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A growing body of work has emerged regarding the responsibilities required of district 

leaders in establishing plans that initiate and create conditions for sustainability of continuous 

improvement achieved through a systemic reform structure such as professional learning 

communities.  However, limited research exists in respect to sustaining cultures of continuous 

improvement in rapid growth districts.  Rapid growth districts can be described as school 

systems, which construct and open multiple campuses annually.  The underlying premise of this 

study considered how humans interact with one another within a rapidly changing professional 

organization.  Change theory, professional capital, organizational learning theory, and system 

reform emerge as the conceptual framework in this study of district support of professional 

learning communities.  Data collection for this qualitative descriptive case study included 

interviewing six K-12 principals, administering the PLCA-DS survey to 247 K-12 staff 

members, and document review.  Recognition of the importance of the PLC framework, building 

capacity, development of collaborative culture, and issues resulting from constant change due to 

rapid growth were the four themes generated by the participants to support continuous 

improvement in a rapid growth district.  The four themes combined with the components of the 

conceptual framework outline how district leaders in a rapidly changing environment cultivate a 

process leading to system-wide improvement.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Leadership requires clarity and effective communication in order for members of the 

organization to engage in the work fully and effectively.  When the fundamental purpose or 

vision of the school system is clearly defined and articulated by district leaders, the organization 

as a whole has a better chance of achieving goals (DuFour, 2007; Fullan, 2014b; Supovitz & 

Christman, 2003).  Yet, site based or campus led decision-making has served as the framework 

for school improvement efforts.  At which time, a top-down or district led school organizational 

approach was unacceptable and received criticism that it removes autonomy and creativity from 

schools (DuFour, 2007).  A Nation at Risk, a report released in 1983 by the National Commission 

on Excellence in Education, was the impetus for this change.  The authors advocated for districts 

and schools to decentralize decision-making throughout the system.  The premise of the report 

recognized decision-making should occur at the lowest level possible.  The report also suggested 

cultural change occurs when key stakeholders assume ownership through shared decision 

making, flexibility to adapt to needs of the school, and ability to acquire knowledge, skills, and 

resources (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). 

Specific to Texas, House Bill 2885, enacted in 1992, mandated school districts develop a 

plan for decision making to be filed with the Commissioner of Education (Texas Education 

Agency, 1992).  According to the Texas Education Agency (2010), the purpose of site-based 

decision-making was to decentralize decisions in order to improve the educational outcomes on 

campuses.  In order to implement the plan, a collaborative process was expected to occur among 

teachers, principals, district staff, parents, and community representatives.  This team of 

educators was charged to assess educational needs and outcomes of students then ensure 
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strategies were implemented to improve student achievement.  What many districts, campuses, 

and professional organizations failed to practice is the collaborative effort that was expected to 

occur among district and campuses.  District leaders of change understand how to leverage their 

position effectively to support and guide the implementation of the organization’s vision.  This 

type of response to change supports research by Fullan, Bertani, and Quinn (2004) 

acknowledging leaders are empowered to facilitate systemic change by understanding the 

advantages of their position and access to resources that build capacity necessary to achieve the 

district’s vision.  To further examine the decision-making responsibilities of school districts, 

DuFour (2007) posed the questions:  

1. Is the laissez-faire leadership of simply allowing people to do as they wish, really the
only alternative when collective inquiry, persuasion and attempts at building
consensus fail to stir people to act in new ways?

2. Does professional autonomy extend the freedom to disregard what is widely
considered best practice in one’s field?  (p. 38)

If districts fail to balance autonomy of district and campus site-based decision-making, student 

achievement and success of schools within the system are compromised as outlined in the 

research by DuFour (2007).  Educators are expected to be results oriented.  An effect of 

accountability measures such as No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (2002) and Texas Student 

Success Initiative (Texas Education Agency, 2015), educators have been driven to closely 

examine instructional models that increase student achievement for students from all 

demographic backgrounds.  Huffman and Hipp (2003) 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 educational system.  When professionals, 
schoolwide, come together frequently and regularly to reflect on their practice, to assess 
their effectiveness, to collectively study in a social context what they consider to be areas 
in need of attention, and to make decisions about what they need to learn to become more 
effective, they are operating as a community of professional learners.  (p. vii) 
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Educators working through a collective learning process increases capacity of 

individuals, the group, and system as a whole.  This supports research by DuFour (2004) 

indicating collaborative structures promote learning for all by working together to achieve 

common goals.  A growing body of research exists pertaining to professional learning 

communities when considering district-wide sustainability (Abrego & Pankake, 2011; Daly & 

Finnigan, 2012; DuFour 2007; Fullan 2013; Leithwood, 2001; Olivier, Huffman, & Cowan, 

2015).  In the current study, the researcher examined how district-wide sustainability may be 

achieved in a rapidly growing school district.  The study results provide insight into the 

sustainability of professional learning communities throughout a fast growth school district by 

examining the behaviors required of district leadership and the necessary conditions that support 

sustained substantive improvement in schools.  Furthermore, the researcher examined practices 

schools and district staff should have in place to foster collaborative processes leading to 

improved student achievement.   

Background 

Hunt School District is considered one of the fastest growing districts in the state and 

nation.  The district enrolls approximately 2,500-3,500 new students annually with 2016 

enrollment of over 55,000 students.  Currently 40 elementary schools, 16 middle schools, 9 high 

schools and 3 special programs campuses exist in the district.  Elementary schools serve K-5 

grades of approximately 700 students, middle schools serve 800-1,000 students in Grades 6-8 

and high schools generally house 2,100 students Grade 9-12.  The mission of Hunt ISD is to 

know every student by name and need, and build meaningful relationships among students, 

teachers, parents, and community members.  In 2003 the school board adopted a personal 

learning experience approach to educating students to allow teachers to know every student by 
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name and need, and to increase opportunities for students to participate in extracurricular 

activities.  As a result, fewer students are assigned to campuses, requiring an increased number 

of school facilities.  In order to maintain a small school philosophy, Hunt ISD successfully 

passed a bond program in 2014 that will allow the district to meet the projected enrollment of 

66,000 students by 2020.  To reach the goal of maintaining small schools in order to better 

support meeting personalized learning for students, the district plans include building eight 

additional elementary schools, three middle schools, and four additional high schools.  Since a 

high priority for school leaders is to develop and maintain cultures of continuous improvement, 

one of the challenges the district encounters is constant movement of staff and students due to 

the opening of new campuses.  In this rapid growth environment, the challenge is how to address 

the issues created by mobility, meet the needs of students and faculty, and provide support for 

continuous learning to occur in all schools. 

The preliminary groundwork for professional learning communities (PLC) was 

introduced in 2007 at one of the high schools in Hunt ISD, when the principal opened the new 

campus by utilizing the five PLC dimensions to establish the cultural framework of the school.  

Authentic collaborative work resulted in success for both students and teachers within the newly 

established campus.  In addition, a few of the K-12 principals began to implement structures for 

staff collaboration intended to reduce teacher isolation and promote shared responsibility for 

student learning.  These ideas for supporting collective learning were shared through monthly 

principal meetings and principal vertical feeder team discussions.  Examples of shared decision 

making processes present in the district include site-based committees, team leader teams, 

department teams, principal learning teams, and campus and district advisory committees.  
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For several years, since 2010, Hunt district level leaders introduced to principals selected 

components of the professional learning communities process through professional development, 

sharing professional literature about the professional learning communities process, and 

modeling collective learning and shared decision making.  The district, however, had not clearly 

defined or communicated with campuses an expectation for implementing the PLC framework.  

As a result, lack of planning, clarity, and minimal leadership training on the part of the district 

created confusion for schools in moving forward with the PLC process.   

Due to the fragmented approach by the district, campuses failed to respond or faltered 

during the PLC implementation, resulting in marginal cultural change.  Fullan (2014b) identifies 

accountability, individualistic solutions, technology, and fragmented strategies as wrong drivers 

for system wide reform.  He notes, “The wrong drivers can be attractive up-front because they 

look like quick fixes, can be legislated, and can appeal superficially to the public” (Fullan, 

2014b, p. 26).  Past practices of Hunt ISD mirror the practice of individual school autonomy 

described by Fullan as the enemy of systemness.  Fullan encourages districts support “connected 

autonomy” in lieu of full autonomy (p. 106).  Connected autonomy means to “i) develop intra-

school collaborative cultures, ii) work in purposeful networks of schools, and iii) engage 

proactively in implementing state priorities” (Fullan, 2014a, p. 22).  

Eventually the district leadership recognized the need for more support and time for 

campus instructional leaders to work together.  Since 2012, an increased number of campuses 

also began to examine fundamental principles of professional learning communities.  District 

leaders supported the campus work and started to examine the district’s responsibilities and role 

in adopting authentic practices of PLCs.  Increased opportunities for all campuses to attend off 

site and local professional learning, focused on professional learning communities, resulted in a 
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movement for all campuses to begin adoption of the philosophy of professional learning 

communities to guide the work in schools throughout the district.  Hunt ISD campuses 

progressed on different timetables and at various stages of initiating, implementing, and 

sustaining the professional learning communities framework.   

To customize and optimize learning for all, the district provided support through PLC 

building capacity boosters, which are facilitated by an expert in the field of professional learning 

communities.  The series of boosters allow a six-member team of campus leaders and teacher 

leaders to reflect on practices and identify conditions that support PLCs.  The responsibility of 

the team is to guide the implementation of PLCs at the campus level.  One of the primary goals 

for campuses has been to become more intentional in creating protected time for collaboration 

and collective learning opportunities.  These building capacity boosters provide learning 

opportunities that allow educators time to reflect on their work and to align curricula with 

student learning outcomes.   

 During the 2014-2015 school year, district level curriculum and instruction leaders 

developed a systemic and comprehensive guide titled, The Way We Work: Professional Learning 

Community Essentials.  The purpose in developing the document was to communicate clear 

expectations, provide a framework to assist campuses with implementing, guidance toward 

sustaining the professional learning community culture, and articulate the district’s vision for 

teaching and learning.  The Hunt ISD superintendent understood the positive implications of the 

work for students and recognized the influence of district level leaders in cultivating the work 

and leadership behaviors of principals.  In the spring of 2015, the curriculum and instruction 

department became fully engaged in the district strategic planning process.  A district goal 
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resulted with the intended outcome that Hunt ISD will initiate, implement and fully 

operationalize components of a professional learning community framework. 

Considering the rapid growth and change that has occurred in Hunt ISD over the past 15 

years, it is important to examine missed opportunities by the district, historical factors, and 

current district practices that have negatively influenced and limited the progression of 

professional learning community work.  It is also important to examine how recent professional 

development, restructuring of district work, changed behaviors of district leaders, and the 

comprehensive district visioning document, The Way We Work: Professional Learning 

Community Essentials, influences and moves collaborative work forward in the fast growth 

district and community of Hunt. 

Hunt ISD district leaders acknowledge challenges will continue to exist in future years 

for the fast growth school system as multiple campuses open annually and unintentional 

disruption continues to occur by constant shifting of staff due to reassignments, promotions, and 

new hires.  As a result of the rapid growth, a definitive need surfaced for district leaders to 

communicate a plan that clearly defines an organizational learning structure for the district and 

schools.  By adopting the PLC framework, Hunt ISD district leaders will lead with a focus on 

professional learning, develop skills, and support educators throughout the system in making 

changes that will improve student learning.   

Statement of the Problem 

 A growing body of work has emerged regarding the responsibilities required of the 

district leaders in establishing plans that initiate and create conditions for sustainability of 

continuous improvement achieved through a systemic reform structure such as professional 

learning communities.  However, limited research exists in respect to sustainability in rapid 
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growth districts.  There are limited studies focused on how districts best support and sustain the 

work of professional learning communities particularly in rapid growth districts.  Rapid growth 

districts can be described as school systems, which construct and open multiple campuses 

annually.  Such growth results in constant change in leadership and movement of staff and 

students.  It is not uncommon for campus leaders and teachers to be reassigned to different 

positions, moved to other campuses, or promoted to meet the demands of growth and community 

demographic changes.  In comparison to other districts, fast growth districts are more likely to 

experience increased frequency of personnel reassignments, imploring the need for intentional 

actions by the district to drive systemic coherence through an organizational framework such as 

professional learning communities.  

 Thus, the overarching problem is rapid growth creates school environments in constant 

change.  This change results in annual rezoning of multiple schools, constant hiring of new staff, 

and reassignment of school leaders.  As a result teachers and students must accommodate the 

demographic changes of the school district.  Consequently, if a systemic framework fails to exist, 

the opening of new campuses may compromise student achievement in Hunt ISD.  Another 

consequence of rapid district growth is new staff members are constantly integrated into the 

organization.  The newcomers may bring contrasting values, attitudes, and approaches toward 

education.  Without a coherent organizational framework such as PLC, the merging of values 

and beliefs can cause conflict in the learning community.  Finally, district leaders may have 

missed learning opportunities and may have failed to foster school-to-school learning 

consistently by promoting vertical and lateral interactions among principals and teachers.  The 

rapidly growing district may experience difficulty in reaching a sustainable culture of continuous 
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improvement without a clearly defined district vision, a common set of core values, and 

intentional actions by district leaders that promote system coherence. 

Conceptual Framework 

The underlying premise of this study considers how humans interact with one another 

within a professional organization.  Change theory, professional capital, organizational learning 

theory, and system reform emerge as the conceptual framework in this study of district support 

of professional learning communities.  Figure 1 illustrates the relationship among the concepts of 

change, professional capital, and learning organizations as related to system reform. 

Figure 1.  Conceptual framework. 

The first concept in the conceptual framework is change theory, which clarifies the 

actions required to achieve the goals set forth by the organization.  Understanding the change 

process is critical for stakeholders throughout the organization, particularly system leaders.  

According to Fullan (2007), the sustaining of change can be as minimal as 2-4 years for 

moderate changes and as many as 5-10 for complex, large scale initiatives.  He further explains 

that three phases of change occur over time with the intended outcome of sustaining the change.  

In order to achieve the desired outcomes or sustainability of change, identification of actions that 

System	  Reform	  
	  Professional	  
Learning	  

Communities	  	  

Professional	  
Capital	  Theory	  

Change	  Theory	  

Organizational	  
Learning	  
Theory	  
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occur during the phases of initiation and implementation should occur during the strategic 

planning process.  Fullan (2007) describes sustaining when desired practices become routine and 

consistently applied by members in the organization.  Within a professional learning community, 

when administrator and teacher behaviors align with the phases of Fullan’s model of change, the 

result can lead to sustainability.  Fullan (2011) identifies elements leaders of change should 

adopt in order to reach sustainability:    

Start with building up and cultivating your commitment to stay the course, by being 
resolute   
The outer foundation for the work of the change leader is deliberate practice and 
sustained simplexity (not too simple, not too complex)   
As leaders incorporate these elements into daily practice, they begin to motivate others 
and encourage collaboration and constructive competition to build capacity.  (p. 24) 

District leaders must adopt behaviors required to lead professional learning communities in order 

to move toward sustaining the intended change. 

The second concept in the conceptual framework is the influence of developing 

professional capital.  Human, social, and decisional capital are the three components of 

professional capital.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) explain human capital is the skill or talent of 

people in the school system; social capital focuses on the influence of collaboration that occurs 

among the group in the organization.  Decisional power is the expertise required to make solid 

decisions about complex problems resulting in support of all learners.  Hargreaves and Fullan 

(2012) assert: 

[Professional capital] requires technical knowledge, high levels of education, strong 
practices within schools, and continuous improvement over time that is undertaken 
collaboratively, and that calls for the development of wise judgment.  Over time, 
professional capital policies and practices build up the expertise of teachers individually 
and collectively to make a difference in the learning and achievement of all students.  
(p. 37) 
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Thus, in a rapidly growing district it is specifically important for teachers and administrators to 

develop their capacity and to manage change.  Professional capital influences teacher capacity 

when conditions are established that build networks among highly qualified professionals in the 

organization, foster peer relationships, and shift the focus to continuous improvement for all.  

School systems that invest and leverage professional capital yield broad and social benefits for 

the local community and beyond through increased productivity and economic rewards.  

 The third concept in the conceptual framework is organizational learning, which has 

served as a lens for examining organizational change in education.  According to Senge (1990): 

Learning organizations are where people continually expand their capacity to create the 
results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 
where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to 
learn together.  (p. 3) 

 
Educational systems operate in a constant state of change leading to a need to navigate 

transformation effectively.  District leaders must adopt systems that equip school leaders on how 

to best manage and respond to continuous transformation.  When learning is valued, shared, and 

continuous, systems move toward learning organizations.  Senge (1990) identified the five 

learning disciplines as shared vision, mental models, personal mastery, team learning, and 

systems thinking.  He explained, “It is important the five disciplines develop as an ensemble.  

Each discipline has to do with how we think and learn with one another.” (p. 11).  Professional 

learning communities characterize the concept of learning organizations with a results oriented 

approach in an educational environment.  The five dimensions of PLC identified by Hord (1997) 

embody the organizational learning theory.  The dimensions, built on Hord’s (1997) model and 

reordered by Hipp and Huffman (2010), include shared and supportive leadership, shared values 

and vision, collective learning and application, shared personal practice, and supportive 
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conditions involving structures and relationships.  DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2010) 

define a professional learning community as: 

Educators committed to working collaboratively in ongoing processes of collective 
inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve.  
Professional learning communities operate under the assumption that the key to improved 
learning for students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators.  (p. 14) 

Professional learning communities assist members of the learning organization with formulating 

and sustaining an environment centered on continuous improvement.   

The final concept undergirding the conceptual framework, whole-system reform, 

encompasses the three previously described concepts.  In the past two decades much of the 

systemic school reform in the United States has evolved around federal legislation of the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (2002).  The premise of the legislation is school 

improvement efforts are driven by standards and school accountability, highly qualified teachers, 

personalized learning, school choice, small class size, and a no excuses approach to improving 

student achievement outcomes.  In the context of the current study, whole system reform focuses 

on the investment of capacity building of adults in the system, collaborative structures that 

engage students and educators in continuous learning, and focus on the actions of leaders 

throughout the system.  Strategic leadership is essential when initiating reform and implementing 

a carefully designed plan leading to sustainability.  When considering the average tenure for 

school superintendents of large urban districts is three years, school reform measures implore 

leaders to think beyond the present state and cultivate plans for the next generation of leaders in 

order to continue system reform plans.  Fullan (2013) suggests, “The key to effective whole-

system reform is the action of the leaders – motion leaders who by definition mobilize the 

leadership of others and end up being part of a system that’s palpably on the move” (p. 9).  

Fullan’s (2013) approach to improving systems is centered on creating clarity through an 
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undeviating focus of communicating expectations, ensuring coherence as actions are aligned 

with the vision of the organization, and establishing systems of support to provide knowledge 

and skills necessary for members of the organization to implement the plan.   

In the current study, the interdependence of change theory, professional capital theory, 

and organizational learning ground the effectiveness of whole system reform.  Specific behaviors 

and actions required of district leaders in guiding the work on campuses that lead to sustaining 

the professional learning community framework are identified.  In this study, the researcher also 

identifies how members within the organization must interact with one another to establish the 

PLC culture and support learning for all.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore how district leaders within a rapidly growing 

school system can develop skills, knowledge, and collective understanding among campus 

principals and staff through a system wide framework of professional learning communities.  By 

utilizing professional learning communities as the cultural foundation of the organization, 

system-wide improvement should emerge through further examination of the influence of the 

theories of professional capital, change, and organizational learning in a rapidly growing district.  

The researcher examines behaviors required of district leaders and supportive conditions which 

must exist that result in sustained, substantive improvement in districts challenged by continuous 

change due to rapid growth.  

Research Questions 

To address this overarching purpose, specific research questions were explored: 

1. How do district administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a

fast growth district?
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2. What structures, tools, or actions by district leaders support implementation of 

campus PLC infrastructure? 

3. What essential roles, behaviors, or actions are needed of district leaders to foster 

capacity building among campuses? 

Significance of the Study 

The researcher presents the challenges involved with sustaining a highly effective 

learning organization through a PLC framework in a fast growth district.  Sustaining a highly 

effective learning organization through a PLC framework in a fast growth district is a new area 

of study.  This qualitative study contributes to the scholarship in this area to assist school leaders 

in utilizing professional learning communities to advance the organization to an interdependent 

and reciprocal accountable environment where practitioners have the ability to carry forth the 

work over time and reach high levels of learning for all. 

A high priority for district and campus leaders is to build and maintain cultures of 

continuous improvement not withstanding constant change and resulting reassignment of 

educators and students.  For district and campus leaders to consider systemic reform in 

mobilizing people to work collectively, to focus on capacity building, and to assume shared 

responsibility throughout the district, clarity and effective communication must exist related to 

specific actions.  District clarity, coherence, and practices of support are critical in setting the 

stage for campuses to implement and sustain the work of professional learning communities.  

Identifying strategies to encourage districts to establish conditions for sustaining of continuous 

improvement through a framework such as professional learning communities is essential. 
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Definition of Terms 

Collaboration – “A systematic process in which people work together, interdependently, 

to analyze and impact professional practices in order to improve individual and collective 

results” (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 217). 

Collective Efficacy – “The perceptions of teachers in a school that the faculty as a whole

can organize and execute the courses of action required to have a positive effect on students” 

(Goddard & Goddard, 2001, p. 809). 

District Leaders – The district leadership team is composed of the superintendent, deputy 

superintendent of curriculum and instruction, area directors of elementary and secondary 

instruction, director of professional learning, director of assessment and accountability, director 

of special education, and curriculum coordinators.  District leaders create conditions and 

structures that guide and provide support for campuses throughout the system. 

Capacity Building – Learning from school-to-school, teacher-to-teacher, and principal-to-

principal.  Purposeful learning among teachers and principals improves the capacity of 

individuals, schools, and the system as a whole.  “When principals and schools work together 

under the guidance of the system, the whole system improves, in the same way that the whole 

school improves when teachers collaborate under the guidance of the principal” (Fullan, 2014b, 

p. 106).

Learning Organization – “Organizations where people continually expand their 

capacities to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking 

are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning 

how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3). 
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Professional Learning Community framework – “Professional educators working 

collectively and purposefully to create and sustain a culture of learning for all students and 

adults” (Hipp & Huffman, 2010, p. 12). 

Sustainability – Continuous improvement becomes routine through learning and best 

practices embedded in schools throughout the district. “Sustainability means both 

‘maintainability’ (improvement) and ‘adaptability’ (innovation) to changes to the environment 

that demand new innovative responses” (Fullan, 2013, p. 86). 

Organization of the Study 

This study is organized into five chapters.  Chapter 1 was the introduction to the study, as 

well as the statement of the problem, theoretical framework, purpose of the study, research 

questions, significance of the study, and definition of terms.  Chapter 2 contains the relevant 

literature connected to leadership and organizational frameworks required in a fast growth school 

district.  In the literature review, the researcher summarizes educational change concept, 

organizational systems specific to professional learning communities, distinctions of professional 

capital, and recent school reform studies.  The literature review also includes the 

interconnectedness of the concepts to the skills required of district level leaders in guiding the 

work of professional learning communities throughout the system.  Chapter 3 contains the 

research methods used in the study and the data collection and analysis procedures utilized to 

answer the research questions.  Chapter 4 covers the results and findings of the study.  

Relationships among the findings and literature review, a summary of the research, as well as 

implications for practice and future studies are addressed in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to explore how district leaders within a rapidly growing 

school system can develop skills, knowledge, and collective understanding among campus 

principals and staff through a system wide framework of professional learning communities.  

The professional learning community framework is considered by educational scholars as a 

reform model that facilitates significant improvement throughout the system.  DuFour (2003) 

states:   

The practices of central office play a major role in the eventual success or failure of the 
improvement efforts of individual schools.  When the central-office team models the 
clear purpose, collaborative effort and focus on results that characterize a professional 
learning community, it increases the likelihood that those conditions will flourish in the 
schools it serves.  (p. 17) 

School districts shape the conditions in which schools operate and have the opportunity to 

support or impede their success.  Professional learning communities serve as the system reform 

framework of the study.  Understanding school improvement through large-scale reform rather 

than school-by school is important for school district leaders.  A necessary commitment for the 

district is to establish a clear system with structures and processes to advance the skills and 

knowledge of all stakeholders.  Designing a system that provides opportunities for educators and 

other school staff to improve and assume a collective responsibility for students is critical to 

achieve improved student outcomes.  Cowan, Joyner and Beckwith (2012) asserted for school 

districts to attain systemic improvement, members of the learning organization should 

demonstrate:  

• A three to five year commitment by district and school leaders to actively engage in
the improvement process.

• Commitment to align curriculum, instructional and assessment practices with state
standards.
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• Commitment to monitoring the improvement plan through collecting, interpreting and 
utilization of data. 

• Shared ownership and responsibility for improvement by all district and school staff 
members.  (p. 5) 
 

Research supports the need for professionals to work within collaborative structures in order to 

meet the objectives and goals of the organization (Fullan, 2011; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Reeves, 

2009; Senge, 1990).  Sustainability of schools operating as professional learning communities is 

dependent on continuous and meaningful district support (Morrissey, 2000).  To achieve high 

expectations in the teaching and learning process, a critical priority for district and campus 

leaders is to establish and maintain cultures of continuous improvement.  For district and campus 

leaders to consider systemic reform strongly that mobilizes people to work collectively, a focus 

must exist emphasizing capacity building, shared responsibility, and clarity of the expectations.  

District clarity and communication is critical in setting the stage for campuses to implement and 

sustain professional learning community cultures.  If guidance is not provided, the district as a 

whole may continue to struggle with the challenges presented by demographic change and 

resulting reassignment of staff and students. 

The growing body of research has identified key actions required of district leaders that 

lead to the creation of conditions for sustainability of continuous improvement achieved through 

a systemic reform structure such as professional learning communities (Coburn, 2003; Cowan et 

al., 2012; Supovitz, 2006).  Further examination of district leaders’ behaviors is necessary to 

determine how district leaders in rapid growth districts establish conditions for campuses to 

implement and sustain PLC cultures.   

School improvement efforts through a PLC framework fosters collective efficacy among 

educators.  When collective efficacy and interdependency occur throughout the district, it can 

lead to actions that positively impact student achievement.  Promoting and creating opportunities 
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for interdependency not only between district and campuses but also among K-12 campuses, is 

critical for district actions that sustain the professional learning community framework.  District 

leaders must strategically plan and establish effective connections among district and campus 

leadership in order to establish and sustain the work of professional learning communities 

throughout the system.   

According to study results in a large suburban district, Psencik, Brown, Cain, Coleman, 

and Cummings (2014) described when district leadership team members systematically work 

with school principals and school teams; the site-based staff begins to internalize the work.  The 

district leaders joined principals by observing school leadership team meetings, conducted walk-

throughs in buildings, and observed professional learning to assess and adjust the organizational 

learning plan implemented by the district.  The researchers concluded leaders of learning 

emerged from all aspects of the organization, learning served as the catalyst for change, and 

district goals were achieved. 

This research clarified the role of district leadership in facilitating and creating 

environments that lead to collective efficacy within the campus and throughout the fast growth 

learning community (Psencik et al., 2014).  Current literature examined in Chapter 2 assists with 

investigating the evolution of professional learning communities and how this school reform 

initiative provides sustainable options for school districts to improve student achievement.   

