more developed at Mt. McKinley than La Plata. 

Both schools reported cultures which are highly supportive of caring relationships based upon 

trust and respect; however, 80% of the Mt. McKinley staff in comparison to 50% of the La Plata 

staff strongly believed caring relationships exist among staff and students. Stakeholders (parents 

and community members) working together to sustain a unified effort for integrating change into 

the culture of the school was also found to be a practice which separates the two schools. Mt. 

McKinley staff members perceived their school culture to be more supportive of this practice 

than La Plata staff members as reported by the frequency of strongly agree responses and mean 

scores for this statement.             

 Longs Peak was found to be significantly different from Mt. Elbert, Mt. McKinley and 

Blanca Peak for shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal 

practice and supportive conditions fostered by relationships. Longs Peak was also significantly 

different from La Plata for these dimensions, yet it was not significantly different from La Plata 

for the dimension of shared personal practice. 

 The frequency of agree and strongly agree responses and mean average scores from the 

PLCA-R questionnaire for shared and supportive leadership suggest the differences between 

Longs Peak and the remainder of the study schools can be attributed to the level at which the 

principal shares power and authority. The staff at Longs Peak perceived their principal to be less 

democratic in sharing power and authority than the other study schools. Practices which share 

and nurture responsibility and promote and nurture leadership within the staff were reported at 

lower levels on the questionnaire at Longs Peak in comparison to the other 4 schools. Finally the 



329 
 

staff at the 4 study schools perceived their principal to be more proactive in addressing areas 

where support is needed than is perceived by the staff of Longs Peak. 

 An undeviating focus on student learning and shared values guiding decisions about 

teaching and learning are suggested by the descriptive data to be practices which account for the 

significant differences between Longs Peak and the remaining 4 study schools. Also 

collaborative processes which create a sense of shared values among the staff are perceived to be 

less developed at Longs Peak. 

 The interview teacher and principal both identified how team building activities and 

monthly school and community events had improved the culture of trusting and caring 

relationships at Longs Peak. The teacher reported caring and trusting relationships had improved 

over the 4 year period she had been with the staff; however, the staff at Longs Peak still 

perceived there is room for improving the culture of trust and respect in comparison to the staff 

perceptions at the other study schools. Also regularly recognizing and celebrating outstanding 

achievement at Longs Peak was perceived to be less characteristic of their school than for La 

Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley. The descriptive statistics for these practices as 

identified on the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest these may be the key differences which 

contribute to the overall differences between Longs Peak and the remaining study schools.  

 The analysis of the descriptive statistics suggest that following practices may have the 

greatest affect on the significant difference for shared personal practice between Longs Peak and 

Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley. Staff collaboratively and regularly reviewing and 

sharing student work to improve instructional methods is a practice which shows the greatest 

difference in shared personal practice as reported on the questionnaire. The frequency of 

responses and mean scores for Statement 36 of the PLCA-R questionnaire also suggests that the 
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opportunity for individuals and teams of teachers to apply their learning and share the results of 

their practices is less characteristic of Longs Peak than these schools. 

 This part of Chapter 5 has described the statistical differences between the mean scores 

for each of the 5 dimensions as reported on the PLCA-R questionnaire. The conclusions based 

upon these findings are supported by the descriptive statistics which quantified the staff 

members’ perceptions of their schools. The next section of Chapter 5 presents findings focused 

on Research Question 3 which investigates the 5 dimensions of the PLC model in regards to 

which dimensions are evident and what are the commonalities and differences between the 5 

dimensions within the 5 selected schools in this research study. 

Professional Learning Community Dimensions – Evident, Commonalities and Differences 

Research Question 3 – What dimensions of the professional learning community model are 
evident in improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools and what commonalities and 
differences exist among the schools on these dimensions? 
 
 The findings from the research study suggest the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are 

evident within the group of selected schools.  The frequency of agree to strongly agree responses 

by staff on the PLCA-R implies that as a group of schools the 5 dimensions are representative of 

the schools’ cultures. There is variability with in the study group to the strength of each of the 

dimensions with 4 schools (La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley) more similar in 

their cultures while 1 school (Longs Peak) is significantly different in the following dimensions: 

shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, shared personal practice and 

supportive conditions – relationships. Collective learning and supportive conditions fostered 

through organizational structures were found to be statistically the same across all schools in the 

study which suggest that the level of development for each is similar across all 5 schools. The 4 
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schools demonstrate a relatively high level of development of the 5 dimensions while the 

evidence is lower for Longs Peak.   

 Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley consistently reported the highest mean scores with a greater 

frequency of staff responses agreeing or strongly agreeing to statements on the PLCA-R 

questionnaire. This suggests that Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley have school cultures which have 

the highest levels of development for the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. Although Mt. Elbert 

and Mt. McKinley are very similar and the data finds the professional learning community model 

to be highly evident in their schools, there are distinguishing differences in shared personal 

practice between the schools which has implications for fostering highly successful schools. The 

following findings and conclusions present commonalities and differences in the research study 

schools which result from data collected and analyzed from the PLCA-R questionnaire and staff 

interviews. These conclusions are presented within the framework of the 5 dimensions of the 

PLC model. 

Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 The analysis of data suggests that La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak, and Mt. McKinley 

are similar in the development of shared and supportive leadership while Longs Peak is 

significantly different. This suggests the level of development of shared and supportive 

leadership is an important factor in supporting the development of a professional learning 

community. Although the group of 4 schools are not significantly different the agree and 

strongly agree frequency of responses and mean score for Blanca Peak is lower than the other 3 

schools which implies practices supporting shared leadership may be less developed at Blanca 

Peak than at La Plata, Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley. Blanca Peak is the largest school in the 

study which may suggest that it becomes increasingly more difficult for larger schools to 
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establish practices which support and foster shared and supportive leadership. Also it implies that 

larger schools must be very purposeful in establishing practices which support shared leadership 

to all members of the learning community. Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley reported the highest 

mean scores; thus, implying shared and supportive leadership is most highly developed in these 

schools. 

 Decision making through committees and communication across grade level and subject 

areas were found to be a practice which was consistent and evident for all study schools. The 

principal and teacher interviews identified campus leadership, grade level, and content level 

vertical teams as essential characteristics in their schools which support their success.  

 Multiple sources of key information and data readily available to staff members were 

identified as essential to the success of all study schools. The interviews found that student data 

for making decisions to improve instruction was readily available and provided by the district. 

The Mt. McKinley principal also reported the success of schools and their district is due in part 

to the availability of organized and meaningful data.    

 Evidence suggests that the principals from the 4 schools with the highest mean scores are 

proactive and address areas where support is needed. This is consistently rated with the highest 

mean scores and frequencies of responses of agree and strongly agree on the PLCA-R 

questionnaire.  The principal and teacher interviews found that the school principals meet weekly 

with the grade level teams which increased the opportunity for the principal to be proactive in 

opening the dialogue between staff and administration and then finding ways to meet their needs.  

 Leadership promoted and nurtured among staff members is another practice which was 

found to be highly evident at all schools with the exception of Longs Peak. This suggests 

principals of highly successful schools actively promote and nurture leadership roles among staff 
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members. The interviews found the principals seek out leadership roles for staff members and 

that recognizing potential leadership in the building can support and increase the instructional 

strength of the staff.  The interviewed teacher from La Plata expressed the following in regards 

to nurturing leadership, “[the principal] very strongly encourages; she’s building on the strengths 

in our building by recognizing people’s talents and strengthening them and encouraging and 

letting them bloom and learn with it so that we have a stronger core.” Leadership was found to 

occur through the instructional leadership team, grade level chairs and vertical teams focused on 

content area needs. Also student and school events and district initiatives were identified as 

various opportunities for informal leadership at the campus level. 

 Sharing responsibility and rewarding for innovation was another practice which was 

reported to be more highly developed at La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley 

than at Longs Peak. Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley which reported the highest levels of shared 

and supportive leadership attributed their success in part to being consistently involved in 

discussions and decision-making while also involving stakeholders, specifically parents in the 

decision making process. Also data from the PLCA-R questionnaire suggests opportunities are 

provided for staff members to initiate change which contributes to the differences of Mt. Elbert 

and Mt. McKinley from the other study schools. 

Shared Values and Vision 

 The dimension of shared values and vision was developed across all schools with La 

Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley being the most similar and demonstrating the 

highest levels of development while Longs Peak demonstrated the lowest levels of development. 

Blanca Peak results suggest shared values and vision is not as developed as La Plata, Mt. Elbert 

and Mt. McKinley and that Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley exhibit a school culture with the most 
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embedded practices which support shared values and vision. Again, Blanca Peak being the 

largest school may indicate it becomes increasingly more difficult to share values and vision with 

all staff members and supportive organizational structures must be completely integrated into the 

culture of the school. 

 The 4 schools which are most similar reported their staff is focused on student learning. 

Conversations with the principals and teachers revealed the focus is on the belief that all children 

can learn as the La Plata principal stated, “We believe all children can learn. That sounds trite, 

but that’s true. All children can learn.” Longs Peak expressed this same belief; however, the 

mean scores for this characteristic of shared values and vision was lower than the rest of the 

study group.  

 Decisions made in alignment with the schools values and vision is a characteristic 

reported by all schools to be incorporated into the culture of the school. The Mt. McKinley 

principal stated, “we try to filter all of our decisions through those [values and vision],” which is 

reflective of the findings from the PLCA-R questionnaire. Collaborative process for developing 

shared values and vision were evident in all schools as reported from the teacher and principal 

interviews. Shared values and vision are developed through leadership, faculty, grade level, and 

vertical team meetings. Principals attending grade level meetings weekly can ensure a continued 

focus on what the school believes is important. The principal from Mt. Elbert stated that vision 

building and remembering was fostered by placing essential goals at the top of faculty and 

leadership team meetings, in the hallway, and on the parent calendar. Also the Mt. Elbert and Mt. 

McKinley principals suggested that the principal is essential in setting the tone and modeling 

what is important to the school. 
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 Practices which seem to support a higher level of development for shared and supportive 

leadership as found at Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley focus on goals which move beyond test 

scores and grades and involving parents in creating high expectations that serve to increase 

student achievement. Also shared values supporting the norms of behavior to facilitate decisions 

about teaching and learning are practices that appear to be more highly developed at these 

schools. Once these practices are an integral part of the school culture the data from Mt. Elbert 

and Mt. McKinley suggests that student performance will be improved.   

Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

 The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA found the dimension of collective learning and application 

of learning to be similar for all schools in this research study. The mean scores and frequency of 

agree and strong agree responses to the PLCA-R questionnaire suggest collective learning is the 

most highly developed dimension for all schools in this research study.  

 Collective learning is most evident as teachers plan and work together in collaborative 

and collegial relationships for all schools in this study. The principal and staff interviews 

identified faculty meetings, vertical team meetings, content area teams and grade level meetings 

as sources for collaboratively and collegially learning together. The principals from Mt. Elbert 

and La Plata both described grade level meetings as opportunities for discussing the curriculum 

and sharing. The Mt. Elbert principal referred to their vertical teams as vertical professional 

learning teams where the staff learns together new approaches that will improve their practice 

and support learning for their students. During these meetings the teachers analyze student work 

and “rigorous” teaching practices together to grow professionally and foster student learning. In 

these schools the faculty meeting becomes another structure for learning where teachers can 
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present new ideas and strategies. The study findings also suggest the staff of all schools is 

committed to programs that enhance learning.         

 The staff for all schools reported multiple sources of data are collaboratively studied and 

used to make decisions about learning and teaching. The interviews confirmed that the districts 

provide a great deal of data both current and longitudinal to support the needs of the students. 

The sources of data include TAKS, district benchmarks, reading inventories, student work, and 

Dibbles. The Mt. Elbert teacher also identified how student profile sheets are used to monitor 

student progress to improve learning.  

 The staff for all schools reported professional development is focused on student learning 

and teaching and comes from a variety of sources. The La Plata, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley 

principals identified how the district provides a variety of professional learning opportunities to 

meet the needs of staff members. The teachers not only participate in professional development 

but come back and share it with their colleagues and implement the practices in their classrooms. 

Other sources of professional learning include colleagues, book studies, journal articles, and the 

Internet.  

Shared Personal Practice 

 Shared personal practice was reported with the lowest mean scores for 3 (La Plata, Mt. 