Further review focused on the importance of district leaders’ understanding the influence of 

conceptual theories of learning organizations, change process, and professional capital when 

initiating a school improvement model such as professional learning communities. 
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Professional Learning Communities 

 In the study, Professional Learning Communities: An Ongoing Exploration, Morrissey 

(2000) described professional learning communities as a system that operates in a way that 

engages professionals within the organization in coming together for learning through a 

supportive, self-created community.  Teachers and school leaders learn together, challenge their 

inferences and interpretations, assess their ideas, and collectively process the new information.  

Learning alone provides only one source of acquiring information for an individual compared to 

more expansive collections of knowledge gained through a joint effort.  The learning 

organization becomes more stimulating and richer through ongoing acquisition of knowledge.   

 The descriptors of learning communities or learning organizations have been present in 

school reform literature for the past three decades.  Senge (1990) introduced learning 

organizations as systems where people collectively build their capacity to achieve desired results.  

Original and extensive patterns of thinking are honored and collective learning is ongoing.  

Senge (1990) states:  

At the heart of a learning organization is a shift of mind – from seeing ourselves as 
separate from the world to connected to the world, from seeing problems as caused by 
someone or something “out there” to seeing how our own actions create the problems we 
experience.  A learning organization is a place where people are continually discovering 
how they create their reality. . . . and how they can change it.  (p. 12)   

 
Specific indicators that influence reform for purposes of school improvement are found in the 

review of the literature.  Boyd (1992) identified 17 indicators that create conditions for change to 

occur within an organization.  The original indicators conceptualized by Boyd (1992) are 

clustered into four categories: (1) reducing isolation; (2) increasing staff capacity; (3) providing a 

caring, productive environment; and (4) promoting increased quality as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Conditions for Change in Learning Organization 

Category Indicator 

Reduce Isolation 

Schedules and structures that reduce isolation 
Practices that foster collaboration 
Processes that provide effective communication 
Collegial relationships among teachers 
Instilling a sense of community in the school 

Increase Staff Capacity 

Practices that provide increased autonomy 
Practices that provide professional learning 
Accessible resources 
Shared decision making 

Provide a Caring, 
Productive Environment 

Positive attitudes toward learning, students and change 
High levels of student engagement with learning 
Positive, caring relationships between leaders, teachers and 
students 
Supportive community attitudes 
Parent and community partnerships 

Promote Increased 
Quality 

Belief in continuous critical inquiry 
Belief in continuous improvement 
Common vision and purpose 

Note.  Boyd, 1992. 

Boyd’s indicators are reflected in school studies conducted by Blankstein, Houston, and 

Cole (2008) and others committed to researching and defining infrastructures for supporting 

school improvement.  Based on extensive study, Hord (1997) concluded a universal definition 

for professional learning communities did not exist.  Hord explained schools and school districts 

operate along five dimensions: (1) shared and supportive leadership, (2) shared values and 

vision, (3) collective learning and application of learning, (4) supportive conditions, and (5) 

shared personal practice.  Hipp and Huffman (2010) reordered the dimensions, and concluded 

the dimension of supportive conditions describes structural and relational practices and 

behaviors.  Additionally, Hord and Hirsch (2008) supported the idea of learning organizations by 
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stating, “deliberate and carefully constructed learning for adults will produce better results for 

students.  Learning is always intentional” (p. 26). 

Five Dimensions of PLC 

Shared and Supportive Leadership – Dimension 1 

The challenges presented in today’s environment of high stakes school accountability are 

far too great for one leader, the principal, to achieve alone.  The responsibilities of school leaders 

have become overwhelming and the ability for one leader to respond to the multitude of demands 

placed upon schools is unrealistic.  Fullan (2014b) proposes repositioning the principal serving 

as instructional leader to learning leader.  The school principal establishes conditions for all to 

learn through a continuous improvement process.  Distributive leadership and a collective 

learning approach with teachers and school leaders are required to transform schools into a PLC.  

In a dissertation on the actions taken by a two districts that incorporated distributive leadership at 

the building level, Clutter-Shields (2011) found it was essential for people in positions other than 

formal leadership to participate in decision-making and provide direction for addressing the 

instructional needs of students.  The findings determined correlations existed with student 

achievement and shared leadership involving pedagogical and content alignment decisions.  

Another study revealed when leadership was distributed among staff members in a mid-sized 

district in the southeastern United States, teachers readily assumed leading and sharing decisions 

in their respective schools (Spillane, 2006).  Huffman and Hipp (2003) defined the dimension as 

“school administrators promoting and nurturing leadership throughout the organization by 

sharing power, authority and decision making with staff” (p. 6).  Staff members have access to 

school issues and needs.  Democratic processes are evident and innovative teaching and learning 

practices are honored.  
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Shared Values and Vision – Dimension 2 
 
 DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008) explained the vision as clearly defining the future of 

the learning organization.  A compelling shared vision represents the ideal state the district and 

schools strive to become.  When district leaders identify purpose by engaging schools and 

creating vision, clarity is provided for members of the system.  Once a district vision is 

determined, “staff members of each school should engage in the process of creating and 

clarifying a vision for their school that aligns with the district vision for all of its schools” 

(DuFour et al., 2008, p. 141).  Senge (1990) and Hord (2004) maintained shared vision 

encompasses a focused commitment by teachers and school leaders toward school improvement 

efforts.  Values align to the vision and are embedded in the daily actions of teachers and school 

leaders.  The ability to conceptualize the vision occurs once values are transferred into authentic 

actions and behaviors.   

In Sustaining Professional Learning Communities: Case Studies, Hipp, Huffman, 

Pankake, and Olivier (2008) identified attributes of this second dimension.  Evidence surfaced 

within two schools that a shared vision, guided teaching, and learning existed.  Huffman and 

Hipp (2003) described this second dimension as “a shared purpose, focused on school 

improvement, achieved through a common set of norms of behavior that guide decisions about 

teaching and learning” (p. 6).  Campus and district leaders must be willing to align decisions 

with the vision and assume the charge to remind and maintain involvement of stakeholders once 

an agreed upon vision is achieved.  DuFour et al. (2008) stated:  

A shared vision provides direction for people and empowers decision making; allows for 
members to assume a proactive approach and avoid potential problems; communicates 
the work is meaningful and has purpose; articulates standards of excellence; and 
establishes a clear plan for action.  (p. 113)   
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Collective Learning and Application – Dimension 3 

Transforming schools requires implementing intentional and sustainable professional 

learning structures designed to improve skills of every teacher to facilitate high quality learning 

for all students.  Teams of teachers collectively focused on data-driven decisions, assessment of 

student learning, and continuous reflection of teaching and learning are able to establish 

conditions to increase expertise.  Wei, Darling-Hammond, Alethea, Richardson, and Orphanos 

(2009) asserted, “Collaborative approaches to professional learning can promote school change 

that extends beyond individual classrooms.  When all teachers in a school learn together, all 

students in the school benefit” (p. 5).  Huffman and Hipp (2003) defined collective learning and 

application as, “collaborative work by staff designed to share information, plan, and problem 

solve to improve teaching and learning” (p. 6).  The collaborative work engages school staffs in 

collective learning addressing problems through a model of collegial relationships and 

investigations.  The acquisition of knowledge and new learning leads to relevant classroom 

application intended to address students’ learning needs (Morrissey, 2000).   

When learning becomes the focus and moves from individualistic to developing groups, 

Fullan (2014b) contended, this approach to capacity building leads to improvement for schools 

and districts.  Leaders of learning communities should establish opportunities for school and 

district educators to learn together, apply, and reflect on the new learning.  Collective learning 

emphasizes acquiring new information through the group rather than alone (Hord & Sommers, 

2008).  When teachers are more involved in decision-making about learning, allocated regular 

periods of time to plan, observe others teaching and learn from each other, professional 

relationships emerge and learning communities stabilize (Wei et al., 2009).   
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DuFour and Fullan’s (2013) four critical questions support the theory of collective 

learning and application:   

1. What is it we want our students to learn? 
2. How will we know if each student is learning? 
3. How will we respond if some students don’t learn? 
4. How will we respond if students are already proficient? (p. 54) 

 
The guiding questions maintain focus on the mission of learning, reflective dialogue, and 

inquiry.  Conversations become centered on teaching and learning. 

Shared Personal Practice – Dimension 4 

 Educators learn from each other when the culture reflects and values commitment to 

rigorous learning and continuous growth.  Learning becomes the responsibility of the individual 

members of the organization and clearly aligns with teaching.  Shared personal practice leads to 

deepening teachers’ pedagogical skills and content knowledge.  Huffman and Hipp (2003) 

defined shared personal practice as, “educators seeking to improve student learning and their 

own professional capacity through meeting, observing one another and providing feedback on 

instructional practices” (p. 6).  Sparks (2002) contended teaching is challenging, intellectual 

work that requires a sense of interdependence with others to accomplish goals that none could 

achieve alone.  Adult learning is framed around reflecting, dialoguing, and collaborating about 

teaching practices.  Lang and Fox (2003) suggested:  

The collaborative strategies provide the context for teachers to explore, question, and 
dialogue about practices in order to be able to integrate them into school life.  These 
strategies also provide the social, emotional, and intellectual engagement with colleagues 
needed to change practice.  (p. 21)  

 
Shared personal practice limits teachers working in isolation leading to increased awareness and 

frequency of the opening of classroom doors.  The professional learning model evolves into a 

coherent, focused approach examining instructional practices and acquiring content knowledge 
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in order to improve student outcomes.  According to Elmore (2002), through cooperative 

practices teachers’ capacity improves and solutions result to better meet the specific needs of 

students.  

Supportive Conditions – Dimension 5 
 

Establishing structures and processes for collective work to occur is highly dependent on 

district and campus leaders.  Physical and relational conditions should exist for educators to 

engage in authentic collective learning.  In order for teachers to participate in professional 

development meaningfully and interact in their daily work, researchers support the necessity of 

the fifth dimension, characterized as supportive conditions (Hord, 2004; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; 

Morrissey, 2000).  Supportive conditions address a structural design described as specific time 

allocated for learning, collaboration, and reflection as well as relational conditions, associated 

with trust and respect among members of the learning organization.  Two types of structural 

conditions are described as necessary for productive PLCs.  Initially, Hord (2007) identified 

logistics of place, time and resources as a necessary condition for staff members to meet to 

collaborate, problem solve, and make decisions.  Hipp and Huffman (2010) later added a second 

condition described as the “relational condition that values mutual respect, trust and caring 

among the members of the organization” (p. 42).  When the two supportive conditions of 

structures and trust exist, teachers can more readily adopt genuine engagement of learning with 

their colleagues resulting in increased productivity.  

Supportive conditions are present when administrators protect time for teachers to plan 

and collaborate, encourage problem solving, honor innovation, and practice flexibility so 

instructional goals serve as priorities for sustainment of PLC practices over time (Hord, 1997).  

Louis and Kruse (1995) asserted the implementation of structural conditions which are described 
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as time to meet, physical proximity, clearly defined communication systems, established norms, 

and interdependent teaching roles will encourage teacher autonomy focused on actual issues 

related to improved student achievement.   

Kanold (2011) implied trust is established from respecting others, being transparent and 

allowing teachers to own their work and results.  Within a PLC, trust is necessary for deep 

learning among staff and promotion of collective engagement in daily work.  Indicators of trust 

conceptualized by Kanold (2011) included: a) “Trust begins with a personal commitment to 

respect others. Everyone matters – every student, parent and colleague” (p. 171); b) “Trust is 

built on kept promises” (p. 172); c) “For trust to be sustained, competence must be demonstrated 

– both relational and technical/pedagogical” (p. 172); and d) “Trust is built on a foundation of 

reciprocal accountability” (p. 172).  The establishment of trusting relationships is essential 

between teachers and their colleagues and particularly important for authentic work to occur 

within a PLC framework.  District and campus leaders have a direct effect on whether trust exists 

within the learning organization by assuming the responsibility of creating structural conditions 

and allowing time for relationships to develop among teachers.  Educators’ perceptions, beliefs, 

and trust in their colleagues’ abilities affect student outcomes (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2004).  

In a 2014 study, Gray, Mitchell, and Tarter determined teacher efficacy and student 

learning outcomes improve when enabled school structures exist.  The researchers concluded 

school leaders are responsible for fostering conditions that facilitate trust, leadership 

opportunities, shared decision making, and continuous improvement during the development and 

implementation of PLCs.  The supportive conditions lead to collective efficacy and 

understanding that the efforts of the group have a positive impact on student achievement.  

DuFour (2004) elaborated: 
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The professional learning community model is a grand design – a powerful way of 
working together that profoundly affects the practices of schooling.  But initiating and 
sustaining the concept requires hard work.  It requires 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.  (p. 11) 
 

PLC Leadership and Collective Efficacy 

 Student achievement and outcomes in schools is directly influenced by the efforts of 

individual teachers as well as the collective effort of all staff members.  Leithwood and Jantzi 

(2008) explained schools with high levels of collective efficacy have a greater chance of 

improving student achievement.   

Collective efficacy occurs within a school setting when a fluid and continuous process is 
in place that utilizes various influences such as mastery experience, vicarious experience, 
social persuasion and human emotional state to analyze and interpret data regarding an 
identified teaching task.  (Goddard et al., 2004, p. 5) 
 
District and campus leaders have a direct impact on teachers’ perceptions, beliefs, and 

trust in their colleagues’ abilities with influencing student achievement outcomes and success of 

the learning organization.  According to Chen and Bliese (2002), school leaders strongly 

influence the improvement of collective efficacy of the group rather than solely the individual 

teacher.  Kouzes and Posner (2003) explained leadership is about behavior and an observable set 

of skills and abilities.  Kouzes and Posner (2003) identified five behaviors of exemplary 

leadership that support building group efficacy as shown in Table 2. 

 PLC leaders engage in high-yield practices focused on continual improvement by helping 

teachers work together.  Fullan (2014b) stated: 

Highly effective learning organizations establish a “developmental” approach to making 
teachers more effective; they develop leaders, such as principals who help teachers work 
together in a focused way to use diagnostic student data linked to the improvement of 
instruction in order to get better results; they operate in transparent ways so that people 
can learn from one another; they monitor progress and intervene when necessary.  In 
short, they create high-performance expectations and cultures.  (p. 31) 
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Table 2 

Five Practices of Exemplary Leadership Model 

Behaviors Examples 

Model the Way 

Create standards of excellence and establish example to follow 
Establish interim goals to achieve small wins as teams work toward larger 
objectives 
Navigate bureaucracy to limit barriers 
Provide guidance and direction to meet goals 
Create opportunities to celebrate achievement 

Inspire a Shared 
Vision 

Envision the future, create an image of what the organization will become 
Enlist others through dreams, magnetism and persuasion 
Ensure the vision comes to life and motivate others by seeing possibilities 
for the future 

Challenge the 
Process 

Search for opportunities to challenge the status quo 
Support and encourage innovation to improve the organization 
Encourage risk taking and consider mistakes as learning opportunities 

Enable Others to 
Act 

Foster collaboration and build spirited teams 
Understand mutual respect sustains extraordinary efforts 
Create an atmosphere of trust and human dignity 
Empower others within the organization 

Encourage the 
Heart 

Acknowledge the work is challenging 
Maintain hope and are consistently determined to move forward 
Recognize the contributions of others 
Celebrate and regularly recognize the accomplishments of others 

 
Learning Organizations 

Schools evolve into learning organizations when conditions are created that align processes with 

continuous improvement and support systems exist that value collective learning.  Senge’s 

(1990) compelling vision of a learning organization focuses on employees within the 

organization creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge.  The process of communicating 

knowledge supports continual improvement necessary for schools operating in a constant state of 

change.  Systemic processes cultivate open discussion, reflection, shared decision-making, and 

improved adaptation to ongoing change.  Kerka (1995) conceptualized learning organizations on 
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the assumption that learning is most valued when it is continuous, shared, and experiences are 

viewed as opportunities for learning.  Learning organizations foster innovation, solve problems 

through inquiry and action, and members collectively determine desired results.  Acquiring 

knowledge together compared to individual shifts the paradigm of the workplace.  Learning 

constructed in a positive environment centered on social interactions, achievable goals, and 

feedback form personal meaning for an individual’s learning.  According to Brandt (2003) 

learning organizations are not solely dependent on members within the organization, thus 

learning is extended beyond the school walls to the broader community.  Elements of learning 

organizations conceptualized by Brandt (2003) included: a) “An incentive structure exists that 

encourages adaptive behavior” (p. 10), b) “Challenges are approached with achievable, shared 

goals” (p. 11), c) “Members can accurately identify the organization’s progress” (p. 11), d) 

“Processes exist for collecting and acting upon information” (p. 12), e) “Presence of institutional 

knowledge and processes for new ideas” (p. 14), f) “Frequent exchange of information with 

relevant external sources” (p. 14), g) “Collection of feedback about products and services” (p. 

15), h) “Processes are continuously refined” (p. 15), i) “Supportive organizational cultures are 

present” (p. 15), and j) “Function as ‘open systems’ aware of external environment including 

social, political and economic conditions” (p. 16). 

In order for districts and schools to maintain environments of continuous improvement 

and a systemic process exists to respond to the needs of students, creation of high-achieving, 

supportive cultures must occur.  “Professional learning can have a powerful effect on teacher 

skills, acquisition of knowledge and student learning if it is sustained over time” (Wei et al., 

2009, p. 7).  District and school leaders are charged to improve instruction and student learning.  

Learning organizations provide an improvement design for schools where teachers have time to 
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acquire knowledge and skills, reflect on practices, problem solve, and collaborate.  The 

Standards for Professional Learning as developed by Learning Forward (2011) outline 

transformational methods for educators in leading the charge for improved student outcomes.  

Teachers are enrolled as active participants through the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and 

practices necessary for strengthening their daily performance.  Mizell, Hord, Killion, and Hirsh 

(2011) asserted: 

The professional learning that occurs when these standards are fully implemented enrolls 
educators as active partners in determining the content of their learning, how their 
learning occurs, and how they evaluate its effectiveness.  (p. 11) 

 
Learning organizations focused on improvement of employees yield better results.  Therefore, by 

acceptance of the status quo of improving skills of educators, student achievement outcomes are 

compromised.  Organizations committed to continuous improvement elevate employee 

effectiveness. 

Garvin, Edmondson, and Gino (2008) identified three building blocks essential for 

organizational learning: (1) supportive learning environment, (2) concrete learning processes, 

and (3) practices and leadership behavior that provides reinforcement. (p. 1).  The three building 

blocks of learning conceptualize actions required of members to meet demands and adapt to 

projected needs and unpredicted challenges in workplace environments.  Commonalities emerge 

between the five dimensions of PLC based on Hord’s (1997) model, reordered by Hipp and 

Huffman (2003) and the three essential building blocks as defined by Garvin et al. (2008).  Table 

3 shows the commonalities.  
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Table 3 

Building Blocks of a Learning Organization Compared with PLC Dimensions 

Building Blocks of a 
Learning Organization 

Characteristics of Learning 
Organization Building Blocks 

Attributes of 5 PLC Dimensions 

Supportive Learning 
Environment 

Value opposing thoughts and 
ideas 

Shared decision making 

Structured time to review 
processes 

Shared power and authority 

Disagreement and mistakes are 
valued 

Caring relationships 

Risk taking and innovation is 
present 

Sharing practices through 
meeting, observation, and 
reflection 

Questioning is expected Recognition and celebration 
Common vision and goals exist Shared vision guides teaching 

and learning 

Concrete Learning 
Processes 

Formal Processes 

Collecting information Collecting data 
Interpreting and analyzing 
information 

Analysis of student work 

Problem solving Collaboration and planning 

Improving skills of employees Continuous learning 

Reinforced Learning 

Leaders 

Open to new ideas and differing 
viewpoints 

Value and cultivate shared 
leadership 

Value time of the team 
collectively solving problems 

Unified effort with staff to 
improve student outcomes 

Consistent engagement of 
listening, questioning, and 
reflection 

Encourage through listening, 
questioning, reflecting, and 
celebrating 

 Value application of new 
knowledge and pedagogical 
practices 

 Supportive conditions 
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Educational systems operate in a constant state of change leading to a need to navigate 

transformation effectively.  Professional learning communities assist members of the learning 

organization with formulating and sustaining an environment centered on continuous 

improvement.  District leaders must adopt school reform systems that equip school leaders on 

how to best manage and respond to continuous improvement.  A system reform framework such 

as PLCs promotes a results oriented approach in the educational environment. 

Organizational Change Process 

In this study, PLC beliefs and practices are examined as elements that change the 

organization of schools in respect to the responsibilities and roles of leaders and teachers.  As 

schools and school districts adopt and implement PLC practices, change is understood to be a 

process compared to characterizing change as an event.  Organizational change is dependent on 

the group by means of changing attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, relationships, structures, and the 

overall culture of the learning organization.  The dependency of one teacher changing student 

outcomes shifts to team collaboration influencing student achievement.  Fullan (2014b) 

encouraged school leaders to adjust their direction to developing the group and creating a 

collective culture of efficacy.  Whole system reform requires educational leaders equipped in 

change management who strive to establish clear outcomes, navigate obstacles, and maintain 

climates of trust.  System leaders’ roles and understanding the phases of change is critical to 

achieve sustainability of PLCs.  Fullan (2007) defined sustainability as when desired practices 

become routine and consistently applied by members of the organization.  Rhodes (2003) 

implied sustained capacity of school systems relies on the connected work of teachers and 

leaders within the system.  Sustainability occurs through a systemic change of the district and 

schools learning as a whole.   
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 School districts evolve into learning organizations by changing deeply embedded policies 

and practices.  Leaders of educational change understand the work is complex and oftentimes 

chaotic.  District leaders thus must strive to focus their efforts examining appropriate change 

models that illicit actions leading schools to interact through shared vision, common 

understanding, and coordinated actions.  Fullan, Cuttress, and Kilcher (2005) concurred 

knowledge of change is necessary for successful change.  Integration of new educational policies 

or innovative school reform structures are more likely to fail without deep understanding 

throughout the organization as to how individuals accept, process, appreciate, or adopt the new 

demands or expectations placed upon them.  The promise of systemic change increases as 

primary decision-makers recognize and provide pathways for navigating the shift to a coherent 

teaching and learning environment.   

Supovitz (2006) conducted a five-year study in a large district located in the southeastern 

section of the United States identifying four specific strategies leaders implemented that led to 

instructional change in the district.  Supovitz revealed when leaders develop a specific vision of 

instruction, build commitment and capacity of employees, construct processes for gathering and 

analyzing information, monitor implementation of the vision, and establish systems of 

refinement, significant student achievement gains were sustained. 

District Leaders’ Role Facilitating Change 
 
 The initiation and expansion of school reform requires districts pay close attention to the 

acceptance of change by stakeholders.  Coburn (2003) made a case for district leaders to consider 

building capacity at multiple levels of the system to achieve “normative coherence and 

sustainability” throughout the phases of change (p. 9).  She explained deep change occurs 
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through a substantial shift in sharing of knowledge, ownership, and authority.  Fullan (2014b) 

commented: 

Principals can only get so far in developing a very good school.  I would venture to say 
that although it is possible to become a great school despite the system, it is not possible 
to stay effective if the system is not cultivating greatness in all of its schools.  (p. 97) 

 
Change agents described by Havelock and Zlotolow (1995) are formal leaders who guide 

others through the change process serving as catalysts, solution givers, process helpers, and 

resource linkers.  Anderson (1993) encouraged leaders of systemic change to consider six key 

elements important to inspect as organizations navigate and assess progress of change.  Planning, 

staging, and monitoring of the vision; public and political support; networking; teaching and 

learning changes; administrative roles and responsibilities; and policy alignment is critical for 

successful systemic reform.    

Leaders have opportunities to impart change throughout the learning organization that 

influences deep and lasting success for students.  Three types of leadership emerged in a study 

examining the work of 12 superintendents conducted by Johnson (1996).  The work of 

superintendents was separated into three domains including educational, political, and 

managerial leadership.  Johnson concluded top district leaders should assume the role of the 

teacher within each domain through diligent participation in the change process by identifying 

problems, questioning, establishing clear expectations, and offering guidance and 

encouragement.  Active engagement by district and campus leaders is required to support 

meaningful change and make a significant impact in schools.  Sophisticated change requires 

different strategies that help develop and shape collective capacity and shared commitment to 

engage in continuous improvement.  DuFour (2003) emphasized central office leaders can 
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empower principals to facilitate continuous improvement on their campuses by limiting 

initiatives, coordinating services, model learning, and providing a clear vision. 

Phases of Change 
 
 The current researcher considered the three phases of change to assess the effectiveness 

of district leaders’ actions to foster and lead school improvement efforts utilizing a PLC 

framework.  The phases of initiation and implementation proceed the final phase of sustainability 

described by Fullan (2007) when desired practices become routine and consistently applied by 

members in the organization.  Successful change is derived from a backwards planning design, 

thus working with the end in mind describing sustainability or the intended change outcome for 

the learning organization.  Fullan (2007) concurred obtaining sustainability of change can be as 

minimal as 2-4 years for moderate change and as many as 5-10 for large scale reform.  Fullan 

(2013) explained leaders of change plan ahead, beyond their designated period or term of 

leading.  Sustainability is dependent on systemic leaders who are vigilant about their own 

learning and development of others to impact the present and future improvement of the district. 

Phase 1 – Initiation.  According to Fullan (2007) the initiation phase or beginning stages 

of change usually illicit high levels of attention by those leading the innovation.  The moral 

purpose or the why, explains initial decisions and processes leading to the initiative.  Common 

drivers that initiate innovation or push for change in schools include (a) existence and quality of 

innovation, (b) access to innovation, (c) advocacy from central administration, (d) teacher 

advocacy, (e) parent and community advocacy, (f) policies, and (g) state accountability 

measures.  Reeves (2009) suggested those responsible for initiating change engage in a 

structured process such as an organizational change readiness assessment to establish specific 

need and credibility in leading others.  Table 4 shows the organizational change readiness 
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assessment.  During the initiation phase, planning should emphasize the rationale, urgency, and 

careful consideration of the impact on students and educators.   

Table 4 

Organizational Change Readiness Assessment 

Assessment Item Description 

Planning Plans are clear, detailed, and effectively communicated. 

Sense of Urgency Widespread sense of the immediate need for change is apparent. 

Stakeholder Support Teachers, parents, and community understand and support the change. 

Leadership Focus Long term commitment and focus by district and campus leaders. 

Results Measureable goals and systems for monitoring are present. 

 
 Phase 2 – Implementation.  The implementation Phase 2 concentrates on putting the idea 

into practice.  Colvin (2008) explains through deliberate practice or continuous application and 

feedback, people have an increased opportunity to become proficient.  Frameworks of learning 

such as professional learning communities establish conditions for educators to acquire essential 

skills for teaching and learning.  Fullan (2007) concluded it takes two to three years for full 

implementation or for the innovations to emerge toward sustainment.  During implementation, 

leaders should strive to develop clear and consistent understanding about the expectations for 

reaching the desired outcomes.   

Starr (2011) examined the experiences of 100 principals in Australian schools managing 

significant change related to school reform.  The three-year study concluded despite principal 

experience or variance among schools, change within the school system is slow, and resistance 

occurs with individuals.  Starr suggested leaders anticipate resistance and prepare organizations 

for change.  Therefore it is imperative leaders plan and promote change readiness through 
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communication, professional learning, and response systems.  Fullan (2001) described a decline 

in performance and loss of confidence by educators as a dip in the implementation phase.  