McKinley and Longs Peak) schools of the study group and with the lowest frequency of agree or 

strongly agree responses on the PLCA-R questionnaire for all schools. However, the mean scores 

and frequency of agree and strongly agree responses still suggest that shared personal practice is 

evident within the study school group. The analytical tests found Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and 

Mt. McKinley are similar in the mean scores and distribution of scores which suggests these 

schools are similar in the level of development for shared personal practice. Mt. Elbert reported 
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the highest mean score and greatest number of agree and strongly agree statements which 

suggest shared personal practice at Mt. Elbert is more highly developed than the other schools 

within the study group. Longs Peak mean score for this dimension is lower than all other schools 

and is found to be either marginally significant or significantly different than Mt. Elbert, Blanca 

Peak and Mt. McKinley. 

 The data suggests that informally sharing ideas and suggestions for improving student 

learning is the most evident practice all schools use to share personal practice. Informal sharing 

occurs during lunch time, after school, in the hallway, during faculty, grade level and vertical 

team meetings. Coaching and mentoring is a characteristic of each school which supports shared 

personal practice. The interviews revealed mentoring new teachers is a common practice while 

much of the coaching is provided through support specialists (instructional, reading and 

mathematics). The Mt. Elbert principal expressed the importance of modeling and that she will 

model strategies to school leaders which will then model to their colleagues. The La Plata 

teacher explained how she models lessons, co-teaches and then observes to help teachers 

improve instruction. Modeling and observing colleagues were also reported to occur as teachers 

go to other schools to observe teachers. Staff members perceive teams and individuals are also 

able to apply learning and share with each other their understandings. This practice occurs during 

grade level, vertical team, leadership team and faculty meetings.    

 The questionnaire data suggest the staff from all schools collaboratively share student 

work to improve instructional practices; however, the interviews indicate this practice may not 

be consistent or a regular occurrence. The descriptive statistics found Longs Peak teachers are 

less likely to regularly share student work to guide overall school improvement than the other 

study schools while Mt. Elbert is more consistent in this practice. The principal and interviewed 
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teacher from Mt. Elbert described how staff members within their content level PLCs analyzed 

student science notebooks, writing samples and math projects to improve instruction which 

confirms the findings on the PLCA-R.  

 Shared personal practice is different at Mt. Elbert in comparison to the other study 

schools as teachers reported that opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and offer 

encouragement and provide feedback to peers related to instructional practices. Ninety percent of 

the staff members agreed or strongly agreed this practice was occurring in their school which 

was different from what was reported in the other study schools. Job shadowing was described 

by the Mt. McKinley and La Plata principals as practices which occur on their campuses that 

allow for peer observations; however, these were not ongoing and consistently practiced at the 

schools. The Blanca Peak interviewed teacher suggested this does not occur more frequently or 

at all because of scheduling conflicts.  

Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

 Supportive conditions fostered through relationships in addition to collective learning and 

application of learning is the most evident and developed dimensions of the PLC model found in 

La Plata, Mt. Elbert, Blanca Peak and Mt. McKinley. Longs Peak is significantly different from 

all schools in this dimension of the PLC model. Trust and respect appears to be the cultural 

characteristic which is less developed at Longs Peak in comparison to the other schools, although 

this is improving according to the interviewed teacher. Throughout all of the interviews the 

principals and teachers expressed the importance of relationships built upon trust and respect. 

The La Plata principal suggested “relationships are at the heart of what we do” as the Blanca 

Peak principal characterized the school as a “family…with a strong sense of team – strong 

relationships.” Principals identified the importance of hiring the right staff which fit the needs of 
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teams and compliment the strengths and weaknesses of current staff members. Team building 

experiences and collaborative work to improve instruction and meet the needs of students were 

also described by interviewed teachers and principals as practices which support the 

development of caring relationships among staff.  

 This significant finding suggest that it is essential for caring relationships to exist among 

staff and students and these relationships must be built on trust and respect for professional 

learning communities to be highly evident in Exemplary schools in this study. Mt. Elbert and Mt. 

McKinley demonstrate the highest levels of development for supportive conditions fostered 

through relationships. The data from the PLCA-R suggests a unified and sustained effort of staff 

members and stakeholders to embed change into the school culture is an important practice 

which distinguishes Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley from the other schools. 

 Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly is a practice which was 

highly evident at all schools except for Longs Peak. This suggests that the frequent recognition 

and celebration of successes is an important factor in fostering and supporting relationships 

between staff members in schools. The principals and teachers interviewed shared how 

announcing appreciations are integral parts of faculty meetings and that their principals do many 

things to recognize success. These include faculty meeting celebrations, special Monday 

assemblies, and bringing doughnuts and juice to each teacher to show appreciation. 

Supportive Conditions – Structures 

 The Kruskal Wallis ANOVA found the mean scores and distribution of scores for 

supportive conditions fostered by organizational structures to be the same for all schools in this 

study which implies the perceptions of staff members to be consistent across all schools in this 

study. This also suggests there is homogeneity in structures used by the study schools to develop 
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supportive conditions for the collaborative work of professional learning communities. The 

PLCA-R mean scores, frequency of agree and strongly agree responses and teacher and principal 

interviews suggest this dimension is highly developed within the study schools.  

 All schools were perceived by their staffs to be clean, attractive and inviting for learning 

which was confirmed by site visits by the researcher. Other structures which characterize the 

supportive conditions of the study schools include: the availability of technology and resources 

for all staff members; resource people who provide support for continuous learning; 

communication systems fostering the flow of information within and across the school 

community; the close proximity of grade levels to each other and other personnel and the 

availability and easy access to organized data. The close proximity of grade levels facilitates 

collaboration, communication and the sharing of supplies between staff members. Also the close 

proximity of grade levels supports the efficient use of time for planning and collaborating to 

improve instruction.  

 The principals and teachers interviewed identified the importance of the availability of 

resource people in supporting the success of their schools. Math and reading specialists are easily 

accessed and provide assistance with instructional strategies that support the needs of students. 

Also special education and English as a Second Language staff were identified as resource 

people who were in the classrooms assisting teachers and students. The Mt. McKinley principal 

also identified how district central office staff was readily available to provide support for all 

schools. These resources were provided by the school district and were described as invaluable 

in supporting the needs of the schools. 

 Although time and scheduling were generally identified as support structures which were 

not as evident in the study schools, Mt. Elbert and Mt. McKinley staff members reported that 
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these structures were more evident at their schools. The principals of both of these schools 

specifically described how scheduled common planning times is essential for providing time 

where teachers can collaborate to improve practice. Also weekly grade level meetings where 

teachers, administrators and resource personnel meet provide another opportunity for 

collaborative work. Weekly grade level meetings were reported at each of the study schools. 

Release time for instructional planning was identified as an opportunity at some of the schools; 

however, it was not consistent and the La Plata teacher stated that it has possibly been reduced 

because of funding. The Mt. Elbert principal did express the priority and importance of having 

additional planning time and providing resources for planning and sharing practice.  

 Communication systems were identified as essential to supporting the effectiveness of 

each school. Grade level chairs, school calendars, and electronic mail were components of the 

communication systems which were identified by the interviewed teachers and principals as 

important in supporting the needs of the school. The weekly grade level meetings between staff 

and the principal also helps to ensure constant and consistent communication between the 

principal and staff throughout the year. 

 This section of Chapter 5 has described the evidence, commonalities and differences for 

the 5 dimensions among the improved, Exemplary elementary schools in this study. The 

conclusions based upon these findings are supported by descriptive statistics, data analysis by the 

Kruskal Wallis ANOVA, Mann-Whitney U post hoc test and principal and teacher interviews. 

The next section of Chapter 5 presents the research implications based upon these findings and 

previous educational research which provided the context of this study. 
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Implications of Study 

 The implications of this study are presented in this section of Chapter 5. The research 

findings support these implications and present these conclusions within the framework of 

educational research focused on the professional learning community (PLC) model. These 

implications are significant in that each contributes to the field of educational research and 

illuminates “the experience of PLCs in a greater variety of schools” and “raise the cumulative 

worth” of research studies through the “infusion of more abundant data” (Hord, 2004a, p. 4). 

Learning more about the culture of successful schools adds to the educational research by 

identifying and elaborating upon the practices which support the success of these schools by 

investigating them through the conceptual framework of the PLC model. As schools also 

continue to move towards 100% of all students being proficient on state assessments as defined 

by the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (Bush, 2001; Stolberg, 2008) these findings 

imply characteristics and practices of PLCs which support learning of staff members and 

students. Thus these implications become powerful not only for the field of educational research 

but also for schools who are striving to improve and become Exemplary schools. The research 

implications are presented in alignment with the findings from the 3 research questions which 

were focused on investigating the evidence of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model in improved, 

Exemplary Texas elementary schools. 

Evidence of the 5 Dimensions of the Professional Learning Community Model 

 The research findings from this study implies the 5 dimensions of the PLC model 

developed by Hord (1997a; 2004b) and re-conceptualized by Huffman and Hipp (2003) are 

evident in all 5 improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools. The research findings from this 

study concur with those of Newman and Wehlage (1995) who found that schools with higher 



343 
 

levels of student achievement are strong professional communities that facilitate collective 

responsibility for learning and collegiality among teachers. Hord (1997b) also reported PLCs 

results include “greater academic gains in math, science, history and reading than traditional 

schools” (p. 6) which correspond to and support the findings of this study.  

 There are levels of strength of development within the 5 schools as suggested by the 

research findings. The level of development is strong within 4 schools while in 1 school 

characteristics of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model are evident but not at the same level of 

strength as found in the other 4 schools. The level of development within the group of 4 schools 

suggests the improvement and Exemplary status of these schools is supported by the 

development of sustainable professional learning communities. Hargreaves (2007) stated: 

“sustainable PLCs concentrate on what matters. They preserve, protect and promote achievement 

and success in deep learning for all, in relationships of care for others” (p. 185). This reflection 

captures the essence of the findings from this study of Exemplary Texas elementary schools. 

There are 2 schools within the group of 4 that demonstrate strong evidence their school cultures 

are functioning as highly sustainable PLCs. Findings from these 2 schools also suggested the 

schools which demonstrated characteristics of strong sustainable PLCs supported learning 

beyond test scores and grades which Hargreaves (2007) responds that “sustainable PLCs…are 

courageous and committed about putting learning before testing, not vice versa” (p. 186).     

 The review of achievement data from Texas Education Agency (TEA) performance 

reports found these 2 schools achieved higher percentages for all students who met the standard 

on more tests than for the remainder of the study group and who demonstrated the greatest 

percentage gains on more tests than for the remainder of the study group. Students meeting the 

standard must “demonstrate satisfactory academic achievement, perform at a level that was at or 
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somewhat above the state passing standard, and demonstrate a sufficient understanding of the 

knowledge and skills measured at this grade” (TEA, 2008b, p. 85). 

 The review of TEA performance reports for these 2 schools which exhibited 

characteristics of highly sustainable PLCs also found these 2 schools showed the greatest 

percentage of students at the commended level for more tests and the largest percentage gains in 

the number of commended students for all tests between 2004 and 2008. At the commended 

level the student must “demonstrate high academic achievement, perform at a level that was 

considerably above the state passing standard, and demonstrate a thorough understanding of the 

knowledge and skills measured at this grade” (TEA, 2008b, p. 85). This suggests that highly 

sustainable PLCs had the greatest influence on the improvement and Exemplary status of the 

elementary schools in this study. The overall findings from this study suggest schools which 

develop into sustainable professional learning communities are more likely to foster school 

cultures which support more students performing at high levels. Schmoker (2006) concludes the 

PLC is the “most agreed upon means by which to continuously improve instruction and student 

performance” (p. 106) which is exhibited by the schools in this research study. 

Collective Learning and Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

 Hord and Hirsch (2008) reported that learning is the purpose and function of professional 

learning communities (PLCs). The researchers continue: 

 The major requirement of a PLC is satisfied in those schools that engage staff members 
in collaborative work…it becomes clear that identified intentional learning of the staff 
that leads to student learning is the proper focus of the PLC. (pp. 34-35) 

 
 The findings from this study suggests the sustainable development of the PLC 

dimensions of collective learning and supportive conditions fostered by relationships are 

essential to supporting the improvement in the performance of the Texas elementary schools in 
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this research study. Hord and Hirsh (2008) state collective learning is the “heart and soul…that 

contributes to quality teaching and student learning – the important work of the PLC” (p. 36). 

Hipp and Huffman (2007) continue, “Schools that operate as professional learning communities 

must foster a culture in which learning by all is valued, encouraged and supported” (p. 122). 