Members of the learning organization may experience anxiety, question, and lack confidence for 

school leaders or those leading the change initiative.  Fullan (2013) maintained this uneasiness is 

normal thus deepening the cause for partnerships across the system.  Confusion is minimized 

when clarity about what is expected is consistently communicated and modeled.  

Phase 3 – Sustainability.  When learning organizations reach the phase of sustainability, 

the practice has become routine.  Researchers described this stage as when organizations reach a 

shared vision through the establishment of new practices fully embedded within the educational 

environment (Fullan, 2011; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Reeves, 2009).  Fullan (2011) states:  

I have called this “realization.”  It is the being in the moment of a successful endeavor 
that fuels passion, not the dreaming of it.  The establishment of new practices and 
experiences galvanizes passion.  This is the essence of the change leader: the capacity to 
generate energy and passion in others through action.  (p. 23) 
 

Standard 3 of the Texas Standards for Principal specifies, “the principal remains solution-

oriented, treats challenges as opportunities, and supports staff through changes” (Texas 

Education Agency, 2014, p.14).  The standard emulates specific leadership practices as 

illustrated in the five PLC dimensions and practices change leaders executed as described by 

researchers (Fullan, 2011; Fullan et al., 2005; Hipp & Huffman, 2004; Hord, 2004).  Table 5 

shows the leadership behaviors supporting sustainable change.  

Sustainability is realized when leaders and teachers adopt a relentless pursuit of 

excellence through a culture of ongoing improvement.  Elmore (2002) concluded school districts 

improve as a result of an established sense of urgency and support systems that build collectively 

capacity throughout the system.  By creating an atmosphere where everyone is committed to 

learning, change will flourish.  Bradley, Munger and Hord (2015) stated: 



	   39 

This will require a school context nurtured by school leaders, where educators 
consistently reflect on what is or is not working and use the information to assess the 
effectiveness in their learning and changes in practices to achieve the intended results for 
students.  (p. 53) 

 
Table 5 

Leadership Behaviors Supporting Sustainable Change  

Leadership Behaviors Supporting Sustainable Change                   
in School Reform  

Sources 

Establish moral purpose 
Build capacity 

Understand change process 
Establish learning culture 

Evaluate, refine 
Identify leaders to facilitate change 

Foster coherence 

Fullan, et al. (2005) 

Shared and Supportive Leadership 

Shared values and vision, 
Collective learning and application of learning 

Shared personal practice 
Supportive conditions 

Hord (2004)  

Hipp & Huffman (2010) 

Be resolute with moral purpose and impressive empathy 
Leaders participate as active learners to help the organization 
improve 
Leaders balance confidence and humility 

Practice is deliberate and not too simple or too complex 
Build capacity by encouraging collaboration and constructive 
competition 
Motivate those you lead and know your impact 

Fullan (2011) 
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Professional Capital 
 

Success in learning organizations is dependent on the commitment by district leaders and 

principals to cultivate and nurture professional capital throughout the system.  To develop 

professional capital, leaders in high-growth learning organizations empower, coach and support 

their teachers.  Human, social and decisional capital, are considered the three components of 

professional capital.  The interactions among the three components impact the quality of learning 

and teaching.  Fullan (2013) states:  

This three-part conception of professional capital can be used as a way of organizing 
one’s roles in leading learning.  In effect, the role of school leaders is to build 
‘professional capital’ across and beyond the school.  All three must be addressed 
explicitly, and in combination. (p. 26) 

 
Hargreaves and Fullan (2013) asserted an investment in professional capital yields high quality 

teaching and learning.  This investment adds value to the organization through an intentional 

commitment to developing people by key decision makers. 

Human Capital  
 
 Most school administrators have choice and influence regarding personnel decisions.  

The component of human capital is described as the qualifications, skill, or talent of people in the 

organization.  Recruitment and retention of quality educators requires district policies that 

promote principal autonomy in regards to personnel decisions and thoughtful consideration about 

necessary skill sets of candidates as leaders leverage selection of staff.  Odden and Kelly (2008) 

explained recruitment, selection, induction performance management, professional development, 

and compensation as key components that should be present in a school district’s human capital 

management plan.  Hargreaves (2014) implied teacher retention is dependent on districts 

attracting the best teachers and retaining them.  Thus learning organizations that invest in 

comprehensive human resource management, value teacher growth, offer strong mentoring 



	   41 

programs, and include supportive systems of learning for teachers through collaborative 

structures have a greater chance of maintaining quality teachers over time.  Fullan (2014) 

explained people are attracted to organizations where not only intraschool collaboration exists, 

but learning is extended throughout the entire professional community by creation of conditions 

that support and promote interdependency among schools.  

Social Capital 

 Social capital describes practices enhancing trust among people through structures of 

reciprocal accountability, a collective sense of purpose, and openness to sharing opportunities 

and problems.  Educators acquire and put into practice new knowledge fueled by interactions 

with colleagues, centered on collective learning, teaching, and focused results (DuFour, 2004; 

Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Spillane, 2006).  Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) contend relational trust 

or social capital is a lead strategy for facilitating system reform.  Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) 

10-year study of the relationships between trust and student achievement in over 400 Chicago 

schools revealed:  

1. Sense of vulnerability was lowered among educators when trust existed. 
2. Trust facilitated problem solving within the organization. 
3. Trust promoted a sense of moral purpose among staff members. 
4. Staff members valued reciprocal accountability and shared responsibility with school 

improvement efforts.  (p. 34) 
 

Relational trust is a common factor that surfaces in literature describing successful school 

leaders.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) explained relational trust occurs when district and 

campus leaders operate through collaborative cultures where conditions reflect transparency and 

high expectations, support exists for one another, and members value growth and feedback.  

School leaders understand when social capital is grounded within the organization; the sense of 

constructive feedback is viewed as not only a way for individuals to improve, but a function of 
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moving the school team forward.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) concluded, “social capital in a 

school affects teachers’ access to knowledge and information; their senses of expectation, 

obligation and trust; and their commitment to working together for a common cause” (p. 26).   

Decisional Capital 
 
  Decisional capital is derived from the field of law.  Improved judgment and decision 

making results from developing a person’s capacity over time.  This aligns with Hargreaves and 

Fullan’s research (2013) describing decisional capital results from deliberate practice acquired 

overtime through learning frameworks such as PLCs.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2013) implied 

decisional power is related to expertise required to make solid decisions about complex problems 

resulting in support for all learners.  Most people improve at something because they practice 

and work hard at it.  Colvin (2008) contends high performers within any group are individuals 

who practice and learn from experiences over an extended period.  Colvin explained deepening 

knowledge can be mentally demanding and viewed as challenging.  Effective PLC leaders 

establish learning environments for continuous application required to reach expert levels.  

According to Fullan (2011), “the best organizations have leaders who are good at their own 

development and establish the environment whereby they help others learn and grow” (p. 22). 

 Effective school districts focus on building and maintaining high levels of professional 

capital throughout the organization.  Educators are viewed as one of the most valuable resources, 

essential for systemic school improvement.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) explained core 

principles of professional capital are about “developing your commitments and capabilities, 

pushing and pulling your peers, exercising collective responsibility together, and collaborating 

with your competitors across the whole system for the great good that transcend us all” (p. 146). 
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore how district leaders within a rapidly growing 

school system can develop skills, knowledge, and collective understanding among campus 

principals and staff through a system wide framework of professional learning communities.  

The literature reviewed provides analysis of behaviors required of leaders seeking to reach 

district-wide sustainability of professional learning communities.  The review of literature is 

grounded in concepts that examine how school district leaders may establish clear systems to 

advance the skills and knowledge of educators.  The interdependence of change management, 

professional capital, and organizational learning frame how members interact and support one 

another so system-wide reform may emerge through a PLC framework.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study was to explore how district leaders within a rapidly growing 

school system can develop skills, knowledge, and collective understanding among campus 

principals and staff through a system wide framework of professional learning communities.  

This researcher specifically examined how district processes and behaviors of district level 

leaders served as antecedents that enable campus leaders and teachers to acquire the skills, 

knowledge, and collective understanding to improve instruction and learning through a PLC 

framework.  In Chapter 3, the researcher explains the research design, which includes the 

qualitative methodology, sampling, instrumentation, data collection plan, and data analysis to 

answer the research questions:   

1. How do district administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a

fast growth district?

2. What structures, tools, or actions by district leaders support implementation of

campus PLC infrastructure?

3. What essential roles, behaviors, or actions are needed of district leaders to foster

capacity building among campuses?

Research Design 

In order to address the research questions and explain a phenomenon within the bounded 

system, an exploratory case study was determined as an appropriate research design for the 

study.  Case study involves generating data in natural conditions, which allows for descriptive 

data and in-depth interpretative analysis of each individual case (Stake, 2010).   
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Stake (2005) explains a case study is both a process of inquiry about the case and the 

product of the inquiry (p. 444).  According to Yin (2003), consider a case study design when the 

study is designed to answer how and why questions, the behavior of participants cannot be 

manipulated, the researcher desires to address contextual conditions due to the relevance of the 

phenomenon studied, or boundaries are unclear between the phenomenon and context.  A “case 

study presents data that explains how events occurred and reflects a cause and effect 

relationship” (Yin, 2003, p. 5).  Merriam (2009) states:  

Case study is a particularly appealing design for applied fields of study such as education, 
social work, administration, or health.  An applied field’s processes, problems, and 
programs can be examined to bring about understanding that in turn can affect and 
perhaps even improve practice.  Case study has proven particularly useful for studying 
educational innovations, evaluating programs, and informing policy.  (Merriam, 2009, p. 
51) 
 
Since the current study was conducted within the educational setting of Hunt ISD and 

examined practices directly related to educators, utilizing case study design is a desirable method 

for achieving reliable results.   

By utilizing a descriptive case study design, an opportunity was presented to acquire a 

more in-depth understanding of how a culture of professional learning communities impacts 

school district improvement.  In this study, the influence of actions and behaviors of district 

leaders on implementation and sustainment of PLC infrastructure on campuses was considered in 

the context of school settings.  I explored how educators perceive, understand, and engage in the 

five dimensions of professional learning communities. 

In order to provide an in-depth description of processes utilized through the systemic 

framework of professional learning communities and examine the influence of PLC practices on 

school improvement in a rapid growth district, multiple data collection sources were utilized.  I 

examined a small sample including two elementary, two middle, and two high schools within 
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one district.  Three of the selected campuses have been in existence two years or less and the 

additional three schools have existed six or more years.  The small, select sample provided an 

opportunity to obtain specific, detailed data, insight, and perspective from campus principals and 

teachers with experience of K-12 PLC implementation on newly opened campuses and schools 

with a richer history of serving the community.  The key to whole system reform is to produce 

greater numbers of system thinkers.  Fullan (2005) stated:  

If more and more leaders become system thinkers, they will gravitate toward strategies 
that alter people’s system-related experiences; that is, they will alter people’s mental 
awareness of the system as a whole, thereby contributing to altering the system itself.    
(p. 40)   

 
In my research, I emphasized triangulation through application of three methods to tap various 

sources for data collection.  The data collection method for the qualitative descriptive case study 

involved a survey, interviews, and document analysis.  The data sources found in Figure 2 

allowed me to examine, interpret, elicit meaning, and gain a more in-depth understanding of 

campus staff perceptions, understanding, and overall impact of the PLC infrastructure on system-

wide school improvement.  

  

Figure 2.  Research design flowchart. 

Phase	  1	  

PLCA-‐DS	  Online	  
Administration	  	  	  

6	  Schools	  
(2	  HS,	  2	  MS,	  2	  ES)	  

Principal	  Interviews	  
(2	  HS,	  2	  MS,	  2	  ES)	  

Phase	  2	  

Document	  Analysis	  
Supplemental	  souurces	  of	  
evidence	  of	  district	  and	  
school-‐based	  practices	  in	  

relation	  to	  PLC	  
dimensions.	  	  	  

Triangulation	  of	  Data	  
Sources	  and	  Findings	  

Research	  
Findings	  
Themes	  emerge	  	  
related	  to	  role	  of	  
the	  district	  in	  
supporting	  

implemention	  
and	  sustaining	  

PLCs	  
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Instrumentation 

Professional Learning Communities Assessment – District Support (PLCA-DS) Survey 

It is essential for learning organizations to accurately assess how districts and schools 

function on the continuum of PLCs in order to evaluate their effectiveness with cultivating 

environments where staff members intentionally collaborate, engage in learning, and focus on 

classroom practices that affect student achievement outcomes (Olivier, 2009).  The Professional 

Learning Community Assessment (PLCA) (Olivier, 2003) was initially created to assess 

everyday classroom and school level practices.  As recent as January 2015, the Professional 

Learning Community Assessment-District Support (PLCA-DS) was designed to specifically 

assess district processes, structures, and support of professional learning communities (Olivier, 

Huffman, & Cowan, 2015).  Appendix A is a sample of the PLCA-SD survey.  I used the PLCA-

DS survey tool to assess campus leaders and teachers’ perceptions of district administrators’ 

actions with the development and implementation of PLCs in the six K-12 schools in the current 

study.  The responses collected answered the research questions related to how district 

administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a fast growth district; and 

specific processes or actions by district leaders that promote, support, or limit the sustainability 

of campus PLC infrastructure.   

The diagnostic tool is grounded in the five PLC dimensions and elicited data about 

perceptions of staff related to shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, 

collective learning and application, shared personal practice, and supportive conditions.  The 

PLCA-DS specifically evaluated district leaders’ actions and supportive conditions that guide 

initiating, implementing, and sustaining the PLC process at campus and district levels (Olivier et 

al., 2015).  Participants responded to 67 questions scored on a Likert scale of 1 = strongly 
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disagree and 6 = strongly agree.  The questions reflected participants’ levels of agreement 

regarding support of district leaders with implementation of the PLC framework.  Following 

each dimension, participants had the option of submitting comments that provide additional 

information specific to the PLCA-DS (Olivier et al., 2015).  A sample source of the PLCA-DS 

survey is found in Figure 3. 

Shared	  and	  Supportive	  Leadership	  
	   District	  leaders…	  
1	   …model	  effective	  leadership	  practices.	  
2	   …share	  leadership	  responsibilities	  with	  school	  level	  administrators.	  
3	   …build	  leadership	  capacity	  among	  school	  staff.	  	  
4	   …provide	  opportunities	  to	  engage	  school	  staff	  in	  district-‐level	  decision	  making.	  
5	   …share	  information	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  guide	  school	  improvement.	  	  	  

6	   …promote	  a	  sense	  of	  shared	  responsibility	  for	  the	  learning	  of	  all	  students	  in	  the	  	  	  
district.	  

7	   …provide	  opportunities	  for	  collaboration	  between	  the	  district	  and	  schools.	  

8	   …provide	  access	  to	  relevant	  data	  to	  school	  staff	  in	  order	  to	  make	  decisions	  about	  	  
	  	  	  	  instruction.	  

9	   …collaborate	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  assign	  personnel	  based	  on	  school	  needs.	  

10	   …establish	  clear	  expectations	  for	  improvement	  initiatives,	  with	  flexibility	  for	  	  
	  	  	  	  implementation	  based	  on	  school	  needs.	  

11	   …clearly	  communicate	  the	  importance	  of	  alignment	  of	  curriculum,	  instruction,	  and	  	  
	  	  	  	  assessment.	  

12	   …encourage	  shared	  accountability	  among	  district	  and	  school	  staff.	  
13	   …monitor	  implementation	  of	  effective	  teaching	  and	  learning	  practices.	  
14	   …support	  decisions	  about	  teaching	  and	  learning	  based	  on	  a	  shared	  vision.	  

15	  
…ensure	  local	  education	  boards	  adopt	  practices	  that	  support	  the	  district	  vision	  of	  
schools	  	  
	  	  	  	  as	  professional	  learning	  communities.	  

16	   …model	  professional	  learning	  practices	  in	  district	  staff	  meetings.	  	  	  
	  
Comments:	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

 
Figure 3.  PLCA-DS survey sample section. 
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Interviews 

Interviews were conducted to provide greater insight into principals’ perceptions about 

PLC implementation and sustainment, while allowing the participants to voice their opinions 

about district support.  Interviews offer researchers access to people’s ideas, lived experiences, 

and perspectives (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).  The interviews conducted with the six principals 

allowed for equal emphasis at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.  By interviewing 

multiple campus level leaders and analyzing responses of principals with various backgrounds 

and experiences, I acquired deeper understanding of common and differentiated supports 

required for system-wide continuous improvement in a fast growth district. 

I elected to conduct one-on-one, semi-structured interviews using a protocol that allowed 

me to collect data to answer my research questions through a semi-structured interview where 

the researcher prepares questions prior to the interview but has the authority to deviate from his 

or her interview protocol based on participants’ responses (Glesne, 2011).  Appendix B is a copy 

of the protocol.  Interview questions elicited demographic information about principals’ 

leadership background, education, experiences with professional learning communities, and 

detailed accounts about their perceptions of district support of PLCs.  The interview questions 

were designed to extract specific data on how the district’s actions and structures assist campuses 

with developing, supporting, and sustaining continuous improvement through a learning 

organizational framework such as PLCs.  Appendix C contains the interview questions.  The 

introduction to the interview and initial question was constructed to establish rapport with 

participants, gather information about principals’ background, and experiences, then continuing 

with open-ended questions that will garner relevant data and avoid imposing predetermined ideas 

with participants.  The interview questions elicited specific information on how district 
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administrators support or impede principals and their campuses with implementing PLC 

practices and building sustainable infrastructure.  

Interview Questions 

1. Describe your position and responsibilities in Hunt ISD.  

2. Describe processes you have utilized to lead and support a culture of continuous 

improvement on the campus.  

3. Describe actions taken to initiate the PLC framework on the campus. 

4. Describe actions, specific tools, and structures you have used to facilitate 

implementation of PLC.  

5. Describe actions, specific tools, and structures you have used to sustain the PLC 

framework on the campus. 

6. What have been the effects of the PLC framework on the campus culture, teacher 

collaboration practices, and student achievement?  

7. Describe how you have utilized the PLC framework to establish or reestablish the 

vision, mission, values, and goals for the school. 

8. Identify and describe actions and processes developed by district leaders that have 

assisted you as a campus leader with implementing the PLC structure on the campus?  

9. What factors or actions by district leaders have inhibited implementation of the PLC 

framework on the campus?  

10. Describe district leaders’ role in supporting collaboration among campuses.  

11. Due to rapid district growth and constant change that occurs in the district, describe 

how the PLC infrastructure has provided support, created barriers, or challenges for 

you as a campus leader. 
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Document Analysis 

The analysis of documents assisted with measuring the effectiveness of district leaders’ 

actions with facilitating, supporting, and sustaining continuous improvement throughout the 

system.  School systems encounter ongoing challenges to sustain continuous improvement over 

time, particularly in a fast growth district where change is perpetual.  Hargreaves and Fullan 

(2012) explained professional learning communities need architecture or design if they are going 

to be productive.  They have to be organized.  The structure of a professional learning 

community assist members of the learning organization in formulating and sustaining an 

environment centered on continuous improvement.  School districts evolve into learning 

organizations by changing deeply embedded policies and practices.  The majority of schools in 

Hunt ISD have prioritized time for collaboration and increased opportunities for collective 

learning and sharing of practices to improve teaching and learning.  Systemic structures have 

emerged as campus administrators, instructional coaches, and teacher leaders facilitate results 

focused conversations with teams.  Analysis of campus’ application and interpretation of the 

district document, The Way We Work: Professional Learning Community Essentials, serves as a 

prominent measure as to how the district and schools are moving forward in reaching the ideal 

state of continuous improvement.  Appendix D comprises the visionary document along with the 

common vocabulary resource document.  The sources of evidence found in Figure 4 allowed me 

to elicit meaning and interpretation of the actions and influence of district administrators on 

school-based practices in relation to PLC dimensions. 

Additional documents analyzed responded to the third research question, regarding how 

district leaders facilitate lateral capacity building among campuses.  Meeting agendas, minutes of 

meetings, and team goals and actions served as formal documentation of the work.  Appendix E 
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contains a principal meeting agenda and Appendix F along with the principal learning team 

meeting minutes.  A review of vertical and horizontal team meeting minutes and goals served as 

a helpful source to assess capacity building emerging throughout the district.  Fullan (2014b) 

explains:  

Typically, districts and larger systems attempt to solve fundamental problems by 
producing more and better “individual leaders.”  The weakness of this solution is subtle.  
The point is not stop developing better individual would-be principals, but rather to stop 
counting on them to save the day.  These personnel or human resource actions are 
necessary but not the most crucial point.  The primary issue is to change the culture of the 
school and district so that learning is the work – that is, so that people are getting better at 
what they do because learning to be more effective is built in the values and routines of 
the organization.  (p. 32)  
 

 

Figure 4.  District and campus document analysis. 

Population and Sampling 

The population for the study included K-12 principals and teachers in Hunt ISD involved 

in the implementation of professional learning communities.  Case study defined by Merriam 

(2009) is an in-depth examination and analysis of a bounded system.  Case study design enabled 

me to explore the district’s impact by interacting with educators in the school setting who are 

actively involved in PLC implementation at all three levels.   

A purposeful sample was used to identify campuses.  Several criteria were used.  The 

criteria for the six campuses selected for the study were based on the number of years the 
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campus had been in existence.  Currently 40 elementary schools, 16 middle schools, 9 high 

schools, and 3 special programs campuses exist in the district.  Two high schools with an average 

enrollment of 2,100 students, two middle schools serving 800-1,000 students, and two 

elementary campuses supporting approximately 700 students were selected to participate in the 

study.  All six campuses have been impacted by factors resulting from rapid district growth such 

as rezoning, induction of new staff, and reassignment of staff.  Within each school level the most 

distinctive difference is the number of years the school has been in existence.  At each level, one 

of the campuses has been open in the district for two years or less.  The selection of the second 

campus at each grade level has been serving students in Hunt ISD five or more years.  Five of the 

six leaders of the schools selected, have served as the principal on the campus for the duration of 

the years noted in the criteria.  Implementation of professional learning communities was also a 

criterion for participation, prompting a non-probability sampling procedure.  The purposive 

sampling procedure allows the researcher to discover, understand, and gain insight about the 

research problem and questions (Merriam, 2009).  By the researcher interacting with a distinct 

sampling of practitioners, relevant data emerged to develop a rich, thick description of the 

district processes and leadership behaviors. 

Data Collection 

Data collection for this study included interviews, surveys, and artifacts focused on the 

planning, implementation, and sustaining of PLCs.  The PLCA-DS survey was administered to 

247 staff members from the six K-12 campuses.  The composition of each campus group 

included administrators, instructional coaches, teacher leaders, and teachers.  The PLCA-DS 

results yielded results of participants’ perception of the district’s support of initiating, 
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implementing, and sustaining PLCs in Hunt ISD schools.  The list of participants was obtained 

from the campus principal and participation was voluntary. 

Principals at each site were requested to participate in interviews during the qualitative 

data collection phase of the research.  The open-ended interview questions and protocols allowed 

for a semi-structured interview approach.  The primary purpose of the interviews was to gain 

insight of principals’ perceptions of the district’s role in guiding the work of PLCs.  Each 

interview was recorded and transcribed to allow for thorough access and examination of the data.  

Interview transcripts were shared with principal participants for purposes of accuracy and 

clarification.  

Document analysis was used as an additional source of data.  Multiple sources obtained 

from interviews and references of campus PLC practices served as evidence supporting 

implementation of the five PLC dimensions.  Documents were compared to interview responses 

and PLCA-DS data to determine if congruence existed with beliefs and actions.  

Data Analysis 

 Hancock and Algozzine (2011) described case study research as  

Making sense of information collected from multiple sources is a recursive process in 
which the researcher interacts with the information throughout the exploratory process.  
Data analysis generates a significant amount of new information.  In order to identify the 
most relevant data, the researcher must maintain the focus on the research questions.     
(p. 56) 
 

Yin (2003) explains during the analysis phase of case study, it is important to analyze only the 

data within the scope of the proposition in order to remain true to the case.  Systematic records of 

transcriptions of interviews, researcher’s journal, memos, and documents related to PLCs were 

maintained throughout the data analysis process. 

  The results from the PLCA-DS survey were analyzed as they related to the three research 
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questions of the study and campus staff members’ perceptions of district leaders support of the 

PLC framework relative to the five PLC dimensions.  The themes garnered from the survey data 

deductively realized the actions of district leaders’ support of initiation, implementation, and 

sustainment of campus PLC framework by assessing campus staff members’ perceptions and 

understanding of PLC; evaluated stages of PLC implementation on campuses; and assessed the 

effectiveness of district leaders fostering capacity building throughout the district. 

 Interviews were conducted with two high school principals, two middle school principals, 

and two elementary school principals.  Three of the principals interviewed have two years of 

experience or less and three principals have a total of four or more years of campus leadership 

experience.  To ensure credibility, a set interview protocol was utilized.  The transcribed notes 

from the interviews were reviewed to identify reoccurring themes connected to district leaders 

support of campus initiation, implementation, and sustainment of professional learning 

communities.  The recorded interviews were transcribed and along with interview notes, I coded 

participants’ responses using corresponding themes related to the five PLC dimensions. 

Development of codes, categories, and relationships was derived from the five 

dimensions of PLCs and three research questions.  Pre-set codes were established prior to 

analyzing interviews.  A-priori codes were determined by utilizing the key points found within 

the three research questions and determined prior to examining data, allowing the researcher an 

overlay of a set of pre-existing categories and a framework of the data that fits within the 

categories (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The set of codes related to district support of PLC 

implementation and sustainability is noted in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

A-Priori Coding 

Code Label Definition Description 
1 Professional 

Learning 
Community 

Educators committed to working 
collaboratively in ongoing processes of 
collective inquiry and action research to 
achieve better results for students they 
serve (Huffman & Hipp, 2003). 

Learning organizations where people 
work and learn together focusing on a 
common mission and vision.  Educators 
are continually learning together to 
improve student achievement outcomes. 

2 District Leaders School team composed of 
superintendent, deputy superintendent 
of curriculum and instruction, area 
directors of elementary and secondary 
instruction, director of professional 
learning, directors of human resource, 
director of assessment and 
accountability, director of special 
education and curriculum and 
instruction coordinators. 

District leaders create conditions and 
structures that guide and provide support 
for campuses throughout the system. 

3 Collaboration “A systemic process in which people 
work together, interdependently, to 
analyze and impact professional 
practices in order to improve individual 
and collective results” (DuFour et al., 
2010, p. 217). 

Educators learning together, analyzing 
data, sharing practices, and sharing 
decision making for a common goal to 
improve teaching and learning. 

4 Sustainability “Sustainability means both 
“maintainability” (improvement) and 
“adaptability” (innovation) to changes 
to the environment that demand new 
innovative responses” (Fullan, 2013, p. 
86). 

Continuous improvement is routine for 
the learning organization.  Models  of 
learning and best practices are embedded 
throughout the schools or district. 

5 Capacity 
Building 

School district leaders coordinate 
interschool strategies for purposeful 
learning among teachers and principals 
to improve the capacity of individuals, 
schools and the system as a whole.   

Conditions established by district leaders 
that facilitate clusters of schools learning 
together. 

6 Infrastructure The underlying foundation or basic 
framework of a system or organization. 

Expectations and processes established by 
district leaders that frames the work for 
district and schools. 