Hargreaves (2008) describes the nature of sustainable PLCs in the following excerpt: 

 Strong professional learning communities are not merely a matter of goals and teamwork, 
meetings and plans concerned with evidence and achievement. They are a way of life that 
does not focus only or always on tested literacy but on all aspects of learning and also 
caring for others within the school. (p. 188) 

 
 Collective learning and supportive conditions fostered by relationships were found to be 

the most developed dimensions within the 4 Exemplary schools that demonstrated characteristics 

of sustainable PLCs. Staff meetings; grade level teams and vertical content teams were reported 

as the most common practices for sharing learning at the study schools which becomes a 

powerful tool for increasing learning among staff members. Schmoker (2006) stated that the 

power behind teamwork in a PLC is that “teachers learn best from one another, from people in 

their own organizations” (p. 120). Hargreaves (2007) also expressed, “The backbone of a strong 

and sustaining PLC is trust” (p. 187) which characterizes the findings of the Exemplary 

elementary schools in this study. Sustainable PLCs promote individual and collective 

professional learning in a culture of openness, mutual trust, respect and support (Bolam, Stoll, & 

Greenwood, 2007). This suggests collective learning within a culture of caring, collegial and 

collaborative relationships supports the development of sustainable PLCs which foster high 

levels of student performance. Stoll and Seashore Louis (2007) describe the importance of 

collective learning and caring relationships in the following excerpt: 

 PLC suggests that focus is not just on individual teachers’ learning but on (1) 
professional learning; (2) within the context of a cohesive group; (3) that focuses on 
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collective knowledge, and (4) occurs within an ethic of interpersonal caring that 
permeates the life of teachers, students and schools leaders. (p. 3)    

 

Shared Personal Practice 

   The dimension of shared personal practice was the least developed of the 5 dimensions of 

the PLC model for the entire group and showed the most variability in development for the 4 

schools which demonstrated the most sustainable professional learning communities (PLC). The 

1 school which demonstrated the highest level of development for shared personal practice was 

also 1 of the 2 schools which functioned as a highly sustainable PLC. The practices at this school 

which appeared to have the greatest influence on the difference in development of shared 

personal practice involved staff members observing their colleagues and providing 

encouragement and feedback to their peers related to instructional methods. Interactions which 

involve teachers observing each other require a great deal of mutual trust and respect among staff 

members. This reason may account for shared personal practice being “relatively rare in all but 

the most advanced schools in becoming professional learning communities” (Cowan, 2003).  

Additional Practices Sustaining the Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities 

 Close proximity of grade levels and support personnel was reported as a supportive 

condition which fostered the development of collegial and collaboratively relationships and the 

ability to informally share and reflect upon practices, and plan and work together to develop 

instruction. Fleming and Leo (1999) reported how principals at PLCs placed the “same grades in 

the same hallway to increase teacher collegiality and support between classes and during breaks” 

(pp. 5-6) which mirrors the findings of this research study.   

 The 2 schools which function as highly sustainable PLCs responded that parents 

(stakeholders) are included in decision making, learning together with staff members, and 

sharing values that set high expectations for student learning. This implies that the school 
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community must be included in the business of the school in order to foster the growth of highly 

sustainable PLCs.    

 Key principal practices which became evident across the schools in this study included 

principals seeking advice for making decisions and being proactive and providing support where 

needed. Fleming and Leo (1999) reported teachers within a functioning PLC believed their 

principal consulted them about important decisions, which is reflective of how the teachers 

perceived principals in this study. Fleming and Leo (1999) also stated that “principals made 

concerted efforts to create conditions that were optimal for teachers to adapt to new ways of 

working in the school” (p. 5) which is reflective of how principals in this study were reported to 

be proactive and able to provide support where needed. The principals meet weekly with their 

staff members in grade level meetings, which provide opportunities to seek advice and actively 

provide support to teams of teachers where needed. Also principals meet monthly with their 

campus leadership teams which open the lines of communication for advice and support. This 

implies that principals must establish structures (common planning times), share leadership and 

make concerted efforts to foster communication through the weekly and monthly attendance of 

meetings. 

 Regular recognition and celebration of outstanding achievement is another practice 

evident in schools which fostered the building of relationships. Sharing appreciations at staff 

meetings, Monday morning assemblies and special teacher recognitions were mentioned as ways 

principals recognized and celebrated the achievements of staff. The implication is that principals 

consistently recognizing and reward staff members for outstanding work will support the work of 

PLCs (Seashore Louis, 2008).    
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Implications for the School District 

 A strong sustainable PLC depends on a way of life in which the school attends to both the 

analysis and management of achievement and learning data and the relationships built across the 

organization (Hargreaves, 2007). The availability to all staff members of organized data from 

multiple sources was reported as a characteristic that was evident across all study schools. One 

principal reported on how the district supported schools by providing multiple sources of data 

and training on how to use the data which implies that one way school districts can support the 

development of PLCs at schools is by providing organized, accessible data.      

 The findings of this study imply resource personnel are very important in providing 

support to staff members by modeling instructional strategies, coaching and mentoring teachers. 

The resource personnel included instructional, reading, and mathematics specialists which are 

funded by the school district. This indicates that school districts may support the development of 

PLCs by providing additional support personnel who have expertise in content and pedagogy. In 

their discussion of establishing high expectations for student learning Huffman and Hipp (2003) 

identified how “central office support is needed for teachers to continue to learn and grow” (p. 

42) which implies that personnel provided by the district can fulfill this need and support the 

development of collective learning. Also Fullan (2005) suggests that the sustainability of PLCs 

must in part depend upon deep learning initiated and supported by the school district which also 

may be fostered by the district support personnel found in these schools.     

 It is suggested by this study that the tenure of the principal influences the level of 

development of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. Hargreaves (2007) confirms that strong and 

sustainable PLCs cannot be rushed or forced, take time and can only be created through 

supported relationships which implies it takes time for the principal to implement and sustain 
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practices which foster relationships and the development of the PLCs. The school which was 

most significantly different from the other schools and reported lower levels of development of 

the PLC dimensions was present 1 year while the remaining principals had lead their campuses 

for 4 or more years. Also Kruse and Seashore Louis (2007) reported that extended time is critical 

to supporting the development of PLCs which supports this implication. 

 The findings from this study suggest the size of the school can impact the development of 

a sustainable PLC. Kruse and Louis (1995) suggested that small school size is a physical 

condition that facilitates the development of professional community. The largest school in this 

study population reported lower levels of shared and supportive leadership and shared values and 

vision than the other sustainable PLC schools. The data implies that it becomes increasingly 

difficult for larger schools to share leadership and values and vision across the school to all staff 

members. This may influence the development of PLC within the culture of the school. It is 

important for larger schools to make greater efforts in embedding supportive structures and 

providing greater opportunities for staff members to foster strong relationships. The largest 

school in the study (681 students) demonstrated sustainable PLC in part because of the strength 

in the development of supportive conditions fostered both through relationships and 

organizational structures.    