7 Processes A series of actions that lead to an 
intended result. 

Systemic actions assumed by district 
leaders, principals, and teachers that lead 
to intended change resulting in improved 
practices. 

8 Communication A process by which information is 
exchanged between individuals. 

Clear processes in which information is 
regularly and clearly exchanged between 
members of the learning organization. 

9 Change 
Management 

Fullan (2001) describes leaders of 
change have a moral purpose, an 
understanding of the change process, 
the ability to improve relationships, 
empower others through knowledge and 
create coherent systems. 

Intentional planning and actions by 
district and campus leaders that shifts the 
school culture and practices resulting in 
sustained improvement of student 
achievement. 
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 To expound on emerging categories and themes obtained through examination of the 

data, inductive coding was applied.  The general inductive coding approach provided an 

extended analysis of the data extracted from the interviews.  Based on the data retrieved from the 

six interviews and surveys, I looked for specific patterns to develop a general theory to explain 

the patterns.  Thomas (2006) stated, “the purpose of the inductive approach is to allow research 

findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant, or significant themes inherent in raw data, 

without the restraints imposed by structured methodologies” (p. 238).  I cross-checked themes 

between the two sets of data once I carefully read and reread transcriptions of the interviews, 

created additional labels, descriptive codes, and templates.  The process of connecting coding 

allows the researcher to discover themes and patterns among the data sets (Crabtree & Miller, 

1999). 

Further examination of trends and patterns was obtained from review of campus and 

district documents.  District and campus action plans, the district strategic plan, campus 

schedules, campus professional learning plans, team planning structures, and campus and district 

meeting agendas and minutes served as examples of evidence that were retrieved to assess 

progress of campus PLC sustainment.  Appendix G contains the district action plan template and 

Appendix H is the district strategic plan.  Additional evidence such as minutes of principal 

learning team meetings, assistant principal learning teams, and K-12 leadership vertical team 

agendas served as a measure of capacity development among K-12 campuses.  Thus analysis of 

the themes allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the research questions posed (Stake, 

1995).  
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Validity of the Research 

 The qualitative researcher assumes an active role in the collection and interpretation of 

others’ perceptions and acquisition of the phenomenon.  Researchers employ strategies that 

establish credibility and apply practices that are trustworthy, ethical, and transferable to the study 

(Stake, 1995).  I increased the trustworthiness of the study by applying strategies recommended 

by renowned qualitative researchers.  Validity of the case study was increased through a 

triangulation approach using multiple sources of data or data collection methods to confirm 

emerging findings.  In this study, administering the PLCA-DS, in-depth interviews, and 

document analysis were instruments used to collect data.  Member checks were also employed 

by sharing data and interpretations with participants to verify plausibility.  In addition, peer 

review was orchestrated through discussion findings and interpretations with colleagues 

(Merriam, 2002).  Credible and trustworthy researchers follow additional guidelines to design 

and implement sound studies (Merriam, 2002).  I adhered to the following guidelines to increase 

trustworthiness of the study: 

• Reflexivity Researcher engages in self-reflection by considering 
assumptions, biases, and relationships to the study. 

 
• Maximum variation Intentionally seek variation in the sample selection to allow for 

range of application of the findings.  
 
• Engagement Allow adequate time for data collection. 
 
• Audit trail Maintain records and detailed accounts of methods, 

procedures, and decisions about carry out the study. 
 
• Rich description Develop rich description to enable reader to align the context 

of the research to their situation.  (Merriam, 2002, p. 31) 
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Limitations 

The scope of this study is limited to research in one school district and six schools within 

the district; therefore the results may not be generalizable to similar contexts.  The study relies 

on the perceptions of six campuses and principals.  Bias may exist with the experiences and 

perceptions of various teachers and school leaders that contributed to the study.  The interviews 

and surveys presented possible limitations with a large dependency on the interviewee and what 

he or she was willing to share.  In addition, the influence of my own professional experiences, 

current position in the district, educational background, and beliefs of professional learning 

communities could serve as a limitation.  To address the limitations, I offered participation to 

schools and principals where I have limited professional interaction and supervision 

responsibilities. 

Ethical Considerations 

To maintain ethical research practices, precautions by the researcher were necessary prior 

to conducting the research.  The University of North Texas requires students complete training in 

protecting human research subjects and gaining approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) prior to conducting research.  I have completed the National Institutes of Health’s online 

training course and obtained certification September 21, 2015.  See Appendix I for the IRB 

approval.  Pseudonyms were used for all participants, district, and campuses cited within the 

study.  I explained the purpose and details about the methodology of the study to all participants.  

Consent forms for the interviews and PLCA-DS process were provided detailing the study, 

explaining confidentiality, and the exact parameters of the participants.  Appendix J contains the 

PLCA-DS informed consent and Appendix K is the interview informed consent.  Each 
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participant’s identity will remain confidential and I explained if at any time the participant would 

like to leave the study, they were free to do so. 

Summary 

 To examine the district’s role in developing, implementing, and sustaining professional 

learning communities, an exploratory case study approach was determined to be the best means 

to illuminate district leaders’ decisions; why they were taken; how they were implemented; and 

with what results.  In Chapter 3, I presented the design of the research methodology and data 

analysis processes utilized to respond to the research questions.  The data collection process 

involved administration of the PLCA-DS with six K-12 campus teams and conducting interviews 

with principals assigned to the six campuses using open-ended questions.  The analysis of 

campus and district documents related to implementation and sustainment of PLCs served as a 

secondary data source.  Explanation of data collection, data analysis, and validity of the research 

is further described within the chapter.  Limitations and ethical considerations are described in 

the conclusion of the chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
 

 The purpose of this study was to explore how district leaders within a rapidly growing 

school system can develop skills, knowledge, and collective understanding among campus 

principals and staff through a system wide framework of professional learning communities.  I 

examined behaviors required of district leaders and establishment of supportive conditions 

necessary to achieve sustained, substantive improvement in a district encountering atypical levels 

of change.  This chapter provides the results and findings of the qualitative study by examining 

the data collected through the survey, interviews, and document analysis methods.  Using the 

Professional Learning Communities Assessment–District Support (PLCA-DS) survey tool, I 

assessed perceptions of 247 teachers and campus leaders about the school district’s support for 

the initiation and implementation of PLCs in schools.  This chapter also examines the data 

collected in the six semi-structured interviews of K-12 principals.  The interview data are based 

on the perceptions of the six participants, divided in four sections of findings: (a) recognition of 

the importance of the PLC framework, (b) building capacity, (c) development of collaborative 

culture, and (d) issues resulting from constant change due to rapid growth.  The analysis of 

documents was viewed as a supplemental data source completing the triangulation of the three 

data collection methods.  The results from the survey, interviews, and document analysis relate 

to the three research questions of the study.   

1. How do district administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a 

fast growth district? 

2. What structures, tools, or actions by district leaders support implementation of 

campus PLC infrastructure? 
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3. What essential roles, behaviors, or actions are needed of district leaders to foster 

capacity building among campuses? 

Survey 
 
 The Professional Learning Communities Assessment–District Support (PLCA-DS) 

survey served as one of three data collection methods for this qualitative descriptive case study.  

Using the PLCA-DS, I assessed campus leaders and teachers’ perceptions of district 

administrators’ actions with the development and implementation of PLCs in K-12 schools.  The 

online survey measured specific district processes, structures, and supports of the 67 attributes 

described within the five PLC dimensions.  The anonymous survey was administered to 247 

participants on the six K-12 campuses selected for the study.  Each survey question began with 

the sentence stem District Leaders . . . followed by a description of an attribute.  Participants 

responded to 67 questions scored on a Likert scale of 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly 

agree.  The data reflect disaggregation of responses to the 67 attributes and reports an overall 

average of each of the five PLC dimensions.  Cumulative averages of the individual dimensions 

were also assimilated for elementary, middle, and high school levels.  

Shared and Supportive Leadership – Dimension 1 

 Assessment of district leaders promoting and fostering leadership throughout the system 

is outlined in Figure 5.  The first PLC dimension, shared and supportive leadership, scored a 4.6 

cumulative average.  The attribute describing district leaders’ communication of the importance 

of alignment of curriculum, instruction, and assessment resulted in an average of 5 (agree) out of 

6.  District leaders provide opportunities to engage staff in district-level decision making scored 

the lowest average of 4.1 (somewhat agree). 
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Figure 5.  Shared and supportive leadership (Hunt ISD). 
 
Shared Values and Vision – Dimension 2 
 
 Figure 6 shows the results of eight attributes assessed in the second dimension, shared 

values and vision.  The overall average of 4.8 was the highest average among the five PLC 

dimensions assessed in the survey.  The perceptions of the participants of the attribute, district 

leaders communicating high expectations for teaching and learning to continually reinforce the 

shared vision, scored 5 (agree) out of 6 (strongly agree).  The two lowest scoring attributes were 
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…model	  professional	  learning	  practices	  in	  district	  staff	  
meetings.	  

…ensure	  local	  education	  boards	  adopt	  practices	  that	  
support	  the	  district	  vision	  of	  schools	  as	  professional	  

…support	  decisions	  about	  teaching	  and	  learning	  based	  on	  a	  
shared	  vision.	  

…monitor	  implementation	  of	  effective	  teaching	  and	  
learning	  practices.	  

…encourage	  shared	  accountability	  	  among	  district	  and	  
school	  staff.	  

…clearly	  communicate	  the	  importance	  of	  alignment	  of	  
curriculum,	  instruction,	  and	  assessment.	  

…establish	  clear	  expectations	  for	  improvement	  initiatives,	  
with	  Vlexibility	  for	  implementation	  based	  on	  school	  needs.	  

…collaborate	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  assign	  personnel	  based	  
on	  school	  needs.	  

…provide	  access	  to	  relevant	  data	  to	  school	  staff	  in	  order	  to	  
make	  decisions	  about	  instruction.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  collaboration	  between	  district	  
and	  schools.	  

…promote	  a	  sense	  of	  shared	  responsibility	  for	  the	  learning	  
of	  all	  students	  in	  the	  district.	  

…share	  information	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  guide	  school	  
improvement.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  to	  engage	  school	  staff	  in	  district-‐
level	  decision	  making.	  

…build	  leadership	  capacity	  among	  school	  staff.	  

…share	  leadership	  responsibilities	  with	  school	  level	  
administrators.	  

…model	  effective	  leadership	  practices.	  

Shared	  and	  Supportive	  Leadership	  -‐	  Average	  4.6	  



	   64 

district leaders identify shared values among district and school staff using a collaborative 

process and district leaders consistently communicate the shared vision to all stakeholders.  

Variation among the scores was limited with the attribute averages ranging from 4.7 (somewhat 

agree) to 5 (agree). 

 
 
Figure 6.  Shared values and vision (Hunt ISD) 
 
Collective Learning and Application of Practice – Dimension 3 
 
 Figure 7 reveals the results of the perceptions of Hunt ISD campus leaders and teachers 

in relation to the attributes outlined in the third PLC dimension, collective learning and 

application of practice.  The overall average was 4.3, the lowest cumulative score among the five 

dimensions.  The attribute, district leaders use external agents to enhance the professional 

learning community process had the highest score of 4.7.  Among the 21 attributes assessed 

within the dimension the attribute, district leaders meet regularly with teacher teams to facilitate 
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…consistently	  communicate	  the	  shared	  vision	  to	  all	  
stakeholders	  (students,	  staff,	  parents,	  community).	  

…use	  data	  to	  assist	  schools	  in	  prioritizing	  actions	  to	  
achieve	  the	  shared	  vision.	  

…emphasize	  shared	  values	  in	  assisting	  schools	  to	  create	  
their	  shared	  vision.	  	  

…support	  alignment	  of	  shared	  vision	  and	  school	  initiatives.	  

…communicate	  high	  expectations	  for	  teaching	  and	  learning	  
to	  continually	  reinforce	  the	  shared	  vision.	  

…support	  the	  PLC	  process	  as	  a	  coordinated	  approach	  to	  
achieve	  the	  district	  vision.	  

…maintain	  a	  shared	  vision	  that	  has	  an	  undeviating	  focus	  on	  
student	  learning.	  

…identify	  shared	  values	  among	  district	  and	  school	  staff	  
using	  a	  collaborative	  process.	  

Shared	  Values	  and	  Vision	  (Average	  4.8)	  
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sharing of instructional practice, received the lowest score of 3.7 (somewhat disagree).  It is also 

important to acknowledge the average response among participants to the attribute, district 

leaders provide opportunities for cross-school visitations to enhance professional learning 

community practices resulted in a score of 3.8.  

  
 
Figure 7.  Collective learning and application of practice (Hunt ISD)  
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…provide	  an	  induction	  program	  to	  assimilate	  new	  staff	  
into	  the	  professional	  learning	  culture.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  cross-‐school	  visitations	  to	  
enhance	  professional	  learning	  community	  practices.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  to	  collaborate	  across	  schools	  to	  
address	  common	  learning	  needs.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  teachers	  to	  collaborate	  with	  
teachers	  from	  other	  schools.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  school	  staff	  to	  analyze	  student	  
work.	  

…provide	  regularly	  scheduled	  opportunities	  to	  share	  
effective	  professional	  learning	  community	  practices.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  teachers	  to	  share	  their	  
personal	  practices	  through	  classroom	  visits.	  

…meet	  regularly	  with	  teacher	  teams	  to	  facilitate	  sharing	  of	  
instructional	  practice.	  

…analyze	  data	  assessing	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  improvement	  
strategies	  are	  being	  implemented.	  

…assist	  school	  staff	  in	  the	  use	  of	  common	  formative	  
assessments.	  

…assist	  school	  staff	  in	  the	  development	  of	  common	  
formative	  assessments.	  

…provide	  opportunities	  for	  school	  teams	  to	  share	  what	  
they	  learned	  from	  external	  professional	  events	  (e.g.,	  

…provide	  ongoing	  high-‐quality	  professional	  development	  
based	  on	  identiVied	  learning	  needs.	  

…provide	  school	  staff	  with	  expertise	  to	  address	  identiVied	  
learning	  needs.	  

…collaboratively	  analyze	  data	  	  with	  the	  school	  staff	  to	  
improve	  student	  learning.	  

…support	  alignment	  of	  curriculum,	  instruction,	  and	  
assessment	  by	  modeling	  effective	  strategies.	  

…foster	  collaboration	  between	  district	  curriculum	  teams	  
and	  school	  staff.	  

…collaborate	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  implement	  curricula	  
aligned	  to	  state	  standards	  that	  guide	  instruction.	  

…use	  external	  agents	  to	  enhance	  the	  professional	  learning	  
community	  process.	  

…assist	  school	  staff	  in	  implementing	  strategies	  that	  
support	  the	  PLC	  process.	  

…model	  collaborative	  strategies	  that	  support	  effective	  
instructional	  practices.	  

Collective	  Learning	  and	  Application	  of	  Practice	  (Average	  4.3)	  
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Shared Personal Practice – Dimension 4 
 
 District leaders fostering a continuous improvement culture and building capacity by 

sharing practices through observation, feedback, and collaboration is assessed in the fourth 

dimension as shown in Figure 8.  The cumulative average of shared personal practice had an 

overall score of 4.6 out of a possible 6.  The highest average of 5 found within this dimension, 

aligned with the attribute, district leaders model respectful interactions between district and 

school staff.  District leaders foster an inclusive culture by seeking a variety of perspectives 

related to teaching and learning was the lowest scoring attribute average of 4.4.  

	  
 
Figure 8.  Shared personal practice (Hunt ISD). 
 
Supportive Conditions – Dimension 5 
 
 District leaders establishing processes and structures for collective work through the PLC 

framework is defined within dimension five, supportive conditions.  Figure 9 shows participants’ 
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…facilitate	  interactive	  communication	  with	  stakeholders.	  

…nurture	  positive	  relationships	  with	  stakeholders.	  

…support	  celebrations	  in	  faculty	  meetings.	  

…acknowledge	  school	  level	  activities.	  

…set	  expectations	  	  for	  authentic	  communication	  within	  
professional	  learning	  communities.	  

…foster	  an	  inclusive	  culture	  by	  seeking	  a	  variety	  of	  
perspectives	  related	  to	  teaching	  and	  learning.	  

…promote	  a	  culture	  of	  trust	  between	  district	  and	  school	  
staff.	  

…develop	  positive	  professional	  relationships	  between	  
district	  and	  school	  staff.	  

…model	  respectful	  interactions	  between	  district	  and	  
school	  staff.	  

…establish	  norms	  to	  guide	  interactions	  among	  professional	  
staff.	  

Shared	  Personal	  Practice	  (Average	  4.6)	  
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perceptions of district leaders fostering conditions for educators to engage in collective learning 

with a cumulative average score of 4.6.  The attribute, district leaders assist school staffs to 

embed professional learning into the school schedule received a 4.3 (somewhat agree).  District 

leaders provide a comprehensive data system to facilitate access to data received the highest 

average among the attributes with a score of 5 (agree). 

 
 
Figure 9.  Supportive conditions (Hunt ISD). 
 
K-12 PLC Dimensions Comparison 
 

Figure 10 discloses data of participants’ perceptions at each school level.  The overall 

average score among dimensions is consistently higher at the high school level.  In comparison, 

4.5	  

4.4	  

4.5	  

4.6	  

4.7	  

4.6	  

4.3	  

4.5	  

5	  

4.5	  

4.5	  

4.7	  

0	   1	   2	   3	   4	   5	   6	  

…provide	  school	  autonomy	  in	  implementing	  the	  
professional	  learning	  community	  process.	  

…provide	  Vinancial	  support	  to	  schools	  to	  implement	  
professional	  learning	  community	  practices.	  

…allocate	  resources	  to	  schools	  based	  on	  student	  learning	  
data.	  

…provide	  space	  at	  schools	  to	  facilitate	  collaborative	  
meetings.	  

…allocate	  resources	  for	  the	  development	  of	  teacher	  
leaders.	  

…provide	  scheduled	  opportunities	  for	  instructional	  staff	  to	  
collaborate	  across	  the	  district.	  

…assist	  school	  staffs	  to	  embed	  professional	  learning	  into	  
the	  school	  schedule.	  

…provide	  time	  for	  teachers	  to	  meet	  collaboratively	  during	  
the	  school	  day.	  

…provide	  a	  comprehensive	  data	  system	  to	  facilitate	  access	  
to	  data.	  

…provide	  collaborative	  time	  within	  school	  schedules	  for	  a	  
variety	  of	  professional	  learning	  teams	  (e.g.,	  grade	  level	  

teams,	  content	  teams,	  cross-‐grade	  teams,	  interdisciplinary	  

…provide	  regularly	  scheduled	  time	  for	  school	  leaders	  to	  
collaborate	  with	  one	  another	  across	  the	  district.	  

…provide	  regularly	  scheduled	  time	  for	  district	  and	  school	  
leaders	  to	  collaborate.	  

Supportive	  Conditions	  (Average	  4.6)	  
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the perceptions of elementary school leaders and teachers result in the lowest cumulative 

averages across the five dimensions.  The highest scoring dimension was shared values and 

vision.  However, comparing overall average scores within the shared and vision dimension, 

greater variation exists among the three school levels.  Collective learning and application was 

the lowest overall average score at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.  Overall, the 

findings reflect alignment exists among K-12 schools. 

 
 
Figure 10.  K-12 PLC dimensions comparisons. 
 

The results of the responses collected using the PLCA-DS survey tool revealed promising 

actions by district leaders that support the development and implementation of PLCs in a fast 

growth district.  Evidence surfaced in the data that suggested possibly adjusting behaviors of 

district leaders and improving supportive conditions, necessary to support initiate, implement, 

and sustain campus PLC infrastructure within a rapidly changing environment.   
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Interviews 
 

The data presented from the interviews are based on the perception of six Hunt ISD 

principals.  The participants included two high school principals, two middle school principals, 

and two elementary principals.  Three of the principals (H1, M1, and E1) have 5-10 years 

principal experience and three principals (H2, M2, and E2) have 1-2 years principal experience.  

This section of data is divided into four sections of findings: (a) recognition of the importance of 

the PLC framework, (b) building capacity, (c) development of collaborative culture, and (d) 

issues resulting from constant change due to rapid growth.  The interview data support each 

component of the conceptual framework.   

Theme 1: Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework 

  The theme, Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework, is supported by two 

subcategories, structures and processes–learning and collaboration and professional capital–

support and reinforcement of PLC framework.  Professional learning communities characterize 

the concept of learning organizations with a results oriented approach in an educational 

environment.  The five dimensions of PLC identified by Hord (1997) embody the organizational 

learning theory.  The dimensions, built on Hord’s model and reordered by Hipp and Huffman 

(2010), include shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning 

and application, shared personal practice, and supportive conditions involving structures and 

relationships.  Each principal described practices in place that support collaboration, learning, 

and results.   

Hunt ISD has adopted the PLC framework as a way of accomplishing the district’s 

mission of knowing every student by name and need.  The collective vision of the district is 

members of the learning organization will work interdependently to achieve high levels of 
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learning for all students through a shared mindset and understanding of continuous improvement.  

M2 explained why the PLC framework supports the district’s mission.   

I appreciate the district for establishing expectations and a common language for 
learning, collaboration, and a relentless focus on student results.  Collaboration has been 
happening since caveman, it is not new.  Good teachers will always find a way to work 
together.  PLC gives permission for people to be vulnerable and share.  So the close the 
door teacher thing is kind of hard to have now, especially on our campus.  You cannot 
walk around bragging on your scores and then not share how you got there.  If we did not 
have the PLC framework in place, problems would exist down the road for teams of 
teachers with learning and teaching.  If we operate as a PLC that means everyone has a 
shared responsibility to meet the needs of our students.   
 

H1 expressed why the PLC framework was important for clarifying how professionals learn 

together, build individual and team capacity, and collectively solve problems to achieve desired 

results. 

What I love about the PLC journey was that it gave us a common understanding.  It 
becomes the way we do our work.  Teachers see the value in studying data, the value in 
working with teams, the value in collaborating, and being willing to be vulnerable.  I 
remember a former colleague explaining “when we examine data it is like conducting an 
autopsy without blame.”  I use that all the time and remind staff we are just trying to 
figure out where we need to get better.  No one should have a problem wanting to get 
better.  I have found that people who do not buy in, they move away on their own.  They 
find another place to go and be.  I want my staff to see the value in the work and why we 
do it.  It is my job to constantly show them the value. 

  
Structures and processes – Learning and collaboration.  All six participants described 

structures of collaboration and learning present on their campus.  The structures as well as clear 

processes for collective work to occur on their campuses emerged as a priority for the six campus 

leaders.  Principals explained how they transformed traditional planning time from a meeting to 

an opportunity for collective learning and sharing personal practices.  H1 referred to having 

common vocabulary to assist teams with understanding the purpose of collaborative planning 

time. 

We use the vocabulary of Professional Learning Communities, so when we speak, we 
speak the same language.  I think it has helped teams understand that collaboration is 
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about working together to support learning for all students.  They now understand 
collaboration involves analyzing data to drive what we do for kids.  I have also observed 
an increased willingness by teachers to share and reflect on their practice.  I feel my 
teachers now understand collaboration is not just a meeting.  It is about building capacity, 
not only individually, as a group.   

 
M1 described a time when the staff maintained the focus on their own learning rather than solely 

teaching.  The efforts of the group positively impacted processes supporting student 

achievement. 

We used a tuning protocol with a cross-curricular team where the math teacher shared a 
learning target and explained the lesson.  The other content teachers were allowed to pose 
clarifying questions.  The ILA teacher asked, “What does evaluate mean to you?”  The 
math teacher responded, “Well, it means to solve.”  The ILA teacher explained in her 
content area, it means to judge or critique.  The teachers concluded they were probably 
confusing students.  It was a pivotal moment for me as a leader in realizing the 
importance of having the proper structure and content for conversation during 
collaboration.  Collaboration is about inquiring, sharing, and finding a solution.   

 
E1 reflected on the importance of fostering an environment of collaboration and ensuring all staff 

members understand their role in supporting teaching and learning. 

If your campus believes all students will learn, learning happens in all areas.  So my 
office staff, nurse, librarian, and counselor must know why these structures are put in 
place and why school does not look like it used to.  Art, music, and physical education 
teachers understand they are members of the PLC and are expected to analyze data and 
utilize the four critical questions just like grade level teams.  

 
 In addition to team collaborative planning, the six participants referenced examples of 

data meetings, vertical team meetings, job-embedded professional learning opportunities, and 

campus committee work.  These opportunities allow teachers to engage in learning with their 

colleagues, resulting in increased productivity.  Hunt ISD’s visioning document, The Way We 

Work: Professional Learning Community (PLC) Essentials and the application of DuFour and 

Fullan’s (2013) four critical questions emerged as resources supportive of the PLC framework.  

E1, E2, M1, and M2 all referenced the district visioning document and Hunt ISD PLC common 

vocabulary as tools they use to concentrate on learning, collaboration, and results.  E2 explained 
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how the four critical questions assist with maintaining the focus on the mission of learning, 

reflective dialogue, and inquiry.   

We have discovered by utilizing the four essential questions, we are able to examine data 
more objectively without it becoming personal.  Planning has become more transparent, 
teachers are vulnerable and trust exists.  We need to be open because if we are 
collaboratively working together, I need to know what Teacher A did resulting in her 
students scoring 15% higher on the assessment than my students.  When sitting in team 
planning meetings, I have noticed the questions encourage deeper examination of data.  
When we can get to the point where we are able to deeply respond to the four questions, 
we move closer to meeting the needs of all of our students.   

 
Professional capital − Support and reinforcement of PLC framework.  Success in learning 

organizations is dependent on the commitment by leaders to cultivate and nurture professional 

capital throughout the system.  Hargreaves and Fullan (2013) assert effective school leaders 

focus on building and maintaining high levels of professional capital to yield high quality 

teaching and learning.  The six participants shared evidence of the investment of time and 

resources in human capital, decisional capital, and social capital. 

Hunt ISD principals have choice and influence regarding personnel positions.  

Participants referred to structures specifically aligned with human capital, focusing on the 

qualifications, skill, or talent of individuals.  H2 spoke about the importance of sustaining the 

culture by hiring people who have a growth mindset. 

When you hire people–and we are fortunate in that aspect that we are able to hire with the 
professional learning community in mind.  You hire people with a growth mindset, 
people who are collaborative, people who put learning of students first and understand 
decisions are based on what is best for student learning, not their personal needs.   

 
H1, H2, M1, M2, and E2 explained interview and hiring processes.  Principals described how 

they have restructured interviews that allow for improved assessment of applicants.  The 

structures assist with determining if a candidate’s prior professional experiences or teacher 
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preparation program experiences align with PLC practices.  E2 explained how the interview team 

reflects the campus rather than a single grade level.  

We shifted how we interview.  We have an interview committee now in which we have 
one representative from each grade level, no matter what grade level or position we are 
interviewing for.  The committee recommends applicants for a second level of interviews 
with campus administrators.  It is not uncommon for teachers to be reassigned to different 
teams due to the constant state of change and growth. We often ask the committee “Could 
you envision working with them? Could you envision your students being taught by 
them?”  We try to hire applicants that can serve the campus rather than a particular team.   

 
M2 addressed the advantage of opening a new campus with the intent to build the school culture 

as one of learning, collaboration, and results. 

The advantage of opening a brand new school is that the principal has the ability to have 
input about everyone who is hired.  Applicants we interview receive an article by Rick 
DuFour about the PLC process.  During the interview, two questions address the article.  
The process gave us more of a genuine look if the applicant really practiced the work.  
We begin building the culture from the interview process. 

 
H2 spoke specifically about initial integration of new staff.   

Everyone who we hire signs a commitment contract that ties to our commitment to PLC 
work - the type of mindset we exhibit and our campus core values.  They are also given a 
copy of the book, The Red Rubber Ball.  We believe the book establishes a precedence of 
who we are as a campus. 

 
 Social capital is cultivated when campus leaders operate through collaborative cultures 

where conditions reflect transparency, high expectations, supports exist for one another, and staff 

values growth and feedback.  Relational trust was mentioned by H1, H2, and E2.  The three 

principals implied trust among members of the school was critical for the PLC process.  E2 

shared an example of modeling trust as a campus leader. 

The AP and I have mutual respect and trust in each other.  So when we meet, we check 
our egos at the door.  We have a relationship where she is comfortable telling me she 
disagrees with something I have said.  I sit and listen.  I tell my staff all the time if there 
is a better idea out there, I am not above saying I am good with shifting my ideas and 
thoughts.   
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H1 mentioned the importance of effective communication, which directly influences social 

capital. 

It is trust and the trust is the most important thing.  Trust is very fragile.  All it takes is 
one or two things to go south and everybody starts bailing.  I do not want that to happen, 
so I would much rather over communicate than under communicate or make assumptions 
of any kind of information.   

 
Decisional capital results from deliberate practice acquired over time through learning 

frameworks.  Fullan (2011) explains school leaders who establish environments whereby they 

help others learn and grow improves decisional capital within the learning organization.  H1 

referred to collaborative structures as a systemic approach for developing decisional capital.   

All of our decision-making is made through teams.  There are very few decisions where I 
serve as the sole decision maker.  We try to make decisions as a school.  I am of course 
on a lot of different teams.  Our admin team includes the assistant principals, lead 
counselor, associate principal, and myself.  Another team is our leadership team, which is 
made up of our department chairs, instructional coaches, and members of the 
administrative team.  My philosophy is we learn and make decisions better together than 
we do individually.   

 
M2 explained, “It took a lot of patience to let go and let teachers discover, but I think we found 

out a lot about ourselves.”  Opportunities to increase capacity of decision making and solving 

complex problems surfaced in all six principal interviews.  For example, vertical team meetings, 

leadership team meetings, campus improvement team committees, curriculum and instruction 

meetings, and campus advisory committees are referred to as specific structures.   

Connection to the conceptual framework.  The relationship of the theme, Recognition of 

the Importance of the PLC Framework, to the conceptual framework is supported by the two 

subcategories: (a) Structures and Processes–Learning and Collaboration, and (b) Professional 

Capital–Support and Reinforcement of PLC Framework.  The interview participants consistently 

mentioned practices of professionals coming together to learn, reflect, inquire, and make 

decisions to achieve their collective purpose of learning for all, clearly aligned with the five PLC 
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dimensions.  In addition, campus leaders revealed conditions that foster systemic processes that 

cultivate open discussion, reflection, and shared decision-making resulting in acquisition of 

knowledge and strengthened skills.  Schools evolve into learning organizations when conditions 

exist that align processes with continuous improvement, and support systems are present that 

value collective learning. 

The recruitment, interview, and hiring structures and processes noted by the interviewees 

connect to specific attributes of human capital, social capital and decisional capital as outlined in 

the conceptual framework of the study.  Fullan (2013) explains school leaders organize one’s 

role in leading learning by building professional capital.  The responses collected in the six 

interviews explicitly address the three components of professional capital. 

Theme 2: Building Capacity 
 

 DuFour and Marzano (2011) contend school systems must maximize strategies that result 

in more good teaching in more classrooms more of the time.  The PLC framework supports 

members of the learning organization by formulating and sustaining an environment of 

continuous improvement.  In a rapid growth district, school leaders must adopt systems to lead 

and sustain continuous improvement through learning organization frameworks such as PLC.  

Professional Learning, Leadership Development, Integration of New Staff, and Communication 

Systems emerged as subcategories of the theme: Building Capacity.   

 Professional learning.  The purpose of professional learning in Hunt ISD is to build 

capacity of all educators employed in the system through integration of research based adult 

learning models.  Fullan (2014b) encourages districts support connected autonomy by embracing 

a common understanding through learning.  The effectiveness depends on how carefully 

educators conceive, plan, and implement.  District and campus leaders have adopted professional 
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development structures that facilitate customized learning, centered around the PLC framework.  

The six participants recognized the impact of building capacity by participating in the PLC 

Institute, PLC Symposium, and PLC Boosters.  M2 spoke about benefits of teams learning 

together.  

Our district is fully invested in that school teams attend the summer PLC institute so we 
can actually immerse ourselves in the whole process of learning about PLC.  The 
experience as a new team is nice because it also allows time with your team beyond the 
scheduled sessions.  You are eating dinner together and still discussing plans about your 
school.  Time to learn together matters.   

 
E1 explains, “The conference presented more of a structure that I felt my school needed.  I think 

we really took off as a PLC after we attended the institute as a team.”  E2 explained how the 

PLC boosters emphasize capacity building by allowing time to reflect and network with other 

schools through a learning and collaboration model.  

The boosters provide a chance to slow down, reflect, and learn with other schools in the 
district.  The team that attends the booster follows up with a similar learning structure 
with the entire campus.  For example, during one booster we took time to review the PLC 
continuum and evaluate where we were in the PLC process.  Just like every school is in a 
different place on the continuum, the same applies to grade level teams.  We used the 
PLC continuum activity with all of our grade level teams.  This activity allowed each 
team to understand what they were doing well and they were able to set goals for team 
growth. 
 

E1 spoke about the need to include more teacher leaders and administrators in the PLC institute, 

symposium, and boosters in order to increase capacity. 

Campuses need more slots.  This year we could only take three teachers to the PLC 
Symposium hosted by the district.  I feel it is important to include your assistant 
principal, instructional coach, and team leaders.  The more people we have directly 
trained, the more we can spread the gospel.  There is nothing like being there and hearing 
it directly from the experts.  So I feel the limited slots are barriers with moving the work 
forward. 

 
PLCs provide a framework for continuous professional development that translates to 

increased teacher learning and professional growth (Caskey & Carpenter, 2012).  H1 referenced 
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how staff members guide learning designed to build and increase knowledge, skills, and 

practices with the whole campus team.   

I have specific people on each team that I have taken to the conference.  I take one or two 
from each of the departments and I select members from teams that are high and low 
performing.  Specific professional development is conducted during the year and led by 
those who attended the symposium or boosters.  I tell them I view them as experts.  My 
goal is to share information with all staff members but also build leadership capacity with 
those who lead the learning.  This is how I sustain, because buy-in occurs.  Now people 
say, “Hey I know the conference is coming up.  I would really like to go to that.”  DuFour 
talks about the school where he was, and how many years later, they are still doing the 
same work even after several principals have come and gone.  So I said, “Well, that’s 
what I want.” 

 
Leadership development.  The campus principal plays a vital role in fostering the 

implementation of the PLC process.  Hunt ISD district leaders recognize they must capitalize on 

opportunities to develop principals’ understanding of the PLC framework and processes.  The 

data revealed principals recognized the concerted efforts of district leaders to increase leadership 

capacity.  Several structures and facets of support emerged including principal meetings, vertical 

feeder pattern teams, Curriculum Assessment and Instruction (CIA) meetings, book studies, and 

principal learning teams.  The data also exposed concerns related to an overall need for clarity 

including, roles, purpose, and team expectations.  E1 expressed, “We need to know what a lead 

learner looks like in Hunt ISD.  Create a profile that describes behaviors or attributes of a high 

performing principal.  There should not be much difference between an elementary principal and 

secondary principal.”  

 All interviewees concurred district leaders have become more intentional in cultivating 

principal capacity.  “The district fosters a PLC mindset.  We have an environment where we 

understand it is about the conversation and learning.  It is about finding common ground on what 

is best for kids.” (E2) 
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When we attend principal meetings, it is like a PLC type thing.  Whether it is with our 
principal learning teams, vertical teams, or book study groups, it is very much a PLC 
setting.  It is about sharing, growing, and learning from one another.  And then, knowing 
that we do not have to be at certain points on this continuum at certain times, just 
continue to work at moving your campus forward.  There is not a penalty if you are not at 
the same place others are.  To me, that would be counterproductive of what a PLC is.  
(E2) 

 
That collaborative time with other principals is huge.  Being a first year principal, my 
ability, my need to rely on those around me that have been there is big.  So having 
structures in place allows time to learn.  Principal meetings and CIA meetings should all 
be focused on learning.  Not time for committee work and dissemination of information.  
It all should be under the premise of sharing and learning together.  (H2) 

 
H1, M2, and E1 described benefits and challenges with learning opportunities through feeder 

pattern vertical team meetings.  

The feeder pattern meetings help me grow as a leader and support students.  For example, 
remember when the math standards changed for elementary students and the elementary 
schools were feeling angst and pain of doing something new.  It was a huge philosophical 
shift for teachers and parents.  It was important the middle schools and high school 
understood what they were going through, what students needed to work on and how we 
could help.  If the elementary principals had not felt like they could share with us or they 
had a voice, I do not feel they would have discussed their struggles.  (H1) 

 
This year, my feeder pattern ended up creating a product.  We offered a community 
health fair, which is great.  We collaborated and got together to make it happen.  So we 
just put out a final product that may or may not impact student achievement.  There was 
very little learning in that process for me as a principal.  It was nice, but not setup for 
learning from each other.  (M2) 
 
I wish we spent more time as a feeder pattern learning, like doing learning walks on each 
other’s campus.  Just so we can see what our kids are looking like when they leave the 
elementary school.  Sometimes those meetings focus on some of the soft skills that do not 
really matter.  For example, opening lockers when students transition to middle school, it 
is just part of the transition, we do not need to spend time talking about it.  (E1) 

 
H2 and M2 spoke about the need to differentiate learning for principals. 
 

We all need different things, and so I do not know what that looks like, but it involves 
time, it involves the opportunity to be purposeful, but also somewhat flexible in the 
agenda of it.  We are all at different places in our leadership development.  (H2) 

 
One of the few opportunities we have together as a principal group is during the principal 
meetings.  So number one is how we meet, it could be a way of supporting collaboration 
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among campuses.  As of now, it is more a dissemination of information and discussion 
about operational issues on our campuses.  It seems everyone has figured out their group, 
their niche to go to.  I have four people that I call out of a possible 25.  If we had more 
time to share and learn together, I could probably extend my network. (M2)        

 
Integration of new staff.  All K-12 principals interviewed, identified structures for 

assimilating new staff members within the PLC framework.  Effective induction of new teachers 

into the campus PLC culture is critical with sustaining continuous improvement.  By adopting a 

districtwide philosophy and plan for teaching and learning, such as the PLC framework, new 

teacher induction strategies naturally emerge.   

We need to model we are open to feedback for new or young teachers, because 
sometimes they do not want to come across that they do not know something.  If veteran 
teachers are vulnerable and putting themselves out there asking questions, then new staff 
members should feel safe.  (E2)   

 
New staff members are immediately assigned a small group of students.  They are 
expected to meet with them every week.  This allows them to connect with students 
immediately.  We also pair new staff with veteran staff, not only within their department, 
but also with other campus staff.  We make it clear, they will not be expected to do the 
work alone, we collaborate.  (H2) 

 
E1 explained a process of scaffolding learning for new teachers.   
 

The campus instructional leadership team facilitated training for new teachers in 
November.  We decided it was important for new teachers to immerse themselves in the 
work first.  Scheduling the professional development later in the school year allowed this 
to happen.  Substitutes were hired to relieve teachers during the school day.  We used The 
Way We Work: PLC Essentials document and discussed connections with campus work.  
We reviewed the team planning process incorporating the four critical questions.  We feel 
the time was worthwhile and provided depth and meaning for new teachers.  It is 
important we slow down sometimes, especially for new staff.   

 
 Assimilating new staff within a professional learning community culture can contribute 

to ensuring a long, successful teaching career.   

I would hope that new teachers feel they are safe to share data, participate in planning, 
and bounce ideas off of each other.  I also hope they understand they are accountable to 
other team members and have a shared responsibility for students.  (M1) 
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Communication.  Descriptors of communication practices and responsive actions 

fostering reflection and feedback emerged in the data.  The subcategory, communication 

naturally aligns with the theme, building capacity.  Communication leverages trust within 

organizations.  Thus, the existence of trust between people is a direct result of increased 

understanding, imposed through effective communication systems.  Each principal references an 

example of communication boosting capacity.  E2 spoke about engaging with district leaders, 

specifically the Area Director assigned to the campus.  “We talk about the work on my campus, 

mainly about how I lead learning.”  M2 and H1 referred to the effect of dialogue and inquiry in 

building capacity.   

I would like to work with my Area Director more often and have him spend more time 
with my staff.  I realize it is challenging to get to everyone when he has so many schools 
to support.  I want someone to see it from the outside and share thoughts how the teams 
are doing.  (M2) 
 
It is important that communication is two-way.  When I interact with my supervisor, it is 
important for me to share and learn from him.  These conversations allow me to reflect 
where we are as a campus and they can better direct me moving forward. (H1)  

 
 M1 described how communication creates a framework for people to interact and support 

one another in order to advance system-wide improvement.  

The CIA meetings are really important to me as a principal.  The conversations with 
curriculum coordinators, directors, and principals help me understand exactly what is 
going on.  The unique thing about the meetings is it allows me to understand where each 
campus is and how they implement.  I quickly discovered we were all very different and 
sometimes doing different things.  If we’re all very different, then we need to better 
communicate and make certain systems are in place that campuses that can rely on.  (M1) 

 
 Limited or lack of communication produces uncertainty and confusion.  Therefore, 

building trust through effective communication is essential for leaders.  E1 and H1 identified 

communication gaps. 
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Sometimes I feel like it is two districts rather than one.  Communication from the district 
is sometimes different between elementary and secondary.  It causes us to not be aligned 
when we come together.  (E1) 

 
There are times that I do not know what is going on.  We found out about curriculum and 
instruction changes that the C&I department had been working on all year long.  We did 
not find about the changes until late in the school year.  People have a tendency to make 
things up when they are unclear.  I want to be clear with my staff and communicate, 
“This is what we are working on and this is how we will support learning.”  (H1) 

 
Connection to the conceptual framework.  The Building Capacity theme reflects the 

conceptual framework components, change theory and the five PLC dimensions.  Increased 

capacity is a direct result of educators sharing information, planning together, and seeking 

solutions to problems through a collective framework.  Collective learning emphasizes acquiring 

new information through the group rather than alone (Hord & Sommers, 2008).  The 

subcategories, Professional Learning and Communication demonstrate how leaders of learning 

organizations establish structures providing opportunities for educators to acquire knowledge and 

skills as a collective group.  The group engages in a continuous cycle of learning, application, 

and reflection.  The overall capacity of the district increases when adult learning structures of 

continuous improvement are present.  The conditions created for continuous improvement align 

with the conceptual framework component, change theory.  Systemic change occurs as district 

and schools learn together as a whole. 

 In the subcategory, Leadership Development, the structures and processes cultivated by 

the district to increase principals’ leadership capacity connect with the three components of 

professional capital and traits of learning organizations as outlined in the conceptual framework 

of the study.  School leaders are viewed as valuable resources, essential for systemic school 

improvement.  The principal is considered only second to the classroom teacher as having the 

most impact on student learning outcomes.  Investing in leadership capacity improves 
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professional capital throughout the organization.  According to Senge (1990), learning 

organizations have the capability to create systemic processes that cultivate open discussion, 

reflection, shared-decision making, and improved adaptation to ongoing change.  Building 

principal capacity through learning structures such as principal learning teams, vertical feeder 

pattern teams, and book studies can have a positive effect increasing leadership skills. 

Theme 3: Development of Collaborative Culture 
 
 School districts that foster cultures of collaboration verses top-down cultures have a 

greater chance of systemic improvement.  Within collaborative cultures, educators believe in 

sharing ideas, building on each other’s strengths, collectively solving problems, and have an 

undeviating focus on results.  The data collected from the six school leaders interviewed for this 

study revealed a foundational theme of collaboration.  The subcategories within this section 

include Systemness and Lateral Communication and Learning. 

 Systemness.  The Hunt ISD visioning document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, 

communicates collaborative teams will be inclusive and work interdependently with all 

departments to meet the needs of each student.  Responses from the six principals consistently 

acknowledged collaboration occurs within the school and with other schools in the district.  

Collaboration establishes a sense of connected autonomy leading to systemness.  Fullan (2007) 

explains systemness results when members of the learning organization begin to identify with 

elements outside and beyond themselves.  

The data indicated principals understand meaningful learning that results from 

collaboration is what draws people together within schools and throughout the district.  The 

interviewees consistently recognized collaboration improves the school and district as a 

collective group.  E1 expressed collaboration is necessary to boost student learning outcomes.  
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We all strive for improved student achievement.  If we are held accountable for holding 
up the district’s mission of knowing every student by name and need, we should be 
discussing and learning together.  We are one group, elementary and secondary.   
 

H1 explained the value of K-12 principal collaboration practices.  “I believe collaboration with 

principals in your attendance zone is critical because those students are coming to you someday.  

I view the time spent with this team extremely important for the success of my school.”  H1, E2, 

and M2 shared evidence of collaborative processes that foster learning among stakeholders 

resulting in improved learning opportunities for students. 

I very much wanted to start this new program for our GT students.  We formed a 
planning committee made up of teachers, curriculum coordinators, and administrators.  
Collaborating with teachers on curriculum issues was huge.  The program turned out very 
successful for our campus due to the individuals involved in designing it.  I think the key 
is everyone needs to understand their role in the process.  Everyone in the group had 
various perspectives and expertise.  When roles are unclear, that is when issues arise.  
(H1) 

 
I believe collaboration has shifted feeder pattern meetings since the district now fosters 
PLC.  I believe as campus leaders, we would have continued to do our own thing and not 
always what is best for kids.  Now, when I leave meetings with other principals in my 
feeder pattern, it is evident we all want to be on the same page.  We all want to leave with 
the same message and are united for students.  (E2) 
 
Last year, my vertical feeder team decided to examine the transition of special education 
students between elementary to middle and middle to high school.  I really wanted to 
understand what special education services looked like on an elementary campus and 
how instruction was delivered, specifically because a disconnect existed between 
elementary and middle school.  Now I understand more about how and why elementary 
develops individual education plans (IEP) a certain way because I spent time learning at 
their schools.  It helped me as a leader.  We decided to mimic the elementary model 
because we saw the benefit for kids.  (M2) 

 
Lateral communication and learning.  The data revealed inconsistencies of principals’ 

perceptions of the purpose of collaborative processes established by district leaders.  Questions 

emerged regarding lateral collaboration as K-12 principal teams.  The collaborative structures 

identified included principal meetings, principal learning teams, and vertical feeder pattern 

teams.  The responses suggest possible missed opportunities or actions by district leaders that 
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may have hindered progress of professional learning community work.  “I do hesitate to share 

sometimes in the principal meetings because it feels competitive.  I think district leaders have to 

be careful about what and how we celebrate to avoid making it competitive” (M1).  H2 and M2 

expressed similar perceptions regarding district leaders orchestration of a collaborative culture 

intended to propel collective learning and district coherence. 

As the district grows, it is important we operate as a school system not a system of 
schools.  I do think the danger in having so many different campuses, it can become 
competitive, not as collaborative.  I do feel when we collaborate and focus on learning 
together, we move closer to becoming a school system.  (H2)  

 
We need principals meetings to be about collaboration rather than pushing out so much 
information.  It is overwhelming for new principals.  I am only hearing about these things 
I need to get done.  I do not feel there is much learning.  I walk away with a checklist of 
things to do. (M2) 
 
Structures and processes that promote working together in a purposeful way at all levels 

of the learning organization can improve student learning.  Within the theme of collaborative 

culture, all six interviewees recognized district leaders promote collective learning through the 

PLC collaborative framework.  H1, M2, E1, and E2 all referenced the district visioning 

document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, for teaching and learning.  Principals indicated 

they utilized the resource to guide the work of collaboration.  All interviewees attested to having 

protected time to connect with other principals and access to resources such as data sources or 

support from district staff for advisory purposes.  H1 spoke about trust among members of the 

vertical feeder pattern team. 

I feel I have a voice and think that voice is listened to.  I do not diminish in any way, 
shape, or form what the elementary campuses do.  I do not view them as different.  I want 
to understand why they do what they do because it makes me better at preparing our staff 
for students that are coming.  In my vertical feeder pattern team, we have great 
relationships where everyone feels they can share.   
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The data also exposed communication gaps in conveying expectations for the 

collaborative work between principals.  Four of the six principals interviewed, expressed the 

need for more guidance and a concise strategy for action from district leaders. 

Expectations for principal collaboration has been more loose than tight.  I think at the 
beginning, there were some attempts to encourage collaboration.  At one time we visited 
other campuses.  It was somewhat beneficial, but there was really no structure attached to 
it.  Sometimes I really learned a lot, and other times we just hung out and talked.  I think 
that maybe a bit more structure is needed for the secondary team. . . .  The district might 
want to consider looking at the data across our vertical feeder pattern.  I would be open 
and I think others would appreciate if the district provided a focus. (M1) 

 
I think one thing that happens when you are working with vertical teams is you have so 
many chiefs that everyone has ideas.  Sometimes the ideas are great, but what truly aligns 
with our mission and vision?  I get it that they want to allow a sense of autonomy, but I 
feel if district leaders could provide guidance, we could better balance autonomy.  We 
need to know what the district’s goals are for our teams - that would give us some 
structure.  (E1) 
 
It is very different if you look at attendance zone to attendance zone, or even how 
elementary views it to middle school to high school.  There are different philosophies or 
thoughts about why we meet as vertical teams.  (M2)  
 
I think the purposeful time with other principals is critical.  It has to be purposeful 
conversation and it has to be driven by learning.  Sometimes it is like that during our 
meetings, others times not so much. (H2)  
 
I think we need to look beyond our district too.  Yes, we have great people and great 
peers to learn from, but we are not a little bubble.  We have got to make sure we are 
looking out beyond our district and what is being done outside our district to continue to 
grow and get better.  (H2) 
 
Connection to conceptual framework.  The Collaborative Culture theme reflects the 

conceptual framework component, organizational change process.  Organizational change is 

dependent on changing the attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, structures, and overall culture of the 

learning organization.  A culture of collaboration initiates a shift from one teacher changing 

student outcomes to the group influencing student achievement.  Campus and district leaders 

must adopt behaviors required to lead professional learning communities in order to move 
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toward sustainment of the intended change.  Leaders at each school level identified collaboration 

as a driver for facilitating change. 

The subcategory, Systemness, refers to every teacher being responsible for every student 

in the school.  Structures of collaboration present in the district such as principal learning teams 

enables everyone to work collectively to improve learning across the system.  As outlined in the 

conceptual framework, learning organizations nurture continuous improvement by allowing 

people to learn how to learn together continually through a collaborative framework.  

The subcategory, Lateral Communication and Learning, is connected to the fifth PLC 

dimension, supportive conditions.  When physical and relational conditions are fostered, key 

decision makers are enabled to engage in authentic collective learning resulting in opportunities 

to acquire new skills and increase productivity throughout the system.  By reducing isolation 

among educators, collegial relationships are formed, a sense of community emerges, and desired 

goals of the organization are achieved due to interdependency among members.  The data 

presented evidence of principals learning together.   

The Lateral Communication and Learning subcategory also encompassed the conceptual 

framework component, professional capital theory.  The success of learning organizations is 

dependent upon the actions of members.  Hunt ISD district leaders and principals cultivate and 

foster professional capital.  The data revealed leaders understand protected time is needed for 

professionals to share practices, exercise collective responsibility, and learn together.  The 

investment in collaboration yields high quality teaching and learning. 

Theme 4: Issues Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth 
 

Rapid growth creates school environments of constant change.  Thus, fluid change 

processes are required to manage this complex environment.  Visionary planning is necessary to 
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develop a collaborative culture that builds shared language, knowledge, and expectations for 

teaching and learning.  Fullan (2014b) explains leaders play an essential role in defining, 

communicating, and fostering conditions to maintain focus on the vision.  All six participants 

recognized within the rapidly changing environment, a prescribed plan and sense of direction for 

teaching and learning existed.  M1 stated, “If we all embrace the PLC model and it becomes the 

way we do our work, it will benefit us with the growth.”  Interviewees also acknowledged 

challenges they experience due to change described as rezoning of schools, hiring timelines, 

hiring staff, induction of new staff, and movement of staff within the system.  Staffing, System 

Capacity, and Response to Rapid Change emerged as subcategories of the theme: Issues 

Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth.   

Staffing.  Rapid growth districts can be described as school systems that construct and 

open multiple campuses annually.  Such growth requires the district engage in an unusually high 

rate of staffing.  In order to maintain a pursuit of excellence through a culture of continuous 

improvement, leaders must understand the change process and be deliberate about hiring 

decisions.  By enlisting the right people, proper staffing can serve as leverage for building 

capacity in an environment experiencing complex change.  H1 explained the PLC framework 

creates a sense of stability and leverages capacity in schools and induction of new staff members.  

“I like how the model builds this sense of community.  I do not think it is something that, oh, we 

are here, it is constantly changing.  The model is important, especially when hiring new people 

every year.”  M1 and M2 expressed how rapid growth has presented challenges for the campus 

as a result of staff movement.  “In Hunt ISD, we bring on people and we lose people.  We are in 

a constant state of training, inducting people into our culture and trying to build capacity” (M1). 

Staffing has been challenging.  For instance, I lost an instructional coach to a district 
position, a key person of my PLC community.  I depend heavily on instructional coaches 
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to be the voice of the process.  You know it is going to happen when you hire good 
people, that is part of the process in growing people.  Your goal is to build capacity, but 
sometimes it is a double-edged sword.  You grow them and you lose them.  This causes 
you to be in a constant mode of building capacity with people.  (M2)  
 

H2 expressed frustration with hiring timelines and delayed decision making by district leaders.  
 

Hiring practices have been tough in that sometimes district leaders delay making 
decisions.  My math IC was hired as a math coordinator.  I lost some good candidates 
because the decision by the district was made so late in the year.  If decisions had been 
made sooner, the impact on our campus might have been less. (H2) 

 
School rezoning due to the construction of new campuses creates conditions that impede campus 

stability.  H2 explained the difficulty with integrating staff members who are forced to transfer 

due to rezoning.  Beliefs of the teachers may not always align with the culture of the assigned 

campus.   

Forced transfers can be a challenge.  I do understand why we have to do it since we add 
new campuses at a fast rate.  Forced transfers are sometimes tough, because those who 
joined our campus this past year did not fit well into our culture.  (H2) 
 
System capacity.  To achieve desired goals in cultures of change, effective district leaders 

adopt structures that continuously build system capacity.  Trust, leadership, innovation, and 

collaboration are fostered in environments of complex change.  Whole system school reform 

requires purposeful actions that lead to coherence and a common mindset throughout the district.  