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This research provides data and findings which describe, compare and contrast 5 

dimensions of the PLC model (Hord, 1997a; 2004b; Huffman & Hipp, 2003) within 5 improved 

Exemplary Texas elementary schools. These schools were identified as economically 

disadvantaged and diverse which mirrors the growing population within our schools (TEA, 

2005c; 2007b). The researcher of this study suggests the following recommendations for further 
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study to enrich and illuminate the experiences of schools and add to the body of research 

defining professional learning communities (Hord, 2004a). 

 Recommendation 1 – Investigate economically disadvantaged and diverse elementary 

schools from varying state report card performance levels using the 5 dimension professional 

learning community model (Hord, 1997a; 2004b; Huffman & Hipp, 2003) as the conceptual 

framework. Utilize a mixed method approach to collect and analyze quantitative and qualitative 

data to discover characteristics and practices that describe the study schools. This will investigate 

the development of the PLC model within schools of varying performance levels and lead to a 

possible correlation study. 

 Recommendation 2 – Complete a descriptive case study of schools using the same 

purposeful sample and mixed method approach used in this study and investigate in greater depth 

their characteristics and practices by examining school documents, attending faculty, grade level 

and vertical team meetings, observing classrooms and conducting additional interviews with staff 

members from varying grade levels. This will provide greater insight into the practices which 

characterize the schools. Use the Revised Professional Learning Community Assessment 

(PLCA-R) (Hipp and Huffman, 2009) tool to collect and analyze quantitative data describing the 

schools.  

 Recommendation 3 – Investigate elementary schools of varying student population sizes 

to determine the level of development of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model. A mixed method 

approach using both qualitative and quantitative data will verify and enrich the data collected 

during the study.  

 Recommendation 4 – Compare and contrast the development of the 5 dimensions of the 

PLC model within elementary schools with principals of varying lengths of tenure. A mixed 
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method approach will enrich the findings and identify characteristics and practices which may be 

different between these schools. 

 Recommendation 5 – Conduct a descriptive study investigating the level of development 

of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model in middle and high schools that have demonstrated 

improvement over a period of time and are identified as high performing schools. Use a mixed 

method approach incorporating the PLCA-R questionnaire and interviews to verify and enrich 

the study. 

 Recommendation 6 – Investigate the development of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model 

in middle and high schools with varying performance ratings and complete a correlation study 

comparing the development of PLC dimensions to student performance. A mixed method 

approach will add interview data which will illuminate practices which schools use to support 

student learning. 

 Recommendation 7 – Investigate the role school districts have in supporting successful 

schools. Compare and contrast highly successful elementary schools from different school 

districts and states, analyze the level of development of the 5 dimensions of the PLC model and 

interview district level staff to discover practices and strategies which districts use to support 

highly successful schools. 

Final Thoughts 

 During the late 1990s DuFour and Eaker (1998) proclaimed the development of a “new 

model” (p. 19) of organizational structure for public schools which was entirely different from 

those structures of the 19th and 20th centuries. It was considered to be “the most promising 

strategy for sustained, substantive school improvement” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. xi) and was 

identified as the professional learning community (PLC) model. Today, PLCs are no longer 
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“unusual or controversial” (Hargreaves, 2008, p. 175) and will soon be “as accepted a part of 

school life as notebooks, performance evaluations, and good old-fashioned chalk” (Hargreaves, 

2008, p. 175).  

 Although the term professional learning community has become common place as an 

educational lexicon, its “original meaning is becoming diminished” and its richness is being lost 

(Hargreaves, 2007, p. 182). The danger according to Hargreaves (2007) is that PLCs “are turning 

into add-on teams that are driven by data in cultures of fear that demand instant results rather 

than being intelligently informed by evidence in deep demanding cultures of trusted relationships 

that press for success” (p. 182). It is within this context that this researcher investigated high 

performing elementary schools through the conceptual framework of the PLC model developed 

by Hord (1997a) and refined by Huffman and Hipp (2003). Investigating Exemplary schools 

through this conceptual framework provided the potential for documenting and describing the 

culture and practices of successful schools as sustainable professional learning communities. In 

doing so this adds to the “cumulative worth” (Hord, 2004a, p. 4) of research that elucidates the 

continued potential of professional learning communities within an array of schools. 

 Changing demographics, globalization, technology and evolving work structures continue 

to  change the economic and social environments in which students will work and live in the 

future (Aguerrebere, 2008; Lieberman, 2007). These changes in tandem with the current 

standards-based and accountability reform movement (Seashore Louis, 2008) has created a 

nation were we want and need “all children to be able to perform at high levels” (Hord & Hirsh, 

2008, p. 23). Hord and Hirsh (2008) expressed the “surest way to help teachers help all students 

is to engage all teachers in professional learning communities” (p. 23). By studying improved, 

Exemplary Texas elementary schools this research investigated the possibility of the 5 
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dimensions of the PLC model existing in these schools and found sustainable professional 

learning communities do exist in the high performing schools in this study.  

 The following summary of findings lists the characteristics that are making a difference 

for the community of learners at these Exemplary elementary schools in Texas.  

• Student performance will improve in schools where collective learning within cultures of 
collaborative, caring and collegial relationships exists.  

• An unswerving focus on student learning is a shared value reflective in the belief that “all 
children can learn.”  

• Staff members are encouraged to share learning from staff development with their 
colleagues at grade level and faculty meetings.  

• Additional sources of collective and professional learning include colleagues, journal 
articles, book studies and the Internet.  

• School cultures which support continual sharing throughout the day facilitates collective 
learning and shared practice. 

• Leadership teams, grade level teams and content vertical teams provide opportunities for 
staff members to share leadership with the principal.  

• Principals are proactive in seeking advice from the staff and meeting their needs which 
can be facilitated through weekly grade level meetings. 

• Organized and accessible data from multiple sources provided by the school and district 
impacts student learning. 

• Close proximity of grade levels facilitates planning and working together and supports 
teachers informally sharing together.  

• The regular recognition and celebration of outstanding achievement facilitates 
relationship building in these communities. 

• Resource people provide expertise through modeling, mentoring and coaching which 
supports collegial learning among staff members. 