E2 explained the PLC framework provides clarity about how the system works.  “I think PLCs 

have made it easier.  If you have the framework built in when we bring new people in, it 

becomes clear for everyone because we have a common mindset and way of doing things.”  H2 

echoed similar thoughts regarding increasing understanding and educator capacity.  “PLCs 

establish an environment that develops people.  It allows us the opportunity to grow leaders and 

extend influence to a greater number of people.”  Principals also made connections about the 
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importance of developing common understanding and capacity with all educators as revealed in 

responses from M2 and H1.  

I have a teacher who is working on an advanced degree in school administration.  I taught 
her how to enter the master schedule and now she is helping me discover holes.  That 
took 30 to 40 minutes of teaching and now it is coming back as a benefit.  (M2) 
 
“One of the things I have done since Day 1 is I want to build leaders on this campus.  I 

tell teachers they have opportunities to lead.  Someday they may lead a department, serve as 

instructional coach, or administrator” (H1).  Cultures of continuous improvement enable 

conditions that shape pathways to navigate change.  All six principals recognized capacity 

improves through models of professional learning.  Learning is a process, not an event.  M2 

explained the value of adult learning models in supporting sustainment of the PLC culture. 

I lost two instructional coaches and will have a new assistant principal next year.  Three 
people that attended the PLC institute are no longer part of the leadership team.  The 
district supports fidelity by providing ongoing professional learning and campus teams 
can attend the summer PLC training every year.  They have made it accessible and 
communicate it is important.  
 

 Response to rapid change.  Fast growth districts are more likely to experience a higher 

frequency of personnel reassignment and movement, imploring the need for district leaders to 

adopt a systemic framework that guides the work of the learning organization.  School leaders 

must be equipped on how to best manage and respond to continuous transformation within the 

school and district.  M1 and E2 recognize the systemic school reform framework, professional 

learning communities, is essential for responding to the rapid district growth.   

I have been in this district for over 10 years.  I do not think we have a choice but to 
embrace the PLC model because we are being asked to prepare people to open new 
campuses and sustain the work on other campuses.  We are not just preparing people to 
serve our campus population.  I am preparing people to serve on other campuses very 
different from our student demographics.  If you are working within the PLC framework, 
you are able to work with whatever team you have been assigned to.  (M1)  
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Our kids move around within the district because of the growth and rezoning.  So I think 
you have to realize that a student at whatever school could be a student at my school 
tomorrow.  We’ve got to be on the same page and be able to share what we are doing for 
all kids.  If we are not, then we are just hurting ourselves.  (E2) 

 
Connection to conceptual framework.  In the Issues Resulting from Constant Change Due 

to Rapid Growth theme, staffing, system capacity and response to rapid change reflect the 

conceptual framework components: professional capital, educational change processes, and 

organizational learning theory.  In the subcategory, Staffing, the descriptions of investment of 

human resource management and supportive systems of learning for teachers serve as effective 

methods in responding to rapid district growth.  Interviewees acknowledged this investment adds 

value to the high-growth learning organization through an intentional commitment to develop 

people by key decision makers. 

 Participants recognized their responsive actions boost capacity of the whole system, 

fostering coherence and a common mindset in the culture of change.  In the subcategories, 

System Capacity and Response to Constant Change, interviewees’ awareness of the final phase 

of change, sustainability, described systemic leaders who are vigilant about developing others to 

impact not only the present, also the future improvement of the system.  Sustainability is realized 

when leaders and teachers adopt a relentless pursuit through a culture of ongoing improvement.  

The six leaders acknowledged the complexity, discomfort, and challenges that result from 

constant change.  Principals inferred the PLC framework is a prescribed long-term plan and 

provides a sense of direction and stability for teaching and learning, despite change factors such 

as rezoning, hiring staff, induction of new staff, and movement of staff within the system.  

Professional learning communities assist members of the learning organization with sustaining 

continuous improvement in the rapid growth district. 
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Summary of the Interview Data 

 The six principals who participated in this study shared their perceptions of district 

leaders supporting PLC implementation in a rapid growth district.  They have common 

experiences imparting organizational change in a school district experiencing rapid growth.  

Each principal told their story of how they fostered collective efficacy and interdependence on 

their campus and district through the school improvement framework, professional learning 

communities.  Evidence from the six principal interviews connects the interdependence of 

change management, professional capital, and organizational learning.  The connected 

interdependence frames how members interact and support one another to reach system-wide 

improvement, despite constant change.  Years of experience varied among the six principals, 

however very few discrepancies surfaced in the perceptions of PLC leadership behaviors.   

Document Analysis 
 

 Document analysis served as an invaluable research process essential to reaching 

triangulation when combined with survey and interview data collection methods.  The Hunt ISD 

visioning document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, served as a primary source of evidence 

to measure district leadership supporting PLC implementation in the fast growth district.  Data 

retrieved for the document analysis occurred primarily during the six principal interviews.  

Sources of data referenced included district visioning document, PLC common vocabulary 

document, campus and team planning processes, PLC rubric, schedules supporting collaborative 

structures, and professional learning resources.  The documents and sources support each 

component of the conceptual framework.  Figure 11 illustrates the relationship among the 

document analysis sources and components of the Hunt ISD visioning document outlining the 

district’s expectations for PLCs. 
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Figure 11.  Document analysis data sources. 
 

Sources noted during the interviews revealed all six principals have a conceptual 

understanding of the Hunt ISD visioning document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials.  Each 

principal described practices that were in place supporting collaboration, learning, and results as 

outlined in the district resource.  The source guides and supports a common mindset that 

members of the learning organization will work interdependently to achieve high levels of 

learning for all students through a shared mindset and understanding of continuous improvement.  

The Way We Work: PLC Essentials explicitly addresses components of the conceptual 

framework including professional capital and the five PLC dimensions. 

Evidence of structures and processes that support learning emerged through the 

interviews as principals referenced teams utilizing the Backwards Planning for Learning (BP4L) 

template.  Appendix L contains the BP4L.  The BP4L resource guides grade level and 

department teams in the lesson design process.  DuFour and Fullan’s (2013) four critical 

questions are embedded within the BP4L document.  In addition to campus master schedules 
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vocabulary document emerged as a source that assists teams with understanding the purpose of 

collaboration, learning, and results.  

The six K-12 principals consistently recognized the value of capacity building through 

participation in the PLC institute, symposium, and boosters.  During these professional learning 

opportunities keynote speakers and presenters regularly reference and encourage participants to 

utilize Learning by Doing: A Handbook for Professional Learning Communities as Work 

(Dufour et al., 2010) as a primary source in leading learning about PLCs with their campus 

teams.  This professional resource aligns with research surrounding professional capital, change 

process, and learning organizations as outlined in the conceptual framework of the study.  Within 

this resource, The Professional Learning Communities at Work Continuum™ serves as an 

optional tool campus teams may use to assess the current reality of the school’s implementation 

of PLCs by considering evidence or anecdotes supporting the assessment.  

 The Principal: Three Keys to Maximizing Impact (Fullan 2014b) is a professional 

learning source that emerged through the document analysis process.  Evidence of acquisition of 

knowledge obtained through the book study facilitated by principals and district leaders was 

revealed during the interview discussions.  In addition, five out of the six principals indirectly 

described principal meeting and vertical feeder pattern meeting agenda items that support 

evidence of efforts to build principal capacity.  The documents collected and analyzed support 

district-wide efforts to generate systemic coherence through an organizational framework such as 

professional learning communities.  

Summary 

 The K-12 principals and teachers who shared their perceptions in this qualitative case 

study have been involved in the implementation of professional learning communities for one 
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year or more.  Their perceptions reflect district’s support of implementing PLCs in Hunt ISD 

schools.  The data collected captured various dimensions of the same phenomenon by using 

different types of samples and more than one method to collect data through the triangulation 

structure.  The common characteristics, combined with alignment of data with the conceptual 

framework of the study that emerged through the analysis process, serves as the foundation of 

Chapter 5, Conclusions and Recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Discussion of Findings  

 Chapter 5 of this qualitative descriptive case study provides the presentation of the data 

related to actions of district leaders and conditions necessary to support implementation of a 

system-wide improvement model, professional learning communities.  Also, in the 

recommendations section, emerging questions are posed and other research related to problems 

of practice are noted.   

I focused on how districts foster a culture that sustains the work of PLCs in rapid growth 

school systems.  Data collection for this descriptive case study included interviewing six K-12 

principals, administering the PLCA-DS survey, and document review.  To provide focus for this 

study, I developed the research questions:  

1. How do district administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a 

fast growth district? 

2. What structures, tools, or actions by district leaders support implementation of 

campus PLC infrastructure? 

3. What essential roles, behaviors, or actions are needed of district leaders to foster 

capacity building among campuses? 

The discussion section is divided into the four themes: (a) recognition of the importance of the 

PLC framework, (b) building capacity, (c) development of collaborative culture, and (d) issues 

resulting from constant change due to rapid growth.  The four themes combined with the 

components of the conceptual framework (professional learning communities, change theory, 
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professional capital, organizational learning theory) outline how district leaders in a rapidly 

changing environment cultivate a process leading to system-wide improvement.  

Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework 

 The theme, Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework, outlines the historical 

steps taken by Hunt ISD in adopting a coherent organizational framework that encompasses a 

clearly defined vision, common set of core values, and processes that promote engagement and 

collective learning among members.  Professional learning communities was initially introduced 

in the district over nine years ago.  Evidence of components of the PLC process was present on a 

few campuses.  However, guidance or involvement by the district in supporting the process did 

not exist.  As a result of rapid growth, campuses that adopted various PLC components failed to 

sustain due to factors such as movement of staff, changes in leadership, and rezoning of 

campuses.  In 2014, Hunt ISD district leaders assumed a more active role in facilitating systemic 

school improvement through the development of the district visioning document, The Way We 

Work: PLC Essentials and PLCs in Hunt ISD: A Common Vocabulary.  The primary purpose of 

the district visioning document and PLC vocabulary resource was to communicate clear 

expectations and provide a framework of teaching and learning so campuses could better respond 

to students’ needs, despite constant change.  Two participants expressed specific support of the 

district’s vision with implementing a PLC framework system-wide.  One principal explained 

how the process provided guidance in meeting the district’s mission of knowing every student by 

name and need.  Another principal indicated PLCs clarify how educators learn together through 

collaborative structures of collective learning and assume responsibilities for student outcomes 

as a group verses individuals.  A high school principal stated, “What I love about the PLC 

journey is that it gives us a common understanding.  It has become the way we do our work.” 
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 The actions of Hunt ISD district leaders support the research concluding school system 

leaders are most influential in guiding a culture of learning and collaboration when a clear 

understanding of expectations and roles are communicated (Shannon & Bylsma, 2004).  The 

Hunt ISD visioning document also supports the study by Dulaney, Hallam, and Wall (2013) 

acknowledging districts reach sustainable improvement by developing expectations for PLC 

implementation and utilizing a common language within the learning organization.  The 

expectations set forth for collaborative work leads to improved educator capacity.  Hunt ISD 

district leaders have assumed responsibility for defining system goals and expectations for 

teaching and learning.  Table 7 outlines strategies implemented by district leaders aligned with 

the theme, Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework.   

Table 7 
 
Strategies Supporting Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework 
 

Subcategory Strategies 

1 – Structure and 
processes – learning 
and collaboration 

District leaders establish a vision communicating expectations for 
teaching and learning. 
District leaders utilize the PLC framework to communicate a 
common understanding how educators learn together and assume 
responsibilities for student outcomes as a group verses individuals. 
District leaders ensure collaborative structures and processes are in 
place at district and campus levels.   

2 – Professional 
capital – support and 
reinforcement of the 
PLC framework 

District leaders foster conditions that assist school leaders with hiring 
and assimilating new staff into the system. 
District leaders foster an environment of trust to promote a sense of 
moral purpose and high levels of commitment among staff. 
District leaders value shared decision-making. 
District leaders recognize the investment in ongoing professional 
learning is essential to respond to rapid growth. 
District leaders invest in leadership development. 
District leaders acknowledge the PLC framework creates conditions 
that more easily transition new staff into the system. 
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 Structures and processes – Learning and collaboration.  The two subcategories that 

emerged from the theme, Recognition of the Importance of the PLC Framework, include 

Structures and Processes–Learning and Collaboration and Professional Capital–Support and 

Reinforcement of the PLC Framework.  Participants in this study consistently acknowledged 

structures of collaboration and learning present on their campus and within the district.  

Descriptions of practices that support collaboration, learning, and results as outlined in the 

district’s visioning document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, emerged in all six interviews.  

Survey responses suggested the majority of participants recognize district leaders foster 

conditions for collective learning and collaboration.  The Way We Work: PLC Essentials directs 

campus teams to work together to achieve a collective purpose of learning for all.  Furthermore, 

collaborative teams are encouraged to work interdependently with other teams and departments 

throughout the campus and district in order to meet the needs of students.  All six participants 

mentioned evidence of structures for collaborative learning and sharing personal practice.  

Protected time for learning, such as teacher conference periods, have transformed from meetings 

where in the past discussions focused on operational and managerial decisions to opportunities 

for team learning and capacity building.  All six principals described supportive conditions they 

had created for teachers to meet regularly during the school day.  Participants noted since team 

collaboration has been redefined, they now felt teachers had a better chance of sharpening their 

pedagogy and deepening their content knowledge through the collective learning process.  A 

high school principal stated, “Teachers now understand collaboration involves analyzing data to 

drive what we do for kids.”  One of the elementary principals stressed the importance of having 

collaborative structures in place for all members of the campus team.  “Art, music, and physical 

education teachers understand they are members of the PLC and are expected to analyze data and 
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utilize the four critical questions just like grade level teams.”  This structure supports research as 

outlined by Hord (1997), explaining priorities for sustainment of PLC practices result when 

administrators protect time for teachers to plan, problem solve, and implement innovative 

practices focused on improved student achievement.  

Professional capital – Support and reinforcement of the PLC framework.  The data 

revealed district leaders foster conditions that assist school leaders with assimilating new staff 

into the system.  The constant influx of new staff to the district and the necessity to reassign and 

shift staff required to accommodate fast growth, presents challenges for campuses and district 

leaders to sustain a culture of continuous improvement.  By instilling a sense of community in 

the district, common perceptions of district support emerged in the study regarding hiring 

decisions, induction, and development of people within the organization.  A perception that 

surfaced is the PLC framework provides campus leaders a common understanding or descriptive 

profile of a Hunt ISD educator.  Principals interviewed described actions that empower and 

support teaching and learning across and beyond the school.  One principal described hiring 

people with a growth mindset and a willingness to engage in collaboration in order to best meet 

the needs of students.  Another participant acknowledged how he shifted from hiring people that 

only fit his campus culture to adopting a mindset of developing educators that had the capacity to 

serve anywhere in the district.  Interviewees discussed the importance of hiring candidates whose 

beliefs aligned with collaboration, learning, and results.  In addition, the PLCA-DS survey 

results showed a high percentage of staff agreed district leaders provide an adequate induction 

process for assimilating new staff into the professional learning culture.  Since campus and 

district leaders intentionally recruit candidates with common beliefs and invest in teacher 

growth, the ability to retain quality teachers increases.  This kind of practice parallels with the 
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Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) findings explaining when schools and districts create conditions 

for success, they are better able to attract the right people to be part of the effort.  

Trust promotes a sense of moral purpose and increased level of commitment among staff 

members.  Collaborative learning processes allow district and campuses to cultivate trust through 

a sense of transparency, accountability among members, and the responsibility to improve one’s 

skill set.  One principal expressed how important it was he model vulnerability in order to 

establish an environment of trust.  “I tell my staff all the time if there is a better idea out there, I 

am not above shifting my ideas and thoughts.”  One of the high school principals recognized the 

fragility of trust.  He described once trust is broken with a team, it is more likely people may 

become discouraged and less committed to improving student learning through a collective 

framework.  This echoes the findings by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012), no matter how skilled a 

person is, the loss of social capital impedes progress of the organization.  Survey results revealed 

the majority of staff perceived district leaders foster trust through the establishment of an 

inclusive culture that values varying perspectives related to teaching and learning.  The data 

suggests a sense of trust is emerging through the described roles and relationships between 

district and school sites.  This sense of trust fostered by Hunt ISD district and campus leaders 

connects to research by Spillane and Thompson (1997) explaining districts with a strong sense of 

trust among members of the learning organization make greater strides in student achievement. 

Experience and deliberate practice increases expertise and the ability to formulate 

decisions about complex problems.  Principals mentioned collaborative times when teachers 

engage in shared decision making.  A participant expressed how initially it was difficult to let go 

and extend control of decisions to campus teams.  Yet after she did, the impact of learning for the 

team as a whole was much greater.  A high school principal stated, “My philosophy is we learn 
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and make decisions better together than we do individually.”  In addition, the survey results 

revealed most teachers felt they had authority to make decisions about teaching and learning.  

This sense of teacher autonomy is described in the PLC dimension, shared personal practice, 

illustrating an adult learning model framed around reflecting, dialoguing, and collaborating about 

teaching and learning.  These perceptions supported Supovitz and Christman’s (2003) research 

explaining professional learning communities create conditions that extend autonomy to staff 

through formal collaborative structures maintaining focus on student achievement outcomes.  

This coordinated effort of balancing human, social, and decisional capital adds value to Hunt 

ISD and describes an investment in school personnel by key decision makers that increases the 

likelihood of sustaining a continuous improvement culture despite rapid district growth. 

Building Capacity 

Professional learning, leadership development, integration of new staff, and 

communication systems develop the theme, Building Capacity.  Consistent efforts by school 

districts to build system capacity supported through a system reform framework, PLCs, has a 

greater influence mobilizing district improvement over an extended period of time.  School 

districts committed to improvement, set the course by communicating a clear vision and 

investing in the development of teachers, school leaders, and assimilating new members through 

an intentional process.  Table 8 shows the strategies supporting building capacity. 

Professional learning.  The use of external agents by Hunt ISD district leaders to enhance 

and build capacity of the professional learning community process was consistently recognized 

by the six principals and campuses participating in the study.  These findings support the third 

PLC dimension, collective learning and application of practice.  Principals identified and 

described the benefits of the focused, high quality professional learning opportunities provided 
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by the district.  The PLC institute, symposium, and boosters emerged as professional 

development programs that provide an intensive and focused approach to building campus and 

district capacity of the PLC framework.   

Table 8 
 
Strategies Supporting Building Capacity 
 

Subcategory Strategies 

1 – Professional 
learning 

District leaders provide access to professional development resources 
that clearly define and support implementation of PLCs. 
District leaders utilize external agents to enhance and build capacity 
of the PLC framework and respond to rapid growth. 
District leaders allocate time for campus staff to collaborate and 
network with other schools to increase system capacity. 
District leaders invest in time and professional learning centered 
around the 5 PLC dimensions. 

2 – Leadership 
development 

District leaders continually foster leadership development to increase 
system capacity and respond to rapid growth. 
District leaders facilitate opportunities for leaders to acquire 
necessary skills to lead systems of change through the redesign of 
principal meetings, vertical feeder pattern team meetings, curriculum 
and instruction meetings and principal learning teams. 

3 – Integration of new 
staff 

District leaders understand PLCs provide a framework for recruiting 
and hiring new staff that leads to sustaining a culture of continuous 
improvement.   
District leaders understand PLCs provide a structure for assimilating 
new staff into the system by reducing isolation among educators and 
promoting collaboration and shared decision-making. 

4 – Communication 
systems 

District leaders understand effective communication leverages trust 
throughout the organization. 
District leaders communicate a shared district vision to stakeholders 
to provide clarity of the work and support sustainment of PLCs in 
rapidly changing environments. 

 
This district initiative echoes research by McLaughlin and Talbert (2003), noting 

reforming districts foster teachers’ learning and instructional capacity by allocating district 

resources to employ cutting-edge professional development.  One principal stated, “Our district 
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is fully invested in that school teams attend the summer PLC institute so we can immerse 

ourselves in the process of learning about PLC.”  Another principal conveyed the importance of 

allocating time to reflect and network with other schools.  He described how the time spent at the 

PLC boosters fostered learning and instructional capacity within the campus and beyond.  

Leadership development.  Principals identified intentional actions by district leaders that 

focused on building campus leadership capacity.  All six principals acknowledged they are 

responsible for setting the course and leading their campus utilizing the PLC framework in order 

to achieve a culture of continuous improvement.  Opportunities to acquire the necessary skills to 

lead systems of constant change were recognized in the design of principal meetings, vertical 

feeder pattern team meetings, CIA meetings, and principal learning teams.  An elementary 

principal described monthly principal meetings as opportunities to share, grow, and learn from 

other principals.  One of the middle school principals perceived principal meetings as 

challenging at times because district leaders disseminated so much information it became 

overwhelming for him.  He suggested increasing time for principals to learn from one another 

during these monthly meetings.  Another principal acknowledged the structures for principals 

learning together promoted building leadership capacity.  A high principal implored a need to 

differentiate learning for principals since the members and team were ever changing because of 

the rapid district growth.  “We all need different things, and so I do not know what that looks 

like, but it involves time, it involves the opportunity to be purposeful, but also somewhat 

flexible.”  The necessity of Hunt ISD district leaders assuming an active role in leadership 

development is outlined in Fullan’s (2014b) research explaining school leaders can develop a 

good school but will be challenged in achieving a great school without system leaders cultivating 

learning at multiple levels, including the principal. 
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Integration of new staff.  Structures and strategic actions by campus and district leaders 

are essential to assimilating new staff members into the rapidly changing learning environment.  

Principals consistently acknowledged the district-wide PLC framework created conditions that 

more easily transitioned new staff into their schools.  Participants described the importance of 

the selection process of new staff for sustaining the continuous improvement culture.  A high 

school principal elaborated by explaining once new teachers were hired it was critical they 

provide support systems to increase opportunities for their success.  “New staff members are 

immediately assigned to a team.  Through team collaboration, we model how we are all open to 

feedback and learning.”  A middle school principal discussed the importance of ensuring new 

teachers feel safe to share their students’ data and ask questions without being judged by other 

team members.  The value of having formal new teacher induction processes is recognized in 

Anderson’s (1993) findings that leaders of systemic change consistently plan, stage, and monitor 

the continuous improvement.  These change leaders clearly understand appropriate assimilation 

of new members is critical for deep and lasting success for students. 

Communication.  The subcategory, communication, leverages trust thus imposing safe 

conditions that inspire people to learn with others through a framework of inquiry and reflection.  

Organizations require a sense of clarity prior to achieving a level of coherence.  Effective 

communication systems enable district and campus leaders to clearly set forth expectations and 

goals.  The Hunt ISD visioning document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, serves as a 

source of clarity for schools.  The document communicates and guides a common mindset that 

members of the learning organization will work interdependently to achieve high levels of 

learning for all students by implementing the PLC framework focused on learning, collaboration, 

and results.  The PLCA-DS survey revealed Hunt ISD staff agreed district leaders clearly 
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communicate the importance of alignment of curriculum, instruction, and assessment.  This 

descriptor is found within the PLC dimension, shared and supportive leadership.  In addition, the 

majority of staff members surveyed for the study concurred district leaders communicate high 

expectations for teaching and learning reinforcing the shared vision.  The necessity for 

explaining and communicating the vision of the district parallels with DuFour et al.’s (2010) 

findings that when the vision communicates the ideal state of what the district and schools strive 

to become, clarity is provided for members of the system.  

Principals interviewed for the study identified communication frameworks that allow for 

people to interact and support one another in order to advance system-wide improvement.  A 

high principal shared how the CIA meetings present an opportunity to learn from curriculum 

coordinators, directors, and other principals.  The collaborative framework promotes 

communication between district and campus staff leading to increased depth of understanding of 

district curricula initiatives and encourages campus feedback during implementation of the 

initiative.  Another principal expressed the importance of communication between principals and 

supervisors.  “Conversations with my supervisor are important, they allow me to reflect where 

we are as a campus and as a result better direct me moving forward.”  Communication gaps 

between district and K-12 campuses were revealed in the principal interviews.  “Communication 

from the district is sometimes different between elementary and secondary.  It causes us to not be 

aligned when we come together.” 

Development of Collaborative Culture 

 In the theme, Development of Collaborative Culture, systemness and lateral 

communication and learning exist as the two subcategories.  Within collaborative cultures, 

educators believe in sharing ideas, building on each other’s strengths, collectively solving 
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problems, and maintaining a focus on results.  Based on data revealed from the six interviews 

and staff surveys, participants perceive collaboration as the foundational component of the PLC 

framework.  Research on collaboration, DuFour et al. (2010) support this finding, explaining the 

fundamental structure of a PLC is collaborative teams of educators working collectively to 

achieve a common goal.  Table 9 outlines strategies implemented by district leaders aligned with 

the theme, Development of Collaborative Culture.    

Table 9 
 
Strategies Supporting Development of Collaborative Culture 
 

Subcategory Strategies 

1 – Systemness 

District leaders understand collaboration is a fundamental component 
of the PLC framework. 
District leaders foster a belief of shared responsibility for every 
student in the school and between schools. 
District leaders believe collaboration fosters conditions that support 
acquisition of new skills and knowledge for all members. 
District leaders adopt practices of collective learning, reflection, 
inquiry and shared decision-making. 

 
District leaders recognize collaboration serves as a driver for 
facilitating required change to increase student achievement outcomes 
and respond to rapid growth challenges 

2 – Lateral 
communication 

District leaders provide opportunities and collaborative structures for 
cross-school visitations and sharing instructional practices. 
District leaders recognize intentional communication processes and 
actions impact the progress of system coherence. 

 
 Systemness.  Collaboration occurring within schools and between schools in a district 

leads to system coherence.  All six principals interviewed for the study offered perspectives 

related to having a moral imperative for improving student achievement on their individual 

campuses, yet also expressed an understanding they were accountable for the success of all 

students in the district.  An elementary principal stated, “If we are held accountable for holding 

up the district’s mission of knowing every student by name and need, we should consider 
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ourselves as one group, learning together.”  Participants expressed how K-12 collaborative 

structures, such as vertical feeder pattern teams, have fostered conditions that support the 

acquisition of new skills and knowledge for themselves and others.  One principal described the 

shared responsibility among schools.  “I believe collaboration with principals in your attendance 

zone is critical because those students are coming to you someday.  I view the time spent with 

this team extremely important for the success of my school.”  This perspective aligns with the 

findings by Fullan et al. (2004), by having a collective moral purpose everyone has a 

responsibility and stake in improving the system. 

 Lateral communication and learning.  Although collaboration is highly valued among the 

six K-12 principals and collaborative structures exist supporting lateral capacity building, 

principals’ responses exposed actions of district leaders possibly hindering progress of system 

coherence.  One principal described the importance of Hunt ISD moving toward becoming a 

school system not a system of schools, particularly in such a rapidly changing system.  “When 

schools collaborate with other schools, we focus on learning together and move closer to 

becoming a school system.”  Another principal stated, “Having so many different campuses I 

feel it can become competitive, not as collaborative.”  A middle school principal described 

actions by district leaders that were intended to celebrate and promote campus-to-campus 

learning during monthly principal meetings.  Yet she cautioned district leaders should be 

selective about what is celebrated so not to promote competitiveness among campuses.  In 

addition, the perceptions of staff revealed in the survey reported some limitations exist for lateral 

communication and learning.  Teachers reported they somewhat agreed district leaders provided 

opportunities for cross-school visitations and sharing instructional practices between campuses 

through collaborative structures.  Considering Fullan’s (2014b) findings about improving the 
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system as a whole, district leaders are encouraged to promote networks of principals, teachers, 

and district leaders learning together to produce new ideas and practices resulting in overall 

system improvement.  

 Throughout the six interviews and survey results, staff members recognized collaborative 

structures and processes have been established that promote collective learning on campuses.  

Principals also acknowledged vertical feeder pattern teams, CIA meetings, and principal learning 

teams are considered structures for principals to dialogue, reflect, and learn through a continuous 

improvement process.  This protected time for learning and collaboration with other principals is 

valued.  A high school principal explained by engaging in learning with other principals in his 

vertical feeder pattern, it allowed him to make improvements in leading his campus staff and 

better meeting the needs of future students.  Four participants specifically described a need for 

district leaders to provide increased clarity, guidance, and expectations for principals as they 

engage with collaborative teams. “Expectations for principal collaboration has been more loose 

than tight.  I feel we need more structure.”  One of the principals highlighted a need for balanced 

autonomy, requesting district leaders establish parameters and goals for the principal learning 

teams.  Another principal inquired if district leaders ever considered utilizing student 

performance data of the vertical feeder pattern as the focus for K-12 principal learning teams in 

determining team goals. 

 The six campus leaders described collaboration as a driver for facilitating required 

change leading to school and district improvement.  Through the collaborative process, educators 

are able to share expertise and work together to improve teaching skills and student achievement.  

The responsibility of district and campus leaders is to foster and maintain cultures of continuous 

improvement.  This idea parallels with Boyd’s (1992) research indicating collaboration reduces 
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teacher isolation, increases staff capacity, provides a productive learning environment, and 

promotes increased quality of teaching and learning. 

Issues Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth 

Staffing, system capacity, and response to rapid change emerged as subcategories of the 

theme: Issues Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth.  Within all six interviews, 

principals addressed the rapid growth of Hunt ISD and the challenges presented due to the 

changing district environment.  Participants consistently recognized PLCs as a framework that 

maintains the focus on continuous improvement, despite constant change.  One principal noted 

when PLCs were initially introduced, he viewed it as another new program that would probably 

come and go.  He explained how now he understands PLCs have impacted his ability to sustain 

the work in his school regardless of the changes that occur on the campus due to district growth.  

District leaders guide the creation of conditions for sustainability of continuous improvement 

achieved through a systemic reform structure such as PLCs (Coburn, 2003; Cowan et al., 2012; 

Supovitz, 2006).  Strategies implemented by district leaders aligned with the final theme, Issues 

Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth, are noted in Table 10.  

Staffing.  Hunt ISD engages in an unusually high rate of staffing changes annually due to 

constructing and opening of multiple campuses.  Staffing impacts schools by the addition of new 

teachers, reassignments and perhaps the loss of positions due to rezoning.  One of the high 

school principals explained PLCs build a sense of community and common vision how teachers 

and staff are expected to work.  He expressed the PLC framework is stabilizing for the culture 

and especially important when hiring new people every year.  Four principals listed hiring 

timelines, forced transfers, and loss of key campus teacher leaders due to promotions as staffing 

challenges.  A high school principal explained she was aware early in the spring that district 
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leaders were considering promoting one of the department chairs to a coordinator position.  

However, the decision to promote the teacher was not made until several weeks later resulting in 

the loss of quality candidates to replace the teacher because they had accepted positions with 

other schools or districts. “Hiring practices have been tough in that sometimes district leaders 

delay making decisions.” 

Table 10 

Strategies Supporting Issues Resulting from Constant Change Due to Rapid Growth 
 

Subcategory Strategies 

1 – Staffing 

District leaders recognize the PLC framework assists with stabilizing 
culture of continuous improvement and is especially important when 
hiring an unusually high percentage of staff annually due to rapid 
district growth. 
District leaders utilize the PLC framework to build a sense of 
community and common vision how teachers and staff are expected 
to work. 

2 – System capacity 

District leaders foster conditions that build staff capacity in order to 
respond to district growth and improve the system as a whole. 
District leaders increase system capacity by providing formal 
professional learning about the PLC framework through the annual 
institute, symposium, and boosters. 

3 – Response to rapid 
change 

District leaders recognize the PLC framework maintains the focus on 
continuous improvement despite constant change due to rapid growth. 
District leaders understand the PLC framework provides direction for 
campuses and a clear vision for teaching and learning, despite adding 
new campuses annually. 
District leaders recognize PLCs increase the likelihood of sustaining 
the culture of continuous improvement in schools overtime. 

 
System capacity.  Hunt ISD principals acknowledged the PLC framework establishes 

pathways that promote continuous improvement within a culture of constant change due to rapid 

district growth.  One elementary principal suggested PLCs have simplified how the system 

works, regardless of the fast growth.  “If we have a framework built in when we bring new 

people in, the work becomes clear to everyone because we have a common mindset and way of 
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doing things.”  A middle school principal and high school principal recognized they were 

responsible for building staff capacity in order to respond to district growth and improve the 

system as a whole.  The high school principal explained it was important that he build leadership 

capacity with as many staff members as possible because he felt the responsibility to prepare 

them for future positions within the campus and beyond.  Another principal pointed out how the 

district increased system capacity by providing formal professional learning about the PLC 

framework through the annual institute, symposium, and boosters.  These practices echo Fullan’s 

(2011) findings indicating district leaders build and cultivate system capacity by staying the 

course, meaning being resolute and implementing deliberate practices. 

Response to rapid change.  Despite the challenges that result from constant change, the 

six Hunt ISD principals agreed the PLC framework provides direction for campuses and a clear 

vision for teaching and learning.  One participant described professional learning communities as 

a road map for improving student achievement.  Another principal indicated the necessity of 

having a common understanding about how we serve students in the district because of the 

constant rezoning and movement of students.  Professional learning communities allow 

educators within a rapidly changing environment the ability to sustain a culture of continuous 

improvement.  The description of the PLC framework outlined as a plan for system improvement 

within the fast growth district, aligns with findings by Garvin et al. (2008) which identify three 

essentials for learning organizations that may encounter unpredicted challenges such as constant 

change.  The three essentials are defined as school districts creating a supportive learning 

environment, establishing concrete learning processes, and adopting common practices. 
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Final Thoughts 

Hunt ISD is considered one of the fastest growing districts in the state and nation.  In 

order to respond to the growth and sustain a continuous improvement culture, district leaders 

recognize the necessity to initiate an organizational framework that guides teaching and learning.  

Hunt ISD adopted the professional learning communities framework to create a coherent system 

of practices that allows for common approaches in responding to student achievement needs 

despite challenges presented by constant change.  Interviewing K-12 principals, eliciting staff 

feedback, and analysis of district documents have provided an outline of possible actions 

required of district leaders that most effectively support implementation of PLCs in a fast growth 

district.  It is important I utilize the analysis of the data to address the original research questions. 

1. How do district administrators support district and campus PLC infrastructure in a fast 

growth district?  Participants revealed district leaders foster continuous improvement through 

adoption of the PLC framework.  Across the six K-12 schools, principals described practices that 

support collaboration, learning, and results.  The opportunities for educators to collectively 

engage in learning, reflection, inquiry, and shared decision making was also revealed in survey 

responses.  An elevated score of 5 on the PLCA-DS survey indicated staff agree district leaders 

communicate high expectations for teaching and learning that continually reinforces the shared 

vision.  These perceptions suggest district leaders have outlined and communicated a shared 

vision that explicitly defines expectations for teaching and learning.  This shared vision 

represents the ideal state the district and schools strive to become. 

 2. What structures, tools, or actions by district leaders support implementation of campus 

PLC infrastructure?  The six K-12 principals agreed district leaders are intentional with fostering 

leadership development through established structures such as principal meetings, vertical feeder 
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pattern teams, and CIA meetings.  Principals also recognized district efforts of building overall 

capacity by providing ongoing access to professional development structures described as the 

PLC institute, symposium, and boosters.  Participants acknowledged the district’s visioning 

document, The Way We Work: PLC Essentials, serves as a resource that defines implementation 

of PLCs.  The document supports promoting a common mindset for members of the learning 

organization centered around learning, collaboration, and results.  

3. What essential roles, behaviors, or actions are needed of district leaders to foster 

capacity building among campuses?  Descriptors of roles, behaviors, and necessary actions of 

district leaders emerged in all four themes, more specifically in the subcategories systemness, 

lateral communication, and learning.  The six principals specifically mentioned structures and 

processes district leaders have established that promote learning together within and beyond their 

campuses.  They agreed by working together in a purposeful way, student achievement is 

positively impacted.  In addition, the interview and survey data revealed participants assumed 

shared responsibility for every student in the school and between schools.  This belief aligns with 

the Hunt ISD mission statement, knowing every student by name and need.  By implementing 

the PLC framework district-wide, isolation among educators is reduced and a sense of 

community emerges encouraging shared ownership.  Also revealed in the data collected through 

surveys and interviews, the majority of educators participating in this study perceive district 

leaders cultivate collective learning and capacity building through the investment of time and 

professional learning centered around the five PLC dimensions.  When expectations are clearly 

communicated and supportive conditions exist for educators to collaborate and exercise 

collective responsibility, teaching and learning improves throughout the system.   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 PLC implementation in fast growth systems is new to the research.  As a result, there are 

facets of the sustainability of professional learning communities that could benefit from future 

research studies particularly in rapid growth systems.  Potential studies could possibly explore 

how to sustain PLCs as district leaders retire or leave to pursue other opportunities.  What 

barriers or roadblocks exist when this occurs?  What structures are necessary to sustain PLCs 

when district leadership changes?  

 Participants acknowledged changes in teaching and learning practices had emerged due 

to implementation of PLCs.  Future longitudinal observational studies could document the 

impact of PLC practices on student achievement within a fast growth district.  In this 

longitudinal study, researchers may consider identifying students that have been directly 

impacted by the rapid growth such as changing schools more frequently due to school rezoning 

compared to students that have remained in the same K-12 feeder pattern.    

 In this study, six K-12 campuses presented a minimal representation of the 66 schools 

that currently exist in the large growing district.  Similarities exist with elementary, middle, and 

high schools.  However, clearly defined differences are present among the three levels such as 

scheduling, delivery of instruction, communication systems, and philosophical beliefs.  Future 

research focused only on elementary, middle, or high schools might yield specific feedback for 

district leaders in supporting implementation of the PLC framework at each level.  

Summary 

 Limited research exists pertaining to professional learning communities when 

considering district-wide support and sustainability.  In this study, I explored specifically how 

district leaders support implementation of PLCs in a rapidly growing school district.  My goal 
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was to examine actions and behaviors of district leaders who build capacity throughout the 

school system by utilizing this organizational learning framework.  Based on the findings, a 

clearly defined vision, a common set of core values, and system coherence is emerging in the 

district due to leaders adopting PLCs as a system-wide improvement framework.  It also became 

apparent that PLCs assist with sustaining a culture of continuous improvement within an 

environment encountering unprecedented change due to fast growth.  District leaders’ abilities to 

clearly define and intentionally communicate the fundamental purpose of the organization 

increases the likelihood of meeting the goals of the district and schools.  Professional learning 

communities create clarity and provide opportunities for district leaders to support members of 

the organization fully and effectively engage in the work. 
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APPENDIX A 

PLCA-DS SURVEY 
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Professional Learning Communities Assessment – District Support (PLCA-DS) 
 
Directions: 
Thank you for participating in the survey.  Your feedback is important.  The survey assesses your 
perceptions about your school district's support for the development and implementation of PLCs 
in schools.  The survey contains statements describing actions district leaders take to support 
schools in the PLC process.  Read each statement and use the scale to select the point that best 
reflects your level of agreement.  You may also write comments in the space provided after each 
section.  
 
 
Definition: 
Professional Learning Community (PLC) - Professional educators working collectively and 
purposefully to create and sustain a culture of learning for all students and adults.  
(Hipp & Huffman, 2010. Demystifying professional learning communities: Leadership at its 
best. p.12).   
  
 
Key Terms: 
• District Leaders - All central office staff directly associated with curriculum, 

instruction, and assessment of students (e.g., Superintendent,  Deputy/Assistant 
Superintendents, Directors, Coordinators, Facilitators) 

• School Leaders - Principals, Associate/Assistant Principals, Instructional 
   Coaches, Department Chairs, Team Leaders, Grade/Content Leaders  
•   School Staff - All professional staff associated with curriculum, instruction, and 
 assessment of student (e.g., school leaders, teachers, counselors, librarians) 

• Professional Learning Teams (PLTs) - Teachers collaborating for the purpose 
of improving teaching and learning (e.g., strengthening teaching skills,   enhancing 
instructional strategies, examining student work, aligning curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment) 

• Stakeholders - Parents and community members 
 
 
Scale:  
1 = Strongly Disagree (SD) 
2 = Disagree (D) 
3 = Somewhat Disagree (SWD) 
4 = Somewhat Agree (SWA) 
5 = Agree (A) 
6 = Strongly Agree (SA) 	  	  
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PLCA-DS Sample Survey Section  
 

	  
Shared	  and	  Supportive	  Leadership	  

	   District	  leaders…	  
1	   …model	  effective	  leadership	  practices.	  
2	   …share	  leadership	  responsibilities	  with	  school	  level	  administrators.	  
3	   …build	  leadership	  capacity	  among	  school	  staff.	  	  
4	   …provide	  opportunities	  to	  engage	  school	  staff	  in	  district-‐level	  decision	  making.	  
5	   …share	  information	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  guide	  school	  improvement.	  	  	  

6	   …promote	  a	  sense	  of	  shared	  responsibility	  for	  the	  learning	  of	  all	  students	  in	  the	  	  	  
district.	  

7	   …provide	  opportunities	  for	  collaboration	  between	  the	  district	  and	  schools.	  

8	   …provide	  access	  to	  relevant	  data	  to	  school	  staff	  in	  order	  to	  make	  decisions	  about	  	  
	  	  	  	  instruction.	  

9	   …collaborate	  with	  school	  staff	  to	  assign	  personnel	  based	  on	  school	  needs.	  

10	   …establish	  clear	  expectations	  for	  improvement	  initiatives,	  with	  flexibility	  for	  	  
	  	  	  	  implementation	  based	  on	  school	  needs.	  

11	   …clearly	  communicate	  the	  importance	  of	  alignment	  of	  curriculum,	  instruction,	  and	  	  
	  	  	  	  assessment.	  

12	   …encourage	  shared	  accountability	  among	  district	  and	  school	  staff.	  
13	   …monitor	  implementation	  of	  effective	  teaching	  and	  learning	  practices.	  
14	   …support	  decisions	  about	  teaching	  and	  learning	  based	  on	  a	  shared	  vision.	  

15	  
…ensure	  local	  education	  boards	  adopt	  practices	  that	  support	  the	  district	  vision	  of	  
schools	  	  
	  	  	  	  as	  professional	  learning	  communities.	  

16	   …model	  professional	  learning	  practices	  in	  district	  staff	  meetings.	  	  	  
	  
Comments:	  
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Interview Protocol 

Interviewer: 

Interviewee: 

Interview Data and Time: 

Location: 

 (Briefly describe the research study, confidentiality, and informed consent) 
 
Greetings:    
Prior to the interview, greet the participant and extend appreciation for 
participation in the study. 
 
Explanation of Study:   
Explain you are conducting a research study on how district processes and behaviors of district 
level leaders enable campus leaders and teachers to acquire the skills, knowledge and collective 
understanding to improve instruction and learning through a PLC framework.  The purpose for 
interviewing K-12 principals is to gather information about principals’ perception about district 
support of PLC implementation and sustainment.  
 
Interview Process, Consent and Confidentiality: 
Review the informed consent form providing more information detailing the study, 
confidentiality, and the exact parameters of the principal’s participation.  Explain during the 
course of the study and it’s subsequent finding, the participant’s identity will remain confidential 
and if at any time the participant would like to leave the study, they are free to do so.  Request 
the participant sign the informed consent form stating the participant has been made aware of 
their rights.  
 
Questions: 
If the participant has any questions, offer the option.  Any questions following the interview, 
offer the participant to contact your chair or you using the contact information provided on the 
informed consent form.  
 
End of Interview: 
At the end of the interview, thank the participant. 
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Interview Questions 

1.   Describe your position and responsibilities in Hunt ISD. (background) 

  2.   Describe processes you have utilized to lead and support a culture of 
             continuous improvement on the campus. (research questions 1, 2, and 3) 

a. If PLCs are noted, request further elaboration of connection with 
collaboration, continuous improvement and student achievement. 

 
3. Describe actions taken to initiate the PLC framework on the campus. 

 (research question 2) 
 

4.   Describe actions, specific tools and structures you have used to facilitate 
              implementation of PLC. (research question 3)  
 
 5.   Describe actions, specific tools and structures you have used to sustain the PLC  
       framework on the campus? (research question 3) 
 

6.   What have been the effects of the PLC framework on the campus culture, teacher 
collaboration practices and student achievement?  
(research questions 1, 2, and 3) 
 

7. Describe how you have utilized the PLC framework to establish or reestablish   
the vision, mission, values and goals for the school.               
(research questions 1, 2, and 3) 

 
  8.   Identify and describe actions and processes developed by district leaders  
            that have assisted you as a campus leader with implementing the PLC  
             structure on the campus? (research questions 1, 2, and 3) 

a. If professional learning is mentioned, request specific trainings and reason for 
effectiveness; 

b. If district resources or documents are stated, inquire how the leader utilizes at 
the campus level. 

 
            9.   What factors or actions by district leaders have inhibited implementation of the PLC  
       framework on the campus? (research question 3) 
 
          10.   Describe district leaders’ role in supporting collaboration among  

      campuses. (research question 3)    
a.    If examples of lateral capacity are mentioned, identify specific 
       structures and request how the structures impact leaders and campuses. 

 
11. Due to rapid district growth and constant change that occurs in the district,  
      describe how the PLC infrastructure has provided support, created  
      barriers or challenges for you as a campus leader. (research questions 1, 2  
      and 3) 
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APPENDIX D 
 

HUNT ISD VISIONING DOCUMENT, THE WAY WE WORK: PLC ESSENTIALS 
 

HUNT ISD PLC COMMON VOCABULARY RESOURCE 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  



	   124 

Hunt	  Independent	  School	  District	  –	  Visioning	  Document	  
	  

The	  Way	  We	  Work:	  	  
Professional	  Learning	  Community	  Essentials	  

	  
A	  professional	  learning	  community	  is	  an	  ongoing	  school	  improvement	  process	  that	  builds	  a	  culture	  and	  

an	  infrastructure,	  or	  a	  way	  of	  working	  together,	  which	  results	  in	  continuous	  improvement.	  
	  
Hunt	  ISD’s	  mission	  is	  to	  know	  every	  student	  by	  name	  and	  need.	  	  We	  embrace	  the	  professional	  
learning	  community	  framework	  as	  a	  way	  of	  accomplishing	  our	  mission.	  	  As	  educators,	  this	  
mission	  requires	  us	  to	  learn,	  collaborate,	  and	  achieve	  results.	  We	  have	  a	  shared	  responsibility	  
for	  each	  student’s	  learning	  and	  growth.	  
	  
Our	  collective	  vision	  is	  that	  members	  of	  a	  professional	  learning	  community	  will	  support	  and	  
work	  interdependently	  to	  inquire,	  reflect,	  and	  improve	  professional	  practice	  that	  will	  
operationalize	  our	  mission.	  	  
	  
Learning	  	  
We	  acknowledge	  that	  the	  fundamental	  purpose	  of	  our	  schools	  is	  to	  help	  all	  students	  achieve	  
high	  levels	  of	  learning,	  and	  therefore,	  we	  are	  willing	  to	  examine	  all	  our	  practices	  in	  light	  of	  their	  
impact	  on	  learning.	  	  
	  
The	  priorities	  for	  our	  shared	  work	  will	  include	  the	  following:	  

A. Schools	  will	  build	  collective	  knowledge	  of	  the	  TEKS	  and	  use	  the	  	  
Hunt	  ISD	  Scope	  and	  Sequence	  to	  create	  learning	  targets.	  

B. Schools	  will	  develop	  and	  implement	  common	  formative	  assessments	  to	  monitor	  student	  
mastery	  and	  guide	  instructional	  decisions.	  

C. Schools	  will	  plan	  for	  learning	  to	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  each	  student	  by	  responding	  to	  the	  
four	  essential	  questions	  of	  a	  professional	  learning	  community:	  

• What	  do	  we	  want	  students	  to	  know	  and	  be	  able	  to	  do?	  
• How	  will	  we	  know	  if	  students	  have	  learned	  it?	  
• How	  will	  we	  respond	  when	  they	  have	  not	  learned	  it?	  
• How	  will	  we	  respond	  when	  they	  already	  know	  it?	  

D. Schools	  will	  create	  and	  implement	  rigorous	  and	  relevant	  learning	  opportunities	  that	  
meet	  the	  needs	  of	  each	  student,	  including	  intervention	  and	  enrichment.	  

Collaboration	  
We	  are	  committed	  to	  working	  together	  to	  achieve	  our	  collective	  purpose	  of	  learning	  for	  all.	  
Collaborative	  teams	  will	  be	  inclusive	  and	  work	  interdependently	  with	  all	  departments	  to	  meet	  
the	  needs	  of	  each	  student.	  	  
The	  priorities	  for	  the	  shared	  work	  of	  our	  collaborative	  teams	  are:	  
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A. Schools	  will	  protect	  the	  time	  collaborative	  teams	  are	  given	  during	  the	  school	  day	  and	  
year	  to	  meet	  on	  a	  regular	  basis.	  

B. Schools	  will	  work	  in	  collaborative	  teams	  to	  clarify	  what	  students	  must	  learn,	  gather	  
evidence	  of	  student	  learning,	  analyze	  the	  evidence,	  identify	  best	  teaching	  strategies,	  
and	  share	  these	  strategies	  across	  all	  teams.	  

C. Schools	  will	  ensure	  that	  collaborative	  teams	  implement	  the	  Frisco	  ISD	  curriculum	  while	  
empowering	  the	  teacher	  to	  differentiate	  instructional	  activities	  to	  meet	  the	  various	  
needs	  of	  students.	  

D. Collaborative	  teams	  will	  analyze	  common	  assessments	  to	  guide	  instructional	  decision-‐
making	  and	  planning.	  

	  
Results	  
We	  assess	  our	  effectiveness	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  results	  rather	  than	  intentions.	  Individuals,	  teams,	  
and	  schools	  seek	  relevant	  data	  and	  information	  and	  use	  that	  information	  to	  promote	  
continuous	  improvement.	  The	  priorities	  for	  our	  shared	  work	  are:	  

A. Schools	  will	  analyze	  data	  from	  various	  sources,	  including	  assessments,	  to	  identify	  
strengths	  and	  areas	  for	  growth	  in	  curriculum	  and	  instruction.	  

B. Schools	  will	  respond	  to	  the	  data	  by	  differentiating	  instruction	  and	  personalizing	  student	  
learning	  opportunities.	  

	  
	  
Hunt	  Independent	  School	  District	  commits	  to	  guiding	  and	  supporting	  each	  school’s	  
professional	  learning	  community	  journey.	  
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Hunt	  Independent	  School	  District	  
	  

Our	  mission	  is	  to	  know	  every	  student	  by	  name	  and	  need.	  
	  

Professional	  Learning	  Communities	  in	  Hunt	  ISD:	  	  
A	  Common	  Vocabulary	  

	  
Language	  itself	  is	  a	  critical	  tool	  for	  successful	  collaboration	  (Bean,	  Grumet,	  and	  Bulazo,	  1999).	  To	  ensure	  that	  all	  
Hunt	  ISD	  leaders	  have	  a	  shared	  understanding	  of	  these	  critical	  terms	  for	  their	  work	  with	  Professional	  Learning	  
Communities	  and	  Best	  Practices,	  this	  common	  vocabulary	  document	  has	  been	  created	  for	  2014-‐2015.	  The	  
definitions	  provided	  are	  to	  serve	  as	  a	  guide	  for	  a	  common	  knowledge	  of	  vocabulary	  across	  the	  district.	  	  	  	  
	  
Professional	  Learning	  Community	  (PLC)	  -‐	  Educators	  committed	  to	  working	  collaboratively	  in	  ongoing	  processes	  of	  
collective	  inquiry	  and	  action	  research	  to	  achieve	  better	  results	  for	  the	  students	  they	  serve.	  PLCs	  operate	  under	  the	  
assumption	  that	  the	  key	  to	  improved	  learning	  for	  students	  is	  continuous	  job-‐	  embedded	  learning	  for	  educators.	  
Schools	  that	  function	  as	  PLCs	  are	  composed	  of	  collaborative	  teams.	  The	  people	  on	  these	  teams	  have	  a	  shared	  
responsibility	  to	  answer	  the	  four	  critical	  questions	  in	  ways	  that	  enhance	  the	  learning	  of	  their	  students:	  (1)	  What	  is	  
it	  we	  want	  each	  student	  to	  learn,	  (2)	  How	  will	  we	  know	  when	  each	  student	  has	  learned,	  (3)	  How	  will	  we	  respond	  
when	  a	  student	  experiences	  difficulty	  in	  learning,	  and	  (4)	  How	  will	  we	  enrich	  and	  extend	  the	  learning	  for	  students	  
who	  are	  proficient?	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Professional	  Learning	  Community	  Essentials	  –	  The	  document	  that	  provides	  a	  framework	  for	  the	  way	  we	  work	  as	  a	  
PLC.	  	  It	  contains	  the	  expectations	  and	  priorities	  for	  school	  personnel	  in	  the	  areas	  of	  learning,	  collaboration,	  and	  
results.	  
	  
Action	  Orientation	  -‐	  A	  predisposition	  to	  learn	  by	  doing;	  moving	  quickly	  to	  turn	  aspirations	  into	  actions	  and	  visions	  
into	  realities.	  Members	  of	  PLCs	  understand	  that	  the	  most	  powerful	  learning	  always	  occurs	  in	  a	  context	  of	  taking	  
action,	  and	  they	  value	  engagement	  and	  reflective	  experience	  as	  the	  most	  effective	  teachers.	  
	  
Action	  Research	  -‐	  A	  process	  of	  collective	  inquiry	  in	  which	  individuals	  work	  together	  to	  become	  more	  proficient	  at	  
identifying	  and	  solving	  problems.	  The	  steps	  of	  action	  research	  include:	  (1)	  formulating	  a	  problem,	  (2)	  identifying	  
and	  implementing	  a	  strategy	  to	  address	  the	  problem,	  (3)	  creating	  a	  process	  for	  gathering	  evidence	  of	  the	  
effectiveness	  of	  the	  strategy,	  (4)	  collecting	  and	  analyzing	  the	  evidence,	  and	  (4)	  making	  decisions	  based	  on	  the	  
evidence.	  
	  
Assessment	  -‐	  The	  systematic	  collection,	  review,	  and	  use	  of	  information	  about	  learning	  or	  instruction	  	  
undertaken	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  improving	  student	  learning	  and	  development	  (Palomba	  &	  Banta,	  1999).	  
	  
Common	  Assessment	  -‐	  An	  assessment	  of	  student	  learning	  that	  uses	  the	  same	  instrument	  or	  a	  	  	  	  
common	  process	  utilizing	  the	  same	  criteria	  for	  determining	  the	  quality	  of	  student	  work.	  	  In	  a	  PLC,	  	  
common	  assessments	  are	  also	  created	  by	  a	  team	  of	  teachers	  with	  collective	  	  	  
responsibility	  for	  the	  learning	  of	  a	  group	  of	  students	  who	  are	  expected	  to	  acquire	  the	  same	  	  	  	  	  	  
knowledge	  and	  skills.	  Team-‐developed	  common	  assessments	  provide	  members	  with	  the	  
basis	  of	  comparison	  that	  turns	  data	  into	  information	  and	  help	  individuals	  identify	  strengths	  	  	  	  
and	  weaknesses	  in	  their	  instructional	  strategies.	  They	  also	  help	  identify	  problem	  areas	  in	  the	  	  	  
curriculum	  that	  require	  attention.	  