• Clean, attractive and inviting schools provide a place where teachers and students want to 
learn. 

• Team, community and relationships are the heart of what these schools do.  
 
 In conclusion, the 5 dimensions of the professional learning community model have 

developed in the improved, Exemplary Texas elementary schools included in this study to 

varying degrees of sustainability. The 2 schools which were considered to be the most highly 
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sustainable professional learning communities also demonstrated the greatest increases in student 

performance which implies the PLC model is an organizational structure which supports high 

levels of student performance. It is believed by this researcher that 4 of the study schools are 

sustainable PLCs which means that these schools continuously improve, adapt and collectively 

problem solve to address the challenges that schools face (Fullan, 2005). These schools and the 

educators in them are much more successful in fostering effective and nurturing cultures than 

traditional schools as portrayed by the following narrative: 

 Strong professional learning communities are not merely a matter of goals and teamwork, 
meetings and plans concerned with evidence and achievement. They are a way of life that 
does not focus only or always on tested literacy but on all aspects of learning and also 
caring for others within the school. (Hargreaves, 2008, p. 188)          
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Professional Learning Communities Assessment - Revised 
Directions:  
This questionnaire assesses your perceptions about your principal, staff, and stakeholders based 
on the dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and related attributes. This 
questionnaire contains a number of statements about practices which occur in some schools. 
Read each statement and then use the scale below to select the scale point that best reflects your 
personal degree of agreement with the statement. Shade the appropriate oval provided to the 
right of each statement. Be certain to select only one response for each statement. Comments 
after each dimension section are optional.  
 
Key Terms: 

� Principal = Principal, not Associate or Assistant Principal 
� Staff/Staff Members = All adult staff directly associated with curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment of students 
� Stakeholders = Parents and community members 

 
Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree (SD)  

2 = Disagree (D)  
3 = Agree (A)  
4 = Strongly Agree (SA) 
 

 
STATEMENTS 

 
SCALE 

 
 

 
Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
1. 

 
Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions about 
most school issues. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
2. 

 
The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
3. 

 
Staff members have accessibility to key information. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
4. 

 
The principal is proactive and addresses areas where support is needed. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
5. 

 
Opportunities are provided for staff members to initiate change. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
6. 

 
The principal shares responsibility and rewards for innovative actions. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
7. 

 
The principal participates democratically with staff sharing power and authority. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
8. 

 
Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff members. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
9. 

 
Decision-making takes place through committees and communication across grade 
and subject areas. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
10. 

 
Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability for student learning 
without evidence of imposed power and authority. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
11. 

 
Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 
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COMMENTS:  

 

 
 
 

 
 

STATEMENTS 

 
 

SCALE 
 
 

 
Shared Values and Vision 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
12. 

 
A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of values among staff. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
13. 

 
Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions about teaching and 
learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
14. 

 
Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an undeviating 
focus on student learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
15. 

 
Decisions are made in alignment with the school’s values and vision. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
16. 

 
A collaborative process exists for developing a shared vision among staff. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
17. 

 
School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
18. 

 
Policies and programs are aligned to the school’s vision. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
19. 

 
Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that serve to 
increase student achievement. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
20. 

 
Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
COMMENTS: 

 

 
 
 

 
Collective Learning and Application  

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
21. 

 
Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies and apply 
this new learning to their work. 

 
0 

  
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
22. 

 
Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect commitment to 
school improvement efforts. 

 
0 

  
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
23. 

 
Staff members plan and work together to search for solutions to address diverse 
student needs. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
24. 

 
A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective learning through open 
dialogue. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
25. 

 
Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that lead 
to continued inquiry. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
26. 

 
Professional development focuses on teaching and learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
0 

 
27. 

 
School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new knowledge to 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

  
0 
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solve problems.  
 
28. 

 
School staff members are committed to programs that enhance learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
29. 

 
Staff members collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to assess the 
effectiveness of instructional practices. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
30. 

 
Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve teaching and 
learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
COMMENTS: 

 

 
  

STATEMENTS 
 

SCALE 
 
 

 
Shared Personal Practice 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
31. 

 
Opportunities exist for staff members to observe peers and offer encouragement. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
32. 

 
Staff members provide feedback to peers related to instructional practices. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
33. 

 
Staff members informally share ideas and suggestions for improving student 
learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
34.  

 
Staff members collaboratively review student work to share and improve 
instructional practices. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
35. 

 
Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
36. 

 
Individuals and teams have the opportunity to apply learning and share the results 
of their practices. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
37. 

 
Staff members regularly share student work to guide overall school improvement.  

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
COMMENTS: 

 

 
 
 

 
Supportive Conditions - Relationships 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
38. 

 
Caring relationships exist among staff and students that are built on trust and 
respect. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
39. 

 
A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
40. 

 
Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly in our school. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
41. 

 
School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the school. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
42. 

 
Relationships among staff members support honest and respectful examination of 
data to enhance teaching and learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 
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COMMENTS: 

 

 
 
 

 
Supportive Conditions - Structures 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
43. 

 
Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
44. 

 
The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared practice. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
45. 

 
Fiscal resources are available for professional development. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
46. 

 
Appropriate technology and instructional materials are available to staff. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

  
STATEMENTS 

 
SCALE 

 
SD 

 
 D 

 
 A 

 
SA 

 
47. 

 
Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous learning. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
48. 

 
The school facility is clean, attractive and inviting.  

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
49. 

 
The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows for ease in 
collaborating with colleagues. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
50. 

 
Communication systems promote a flow of information among staff members. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
51. 

 
Communication systems promote a flow of information across the entire school 
community including: central office personnel, parents, and community members. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
52. 

 
Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to staff members. 

 
0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
 0 

 
COMMENTS: 

 

 

 

© Copyright 2008 
 
Source:  Olivier, D. F., Hipp, K. K., & Huffman, J. B. (2008). Assessing and analyzing schools as PLCs. 

In K. K. Hipp & J. B. Huffman (Eds.). Professional learning communities: Purposeful actions, positive 

results (working title in progress).  Lanham, MD:  Rowman & Littlefield (text, in progress). 
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Form  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 
the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it will be 
conducted.   

Title of Study: The Five Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in Improved 
Exemplary Texas Elementary Schools: A Descriptive Study 

Principal Investigator:  Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock, a graduate student in the University of North 
Texas (UNT) Department of Teacher Education and Administration.  