	  
Common	  Formative	  Assessment	  -‐	  An	  assessment	  typically	  created	  collaboratively	  by	  a	  team	  of	  	  	  	  	  	  
teachers	  responsible	  for	  the	  same	  grade	  level	  or	  course.	  	  These	  are	  used	  frequently	  throughout	  the	  year	  to	  identify	  
(1)	  individual	  students	  who	  need	  additional	  time	  and	  	  	  support	  for	  learning,	  (2)	  the	  teaching	  strategies	  most	  
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effective	  in	  helping	  students	  acquire	  the	  intended	  knowledge	  and	  skills,	  (3)	  curriculum	  concerns—areas	  in	  which	  
students	  generally	  are	  having	  difficulty	  achieving	  the	  intended	  standard—and	  (4)	  improvement	  goals	  for	  individual	  	  
teachers	  and	  the	  team.	  

	  
Formative	  Assessment	  -‐	  Assessments	  for	  learning	  that	  are	  a	  part	  of	  an	  ongoing	  process	  to	  monitor	  each	  	  student’s	  
learning	  on	  a	  continuous	  basis.	  They	  are	  intended	  to	  inform	  teachers	  regarding	  the	  effectiveness	  of	  their	  practice	  
and	  students	  of	  their	  next	  steps	  on	  the	  scaffolding	  of	  learning	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  Eaker	  &	  Many,	  2010).	  In	  a	  PLC,	  
collaborative	  teams	  also	  use	  common	  formative	  assessments	  to	  (1)	  identify	  students	  who	  are	  experiencing	  
difficulty	  in	  their	  learning,	  (2)	  provide	  those	  student	  with	  additional	  time	  and	  support	  in	  a	  way	  that	  does	  not	  
remove	  them	  from	  new	  direct	  instruction,	  and	  (3)	  give	  them	  additional	  opportunities	  to	  demonstrate	  their	  
learning.	  

	  
Summative	  Assessment	  -‐	  Assessments	  that	  determine	  if	  students	  have	  met	  intended	  standards	  by	  a	  specified	  
deadline	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  Eaker	  &	  Many,	  2010).	  
	  
Backwards	  Planning	  for	  Learning	  –	  The	  process	  of	  analyzing	  TEKS/standards	  to	  determine	  learning	  outcomes	  and	  
planning	  for	  learning	  to	  meet	  the	  needs	  of	  students	  by	  responding	  to	  the	  four	  essentials	  questions	  of	  a	  PLC:	  	  

(1) What	  do	  we	  want	  students	  to	  know	  and	  be	  able	  to	  do?	  
(2) How	  will	  we	  know	  if	  students	  have	  learned	  it?	  
(3) How	  will	  we	  respond	  when	  they	  haven’t	  learned	  it?	  
(4) How	  will	  we	  respond	  when	  they	  already	  know	  it?	  

	  
Building	  Shared	  Knowledge	  -‐	  Learning	  together.	  Members	  of	  professional	  learning	  communities	  always	  attempt	  to	  
answer	  critical	  questions	  by	  first	  learning	  together.	  They	  engage	  in	  collective	  inquiry	  to	  build	  shared	  knowledge.	  
This	  collective	  study	  of	  the	  same	  information	  increases	  the	  likelihood	  that	  members	  will	  arrive	  at	  the	  same	  
conclusion.	  Members	  of	  a	  PLC,	  by	  definition,	  will	  learn	  together.	  
	  
Capacity	  Building	  -‐	  “Developing	  the	  collective	  ability—dispositions,	  skills,	  knowledge,	  motivation,	  and	  resources—
to	  act	  together	  to	  bring	  about	  positive	  change”	  (Fullan,	  2005,	  p.	  4).	  
	  
Celebration	  –	  An	  important	  strategy	  for	  reinforcing	  the	  shared	  purpose,	  vision,	  collective	  commitments,	  and	  goals	  
of	  the	  school	  or	  district.	  	  Celebration	  is	  the	  most	  powerful	  tool	  for	  sustaining	  the	  improvement	  initiative.	  	  
	  
Closing	  the	  Achievement	  Gap	  -‐	  Our	  mission	  is	  to	  support	  the	  advanced	  academic	  achievement	  among	  all	  
students.	  	  Specifically,	  we	  have	  an	  emphasis	  to	  increase	  the	  advanced	  academic	  performance	  of	  economically	  
disadvantaged	  and	  the	  lowest	  performing	  student	  groups.	  	  	  
	  
Coaching	  -‐	  To	  coach	  is	  to	  help	  an	  individual	  or	  a	  group	  take	  action	  toward	  the	  individual’s	  or	  group’s	  goals	  while	  
simultaneously	  helping	  the	  individual	  or	  group	  to	  develop	  expertise	  in	  planning,	  reflecting,	  problem	  solving,	  and	  
decision-‐making	  (Garmston	  and	  Wellman)	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Collaboration	  -‐	  A	  systematic	  process	  in	  which	  people	  work	  together,	  interdependently,	  to	  analyze	  and	  impact	  
professional	  practice	  in	  order	  to	  improve	  individual	  and	  collective	  results.	  In	  a	  PLC,	  collaboration	  focuses	  on	  the	  
four	  critical	  questions	  of	  learning:	  What	  is	  it	  we	  want	  each	  student	  to	  learn?	  How	  will	  we	  know	  when	  each	  student	  
has	  learned	  it?	  How	  will	  we	  respond	  when	  a	  student	  experiences	  difficulty	  in	  learning?	  How	  will	  we	  enrich	  and	  
extend	  the	  learning	  for	  students	  who	  are	  proficient?	  
	  
Collective	  Commitments	  -‐	  The	  third	  pillar	  of	  the	  PLC	  foundation.	  Collective	  commitments	  (or	  values)	  	  
represent	  the	  promises	  made	  among	  and	  between	  all	  stakeholders	  that	  answer	  the	  question,	  What	  must	  we	  do	  to	  
become	  the	  organization	  we	  have	  agreed	  we	  hope	  to	  become?	  
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Collective	  Inquiry	  -‐	  The	  process	  of	  building	  shared	  knowledge	  by	  clarifying	  the	  questions	  that	  a	  group	  will	  explore	  
together.	  In	  PLCs,	  educators	  engage	  in	  collective	  inquiry	  into	  more	  effective	  practices	  by	  examining	  both	  external	  
evidence	  (such	  as	  research)	  and	  internal	  evidence	  (which	  teachers	  are	  getting	  the	  best	  results).	  They	  also	  build	  
shared	  knowledge	  regarding	  the	  reality	  of	  the	  current	  practices	  and	  conditions	  in	  their	  schools	  or	  districts.	  
	  
Collaborative	  Learning	  Teams	  -‐	  People	  who	  are	  committed	  to	  working	  together	  to	  achieve	  a	  collective	  	  	  
purpose	  of	  learning	  for	  all	  students.	  The	  teams	  meet	  on	  a	  regular	  basis	  during	  the	  school	  day.	  They	  clarify	  	  	  	  	  
what	  students	  must	  learn,	  gather	  evidence	  of	  student	  learning,	  analyze	  the	  evidence,	  identify	  powerful	  	  	  	  
teaching	  strategies/best	  practices,	  and	  transfer	  strategies	  across	  all	  teams	  and	  to	  all	  team	  members.	  	  	  
Teams	  develop,	  where	  appropriate,	  unified	  policies	  and	  procedures	  	  regarding	  	  content	  	  scope,	  	  	  
sequencing,	  pacing,	  grading,	  and	  other	  assessment	  practices.	  The	  collaborative	  teams	  work	  	  	  
interdependently	  together	  to	  create	  and	  achieve	  common	  SMART	  goals	  (Adapted	  from	  DuFour,DuFour,	  	  
and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Consensus	  -‐	  Consensus	  is	  achieved	  when	  (1)	  all	  points	  of	  view	  have	  not	  only	  been	  heard	  but	  also	  	  	  
solicited,	  and	  (2)	  the	  will	  of	  the	  group	  is	  evident	  even	  to	  those	  who	  most	  oppose	  it.	  
	  
Continuous	  Improvement	  Process	  –	  The	  ongoing	  cycle	  of	  planning,	  doing,	  checking,	  and	  acting	  	  
designed	  to	  improve	  results—constantly.	  In	  a	  PLC,	  this	  cycle	  includes	  gathering	  evidence	  of	  	  
current	  levels	  of	  student	  learning,	  developing	  strategies	  and	  ideas	  to	  build	  on	  strengths	  and	  	  
address	  weaknesses	  in	  that	  learning,	  implementing	  those	  strategies	  and	  ideas,	  analyzing	  the	  	  
impact	  of	  the	  changes	  to	  discover	  what	  was	  effective	  and	  what	  was	  not,	  and	  applying	  the	  new	  	  
knowledge	  in	  the	  next	  cycle	  of	  continuous	  improvement.	  
	  
Culture	  -‐	  The	  assumptions,	  beliefs,	  values,	  and	  habits	  that	  constitute	  the	  norm	  for	  the	  school	  and	  guide	  the	  work	  
of	  the	  educators	  within	  it.	  
	  
Data	  Informed	  Decision	  Making	  -‐	  Data	  should	  not	  be	  used	  in	  isolation	  to	  make	  decisions	  and/or	  judgments.	  	  The	  
purpose	  of	  data	  is	  to	  help	  us	  ask	  focused	  questions.	  	  These	  questions	  should	  help	  guide	  collaborative	  conversations	  
that	  support	  our	  continuous	  improvement	  process	  whether	  that	  be	  for	  a	  specific	  item,	  student,	  student	  group,	  or	  
programs.	  	  	  
	  
Dialogue	  -‐	  A	  reflective	  learning	  process	  in	  which	  group	  members	  seek	  to	  understand	  one	  another’s	  viewpoints	  and	  
deeply	  held	  assumptions	  (Garmston	  and	  Wellman,	  2009)	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Efficacy	  -‐	  Refers	  to	  knowing	  that	  I	  have	  the	  capacity	  to	  make	  a	  difference	  through	  my	  work	  and	  being	  willing	  to	  
take	  the	  responsibility	  to	  do	  so.	  Efficacy	  describes	  people	  who	  have	  internal	  resourcefulness;	  they	  take	  
responsibility;	  they	  know	  they	  have	  choices	  and	  make	  choices;	  they	  are	  problem-‐solvers;	  and	  they	  take	  action	  
(Costa	  and	  Garmston)	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Efficiency	  -‐	  A	  level	  of	  performance	  that	  describes	  a	  process	  that	  uses	  the	  lowest	  amount	  of	  inputs	  to	  create	  the	  
greatest	  amount	  of	  outputs.	  
	  
Enrichment	  -‐	  A	  higher	  quality	  of	  work	  that	  is	  covered	  in	  depth,	  broadens	  the	  learning	  experience	  and	  promotes	  
higher-‐level	  thinking.	  	  
	  
Essential	  Outcomes	  -‐	  The	  critical	  skills,	  knowledge,	  and	  dispositions	  each	  student	  must	  acquire	  as	  a	  result	  of	  each	  
course,	  grade	  level,	  and	  unit	  of	  instruction.	  Essential	  learning	  may	  also	  be	  referred	  to	  as	  essential	  outcomes,	  power	  
standards	  (Reeves,	  2002),	  guaranteed	  and	  viable	  curriculum	  (Marzano,	  2003),	  essential	  academic	  goals	  (Lezotte,	  
1991),	  learning	  intentions	  and	  success	  criteria	  (Hattie,	  2009),	  or	  learning	  expectations	  and	  tangible	  exemplars	  of	  
student	  proficiency	  (Saphier,	  2005).	  
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Essential	  Questions	  of	  Collaborative	  Teams	  -‐	  In	  a	  PLC,	  collaboration	  focuses	  on	  four	  critical	  questions	  of	  learning:	  
(1)	  What	  is	  it	  we	  want	  each	  student	  to	  learn,	  (2)	  How	  will	  we	  know	  when	  each	  student	  has	  learned,	  (3)	  How	  will	  we	  
respond	  when	  a	  student	  experiences	  difficulty	  in	  learning,	  and	  (4)	  How	  will	  we	  enrich	  and	  extend	  the	  learning	  for	  
students	  who	  are	  proficient?	  
	  
Foundation	  of	  a	  Professional	  Learning	  Community	  -‐	  PLCs	  rest	  upon	  a	  shared	  mission	  of	  high	  levels	  of	  	  
learning	  for	  all	  students.	  In	  order	  to	  achieve	  that	  mission,	  educators	  create	  a	  common	  vision	  of	  the	  school	  they	  
must	  create,	  develop	  collective	  commitments	  or	  values	  regarding	  what	  they	  will	  do	  to	  create	  such	  a	  school,	  and	  
use	  goals	  as	  measurable	  milestones	  to	  monitor	  their	  progress.	  
	  
Guaranteed	  and	  Viable	  Curriculum	  -‐	  A	  curriculum	  that	  (1)	  gives	  students	  access	  to	  the	  same	  essential	  	  
learning	  regardless	  of	  who	  is	  teaching	  the	  class	  and	  (2)	  can	  be	  taught	  in	  the	  time	  allotted	  (Marzano,	  	  	  
2003).	  
	  
High	  Expectations	  -‐	  Positive	  inferences	  teachers	  make	  about	  the	  future	  academic	  achievement	  of	  their	  	  
students	  based	  on	  what	  they	  know	  about	  their	  students	  (Good	  &	  Brophy,	  2002).	  “High	  expectations	  	  	  	  	  	  
for	  success	  will	  be	  judged,	  not	  only	  by	  the	  initial	  staff	  beliefs	  and	  behaviors,	  but	  also	  by	  the	  	  
organization’s	  response	  when	  some	  students	  do	  not	  learn”	  (Lezotte,	  1991,	  p.	  4).	  
	  
Intervention	  -‐	  A	  vital,	  sequential	  part	  of	  the	  instructional	  program	  that	  provides	  additional	  time	  and	  	  
support	  to	  any	  student	  demonstrating	  the	  need	  to	  enrich,	  accelerate,	  or	  address	  learning	  gaps	  (Buffum,	  	  	  	  
Mattos,	  and	  Webber,	  2009)	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Lateral	  Capacity	  Building	  -‐	  This	  process	  involves	  fostering	  substantial	  professional	  learning	  communities	  within	  
schools,	  and	  clusters	  of	  schools	  learning	  from	  each	  other.	  	  This	  is	  working	  together	  with	  peers	  and	  professionals	  to	  
learn	  from	  them	  and	  share	  resources,	  ideas,	  and	  knowledge.	  
	  
Learning	  Walks	  -‐	  A	  focused	  visit	  to	  classrooms	  in	  a	  content	  area,	  or	  throughout	  an	  entire	  school,	  to	  gather	  
information,	  provide	  feedback	  to	  teachers,	  then	  reflect	  on	  a	  specific	  instructional	  practice	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  
continuous	  improvement	  in	  teaching	  and	  learning.	  
	  
Learning	  Organization	  -‐	  “Organizations	  where	  people	  continually	  expand	  their	  capacities	  to	  create	  the	  results	  they	  
truly	  desire,	  where	  new	  and	  expansive	  patterns	  of	  thinking	  are	  nurtured,	  where	  collective	  aspiration	  is	  set	  free,	  
and	  where	  people	  are	  continually	  learning	  how	  to	  learn	  together”	  (Senge,	  1990,	  p.	  3).	  Members	  of	  a	  PLC	  engage	  in	  
the	  ongoing	  study	  and	  constant	  reflective	  practice	  that	  characterize	  an	  organization	  committed	  to	  continuous	  
improvement.	  
	  
Mission	  -‐	  The	  fundamental	  purpose	  of	  an	  organization.	  Mission	  answers	  the	  question,	  Why	  do	  we	  exist?	  
	  
Moral	  Imperative	  -‐	  “Acting	  with	  the	  intention	  of	  making	  a	  positive	  difference	  in	  the	  lives	  of	  employees,	  customers,	  
and	  society	  as	  a	  whole”	  (Fullan,	  2001,	  p.	  3).	  Fullan	  lists	  a	  commitment	  to	  moral	  purpose	  as	  a	  critical	  element	  of	  
effective	  leadership	  and	  contends	  leadership	  must	  be	  ultimately	  assessed	  by	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  it	  awakens	  and	  
mobilizes	  the	  moral	  purpose	  of	  those	  within	  the	  organization.	  
	  
Prerequisite	  Skills	  -‐	  The	  knowledge,	  and	  dispositions	  essential	  for	  success	  in	  the	  next	  unit,	  course,	  or	  grade	  level	  
(Reeves,	  2002).	  
	  
Professional	  Development	  -‐	  A	  lifelong,	  collaborative	  learning	  process	  that	  nourishes	  the	  growth	  of	  individuals,	  
teams,	  and	  the	  school	  through	  a	  daily	  job-‐embedded,	  learner-‐centered,	  focused	  approach	  (National	  Staff	  
Development	  Council,	  2000).	  	  
	  
Professional	  Learning	  -‐	  A	  comprehensive,	  sustained,	  and	  intensive	  approach	  to	  improving	  all	  employees’	  
effectiveness	  in	  their	  role	  for	  the	  ultimate	  purpose	  of	  raising	  achievement	  for	  each	  FISD	  student.	  Professional	  
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learning	  fosters	  collective	  responsibility	  for	  this	  purpose	  and	  for	  the	  overall	  effectiveness,	  efficiency,	  and	  customer	  
satisfaction	  of	  FISD.	  It	  must	  be	  ongoing,	  aligned,	  embedded	  in	  the	  workplace,	  collaborative,	  data-‐driven,	  clearly	  
defined,	  and	  assessed	  for	  effectiveness	  
	  
RTI	  -‐	  A	  systematic	  school-‐wide	  plan	  that	  ensures	  every	  student	  in	  every	  course	  or	  grade	  level	  will	  receive	  additional	  
time	  and	  support	  for	  learning	  as	  soon	  as	  he	  or	  she	  experiences	  difficulty	  in	  acquiring	  essential	  knowledge	  and	  
skills.	  The	  multi-‐tiered	  intervention	  occurs	  during	  the	  school	  day,	  and	  students	  are	  required	  rather	  than	  invited	  to	  
devote	  the	  extra	  time	  and	  secure	  the	  extra	  support	  for	  learning.	  
	  
Reciprocal	  Accountability	  -‐	  The	  premise	  that	  leaders	  who	  call	  upon	  members	  of	  the	  organization	  to	  engage	  in	  new	  
work,	  achieve	  new	  standards,	  and	  accomplish	  new	  goals	  have	  a	  responsibility	  to	  those	  members	  to	  develop	  their	  
capacity	  to	  be	  successful	  in	  meeting	  these	  challenges:	  “For	  every	  increment	  of	  performance	  we	  ask	  of	  educators,	  
there	  is	  an	  equal	  responsibility	  to	  provide	  them	  with	  the	  capacity	  to	  meet	  that	  expectation”	  (Elmore,	  2004,	  p.	  93).	  
For	  example,	  principals	  of	  professional	  learning	  communities	  recognize	  they	  have	  an	  obligation	  to	  provide	  staff	  
with	  the	  resources,	  training,	  mentoring,	  and	  support	  to	  help	  them	  successfully	  accomplish	  what	  they	  have	  been	  
asked	  to	  do.	  
	  
Shared	  Leadership	  -‐	  The	  organization	  fosters	  shared	  leadership	  that	  is	  widely	  distributed	  throughout	  	  
departments	  and	  schools	  rather	  than	  vested	  in	  an	  individual	  person	  or	  position.	  Emphasis	  is	  placed	  	  
on	  interdependence	  and	  developing	  the	  capacity	  of	  people	  throughout	  the	  organization	  to	  assume	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
leadership	  roles.	  
	  
Shared	  Vision	  -‐	  Building	  a	  sense	  of	  commitment	  in	  a	  group	  by	  developing	  shared	  images	  of	  the	  future	  the	  	  
group	  seeks	  to	  create	  and	  the	  principles	  and	  guiding	  practices	  by	  which	  it	  hopes	  to	  get	  there	  (Senge,	  1994)	  
(DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Simultaneous	  Loose	  and	  Tight	  School	  Culture	  -‐	  A	  leadership	  concept	  in	  which	  leaders	  encourage	  	  
autonomy	  and	  creativity	  (loose)	  within	  well-‐defined	  parameters	  and	  priorities	  that	  must	  be	  honored	  (tight).	  The	  
concept	  has	  also	  been	  referred	  to	  as	  “directed	  empowerment”	  (Waterman,	  1987),	  a	  “culture	  of	  discipline	  with	  an	  
ethic	  of	  entrepreneurship”	  (Collins,	  2001,	  p.	  124)	  and	  “defined	  autonomy”	  (Marzano	  and	  Waters,	  2009)	  (DuFour,	  
DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
SMART	  Goals	  -‐	  Goals	  that	  are	  Strategic	  &	  Specific,	  Measurable,	  Attainable,	  Results-‐oriented,	  and	  Timebound	  
(O’Neill	  &	  Conzemius,	  2005).	  
	  
Team	  -‐	  A	  group	  of	  people	  working	  interdependently	  to	  achieve	  a	  common	  goal	  for	  which	  members	  are	  held	  
mutually	  accountable.	  Collaborative	  teams	  are	  the	  fundamental	  building	  blocks	  of	  PLCs.	  
	  
Team	  Norms	  -‐	  In	  PLCs,	  norms	  represent	  collective	  commitments	  developed	  by	  each	  team	  to	  guide	  members	  in	  
working	  together.	  Norms	  help	  team	  members	  clarify	  expectations	  regarding	  how	  they	  will	  work	  together	  to	  
achieve	  their	  shared	  goals.	  
	  
Trust	  -‐	  One’s	  willingness	  to	  be	  vulnerable	  to	  another	  based	  on	  the	  confidence	  that	  the	  other	  is	  benevolent,	  honest,	  
open,	  reliable,	  and	  competent	  (Mishra,	  1996;	  Tschannen-‐Moran	  and	  Hoy,	  1998,	  2000).	  Trusting	  relationships	  allow	  
colleagues	  to	  engage	  in	  honest	  dialogue,	  make	  commitments	  to	  one	  another,	  hold	  each	  other	  accountable,	  and	  
collectively	  focus	  on	  better	  results	  for	  students	  (Adapted	  from	  Lencioni,	  2003)	  (DuFour,	  DuFour,	  and	  Eaker,	  2010).	  
	  
Values	  -‐	  The	  specific	  attitudes,	  behaviors,	  and	  collective	  commitments	  that	  must	  be	  demonstrated	  in	  order	  to	  
advance	  the	  organization’s	  vision.	  Articulated	  values	  answer	  the	  question,	  How	  must	  we	  behave	  in	  order	  to	  make	  
our	  shared	  vision	  a	  reality?	  See	  also	  collective	  commitments.	  
	  
Vision	  -‐	  A	  realistic,	  credible,	  attractive	  future	  for	  an	  organization.	  Vision	  answers	  the	  question,	  What	  do	  we	  hope	  
to	  become	  at	  some	  point	  in	  the	  future?	  
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PRINCIPAL MEETING AGENDA 
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PRINCIPAL LEARNING TEAM MEETING MINUTES 
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Principal Learning Team Meeting Minutes 
September 21, 2016 
 
NORMS 
Valuing our individual campuses and needs 
Actively participate 
Being respectful of everyone's ideas and thoughts 
Come prepared and ready to share 
 
T-TESS 
Pre-conference documents were shared 
Capturing evidence in a productive and efficient way 
Start with learning environment for walk-throughs 
Walk-throughs can last about 15 minutes 
 
Parent Communication 
Weekly S'more 
Monthly video at Nichols, introducing all new staff, specials will talk, IC will do instructional 
video, new Nichols visioning document, highlights, new leadership team 
 
Visioning Document 
Fisher is working on SMART goals, writing is a focus 
Boals is working on student growth, indexes 2, tracking it K-2, student data portfolio's 
Ogle is working on closing performance gap, writing also.  Dyslexic students struggled and did 
not meet standard-focusing on writing with them during I/E.  SMART goals. 
Taylor is working on guided reading, literacy focus, goal setting for kids.  Making sure it 
correlates with the CAP. 
Nichols is starting with I/E this year.  Data analysis and CFA's.  Progress monitoring meetings 
weekly.   
Vaughn is working on PLC mentality and having deep levels of discussion. 
 
Collaboration will be our goal as a PLT:  work in collaborative teams to clarify what 
students must learn, gather evidence of student learning, analyze the evidence, identify best 
teaching strategies, and share these strategies across all teams. 
 
Discussion about I/E time 
How is it scheduled throughout the day?  All at one time on some campuses and then staggered 
throughout the day for others. 
 
Using social media 
We are trying to be better about posting pictures and school events.   
 
October 7 
Nichols talking to team leads today - get feedback and create a specific agenda 
Progress monitoring, collaborative time, backward planning, Calkins Unit of Study for each 
grade,  
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How to set up parameters for the day? 
Take the 4 essential questions - BP4L 
Planning I/E 
Ogle is going to include social studies in the day for instruction 
Vertical teams 
First Steps video to watch as a team and discuss 
Sitting and putting plans into the computer is not CLT or PLC 
 
Boals is doing a Captain's Corner with information from Principal, AP, IC and Counselor 
 
Parent Conferences 
Ogle is doing a few late nights for parents - 3:15 - 6:15 p.m. 
 
Next meeting is November 29 at Ogle 
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Sample Objective from Hunt ISD District Action Plan 
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DISTRICT STRATEGIC PLAN 
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Sample Objective from Hunt ISD District Strategic Plan 

Strategic Objective 2: All staff will actively engage in a collaborative culture of continuous 
improvement. 

Strategy 2.1 - Design relevant professional development that promotes collaboration and 
supports staff in effectively responding to the diverse academic needs of students. 

Specific Result 2.1.1 - Implement professional development that supports professional 
learning communities. 

Action Steps 

1. Create and implement a professional development plan that supports 
implementation, development, and sustainment of professional learning 
communities. 

2. Provide opportunities for differentiated professional development focused 
on learning, collaboration, and results. 

3. Implement development programs for first-, second-, and third-year 
teachers. 

Strategy 2.2 - Develop expectations, processes, and support structures that promote high 
levels of collaboration. 

Specific Result 2.2.1 - Implement professional learning communities District-wide. 

Action Steps 

1. Build and implement District plan for implementation, development, and 
sustainment of professional learning communities. 

2. Create and communicate clear expectations for the process and outcomes of 
collaboration. 

3. Develop and implement a common language that establishes the critical 
terms of collaboration. 

4. Implement standardized processes and support structures that ensure 
efficiency and effectiveness of collaborative planning. 
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APPENDIX I 
 

UNT INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX J 
 

PLCA-DS INFORMED CONSENT 
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INTERVIEW INFORMED CONSENT 
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APPENDIX L 
 

BACKWARDS PLANNING FOR LEARNING TEMPLATE 
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Backwards Planning for Learning (BP4L) Template 
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