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study which will be to 
determine the status of the professional learning community model, an organizational structure, 
in diverse and economically disadvantaged elementary schools that are improved and ranked 
Exemplary on the Texas school rating system. The purpose will also be to determine the 
commonalities and differences between these schools on the characteristics of the professional 
learning community model.     

Study Procedures: You will be asked to complete a 52 item questionnaire that will take about 
20 to 30 minutes of your time.   

Foreseeable Risks: Foreseeable risks will be limited to preserving confidentiality while 
collecting data through the questionnaire portion of the study. The procedures outlined below 
will be used to ensure that the information from each subject is kept completely confidential in 
the research documents and all individual and school information will remain anonymous 
through the assignment of pseudonyms. 
 
Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you; 
however, it is expected to contribute to the field of education by documenting schools that are 
making a difference for children by improving student achievement and identifying whether or 
not this can be attributed to the development of a professional learning community. Therefore 
this study may enrich the school organizational research data which can support schools in 
becoming professional learning communities, thereby improving student achievement.      
 
Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: In order to maintain 
confidentiality/anonymity each questionnaire will be coded according to each school site. The 
school site will be given pseudonyms in order to maintain individual and school confidentiality. 
The signed consent forms and coded questionnaires will be kept in separate locked file cabinets 
in my office in which I will have the only access to the data. All data recorded electronically will 
be coded and stored on a password protected computer which is accessed only by the researcher. 
All questionnaires and electronic data tables will be destroyed 3 years after the completion of the 
study. The confidentiality of your individual information will be maintained in any publications 
or presentations regarding this study.  
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Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may 
contact Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock at telephone number (xxx) xxx-xxxx or the 
faculty advisor, Dr. Jane Huffman, UNT Department of Teacher Education and 
Administration at telephone number (xxx) xxx-xxxx.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT 
IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-3940 with any questions regarding the rights of 
research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: Your signature below indicates that you have 
read or have had read to you all of the above and that you confirm all of the 
following:  

• Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock has explained the study to you and answered all 
of your questions.  You have been told the possible benefits and the 
potential risks and/or discomforts of the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your 
refusal to participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty 
or loss of rights or benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop your 
participation at any time.  

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be 
performed.   

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily 
consent to participate in this study.  

• You have been told you will receive a copy of this form. 

________________________________                                                                   
Printed Name of Participant                                      

________________________________                                ____________                                          
Signature of Participant                                     Date 

 

For the Principal Investigator: I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this 
form with the participant signing above.  I have explained the possible benefits 
and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the study.  It is my opinion that the 
participant understood the explanation.   

________________________________________               ___________                                         
Signature of Principal Investigator     Date 
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Form  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 
the following explanation of the purpose, benefits and risks of the study and how it will be 
conducted.   

Title of Study: The Five Dimensions of Professional Learning Communities in Improved 
Exemplary Texas Elementary Schools: A Descriptive Study 

Principal Investigator:  Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock, a graduate student in the University of North 
Texas (UNT) Department of Teacher Education and Administration.  

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study which will be to 
determine the status of the professional learning community model, an organizational structure, 
in diverse and economically disadvantaged elementary schools that are improved and ranked 
Exemplary on the Texas school rating system. The purpose will also be to determine the 
commonalities and differences between these schools on the characteristics of the professional 
learning community model.     

Study Procedures: You will be asked to participate in a face-to-face interview that will take 
about 45 to 60 minutes of your time. Checking over the transcript after the interview has been 
completed and transcribed to paper may take an additional 45 to 60 minutes of your time. The 
interview with your permission will be audio recorded and transcribed to paper. During the 
interview, you will be asked questions about your experiences in your school which are related to 
characteristics of schools as professional learning communities. I may ask for clarification as our 
interview progresses, however, my primary objective is to listen and to hear your views and 
perceptions about the characteristics of your school as a possible professional learning 
community. I will also take detailed notes and share them with you. Once the interview has been 
transcribed to paper the transcript will be sent to you no later than two weeks after the interview 
session so that you may read it and add further information or correct any misinterpretation that 
could result. Once the study is complete you may request a summary of the findings.   

Foreseeable Risks: Foreseeable risks will be limited to preserving confidentiality during the 
interview process of the study. The procedures outlined below will be used to ensure that the 
information from each subject is kept completely confidential in the research documents and all 
individual and school information will remain anonymous through the assignment of 
pseudonyms. 
 
Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you; 
however, it is expected to contribute to the field of education by documenting schools that are 
making a difference for children by improving student achievement and identifying whether or 
not this can be attributed to the school as a professional learning community. Therefore this 
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study may enrich the school organizational research data which can support schools in becoming 
professional learning communities, thereby improving student achievement. 
 
Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: Your interview notes and 
transcription will be assigned a corresponding number which will maintain your confidentiality. 
All numbered audio-recordings and consent forms will be kept in separate locked file cabinets in 
my office in which I will have the only access to the data. The persons hearing the audio 
recordings will include me and a hired professional transcriptionist. Electronic copies of the 
transcribed data will be kept on a password protected computer which has access only by the 
researcher. The recordings and interview notes will be destroyed 3 years after the completion of 
the study. The confidentiality of your individual information will be maintained in any 
publications or presentations regarding this study.  

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may 
contact Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock at telephone number (xxx) xxx-xxxx or the 
faculty advisor, Dr. Jane Huffman, UNT Department of Teacher Education and 
Administration, at telephone number (xxx) xxx- xxxx.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT 
IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-3940 with any questions regarding the rights of 
research subjects.  

Research Participants’ Rights: Your signature below indicates that you have 
read or have had read to you all of the above and that you confirm all of the 
following:  

• Phillip Jeffrey Blacklock has explained the study to you and answered all 
of your questions.  You have been told the possible benefits and the 
potential risks and/or discomforts of the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your 
refusal to participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty 
or loss of rights or benefits.  The study personnel may choose to stop your 
participation at any time.  

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be 
performed.   

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily 
consent to participate in this study.  

• You have been told you will receive a copy of this form. 

 

________________________________                                                                   
Printed Name of Participant                                      



370 
 

________________________________                                ____________                                          
Signature of Participant                                     Date 

For the Principal Investigator: I certify that I have reviewed the contents of this 
form with the participant signing above.  I have explained the possible benefits 
and the potential risks and/or discomforts of the study.  It is my opinion that the 
participant understood the explanation.   

________________________________________               ___________                                         
Signature of Principal Investigator     Date 
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