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Abstract 

Middle school students in an urban school district located in the northeastern United 

States struggled to improve their academic performance. In response to this problem, the 

superintendent initiated a districtwide professional learning community (PLC); however, 

students’ test scores in five schools declined. The purpose of this basic qualitative study 

was to explore school administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives of the influence that 

PLCs had on teachers’ instructional practices to improve student achievement. Wenger’s 

theory of the community of practice guided this study. A purposeful sample of two 

school administrators and six teachers, who completed PLC implementation training and 

participated in PLCs for at least 2 years, volunteered and participated in semistructured 

interviews. Data were analyzed through coding and theme development. Administrators 

need to create structures for time allocation for PLC members to share ideas, reflect on 

teaching practices, and discuss problems and for a variety of accountability measures for 

planning best approaches to improve student achievement. Teachers believed that 

instructional coaches and funding for teacher observation opportunities during class time 

might increase their instructional capacity. Based on the findings, a three-day 

professional development was created for administrators and teachers to improve and 

sustain the current PLC. This endeavor could contribute to positive social change if 

administrators initiate and support PLC teams, who share a collaborative culture, 

collective inquiry, actionable decision making, and a commitment to continuous 

improvement, as a platform to improve student achievement. 
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Section 1: The Problem 

The Local Problem 

 There is no universal definition of a professional learning community (PLC) and 

the interpretations of its meaning can differ depending on context (Egizii, 2015). Gray et 

al. (2015) explained that a PLC is a group where professionals coexist in unison and 

contribute to each other’s learning. Hudson et al. (2013) stated that a collaborative body 

of teachers and administrators seeking to improve students’ experiences and outcomes 

through shared practice and reflective learning can be considered a PLC. In both 

definitions, and in other attempts to define PLCs (Aylsworth, 2012; Pirtle, 2014), the 

contribution of individual knowledge or reflective sharing has been highlighted. Thus, 

reflective learning is one of the crucial elements of a PLC. In this context, teachers and 

other concerned individuals exist in unison and contribute their knowledge to reflect on 

how their learning can benefit students (Heller et al., 2012).   

 On September 15, 2014, the superintendent, whose urban school district is in the 

northeast and identified as in need of improvement under the No Child Left Behind Act, 

announced to his school community that an existing pilot PLC would be expanded 

district wide. A district-wide PLC was launched that school year to promote job-

embedded, PD to support all teachers with their classroom instruction. This 2-year 

initiative was funded by a teacher incentive fund (TIF) grant, which provided funds to 

train and empower teacher-leaders and to help identify their PD needs. The overall goal 

in addressing these needs was to improve instruction. The existing pilot of schools 

participating in PLCs consisted of five K-8 schools; all considered Tier III turnaround 
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schools. The students who attend these schools had demonstrated consistently low 

performance and were not showing academic improvement nor operating as effective 

organizations. In the school district understudy, these targeted schools were restructured 

to dramatically accelerate student progress. After the implementation of PLCs in these 

five schools, the problem is student achievement did not improve in all five schools on 

the state’s criterion reference test.  

Rationale 

Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level 

To measure educational success, educators in the schools located in the 

northeastern United States administer the Criterion Reference Test (CRT). All students in 

Grades 3-8 complete the CRT. The test measures a student’s knowledge in reading, 

writing, and mathematics (with science included for students in Grades 5 and 8). 

According to the State Department of Education website, test results on the CRT for 2012 

and 2013 for the five pilot schools showed a 2-year decline of students scoring proficient 

or above on the CRT. Table 1 and Table 2 indicate the 2012-2013 school years, reading 

and mathematics proficiency and at/above goal results of the K-8 schools under study. 

Both tables below show students’ scores in the district on the state’s criterion reference 

test, which indicates a 2-year decline in reading and mathematics scores.  
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Table 1 

 

Mathematics test data following implementation of PLCs  

Note. www.sde.ct.gov 

Table 2 

 

Reading test data following implementation of PLCs  

 

Note. www.sde.ct.gov 

 

Group Year Number 

Tested 

Average 

Scale Score 

% At/Above 

Goal 

% At/Above 

Proficiency 

District 2012 1369 233.2 41.7 69.7 

 2013 1326 220.4 29.9 58.0 

School A 2012 45 215.4 28.9 62.2 

  2013 69 203.8 13.0 43.5 

School B 2012 70 223.0 32.9 67.1 

  2013 70 200.6 14.3 41.4 

School C 2012 48 222.8 39.6 66.7 

  2013 54 211.8 20.4 50.0 

School D 2012 77 227.0 36.4 68.8 

  2013 66 213.8 25.8 59.1 

School E 2012 51 229.2 31.4 64.7 

  2013 43 206.1 16.3 46.5 

Group Year Number 

Tested 

Average 

Scale Score 

% At/Above 

Goal 

% At/Above 

Proficiency 

District  2012 1336 219.7 32.6 51.4 

  2013 1306 213.9 27.8 42.3 

School A 2012 44 212.3 27.3 36.4 

  2013 69 204.0 17.4 34.8 

School B 2012 68 198.1 13.2 29.4 

  2013 68 197.1 11.8 19.1 

School C 2012 48 211.6 20.8 39.6 

  2013 53 201.3 7.5 35.8 

School D 2012 72 214.6 33.3 52.8 

  2013 66 213.7 30.3 47.0 

School E 2012 49 218.9 32.7 59.2 

 2013 43 198.2 18.6 30.2 
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Professional learning has been found to have a very powerful effect on the skills 

and knowledge of a teacher (Margolis & Doring, 2012). It has a great influence on 

students’ learning especially when sustained over time and when the PD is directed and 

focused on the important academic content. When a well-designed PD criterion is 

established, it offers teachers opportunities that help them master the academic content 

and polish their teaching skills. While participating in professional learning, teachers can 

evaluate their performance and their students’ performance. Effective criterion will also 

ensure that the teacher can identify and address the changes that are needed to be 

implemented to improve learning. This can eventually lead to improved student 

performance and increased knowledge levels of the teacher (Stephen, 2013).  

The lack of coherence and connection across professional learning opportunities, 

competition for teacher attention and time, and lack of differentiation to the particular 

needs of individual teachers represent challenges to PLCs in the school district under 

study (Kelcey et al., 2014). According to the talent director of the district under study, 

teachers have expressed their displeasure with the implementation of the PLCs. Teachers 

felt that, although leadership had good intentions in implementing PLCs, some of the 

meetings were fragmented, disconnected, and irrelevant to prepare teachers for all the 

challenges they will face. The school district personnel seek to provide teachers with 

opportunities for PD that will establish a sustainable environment that demands a high 

standard of teaching and retain a high-quality workforce. 
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Evidence of the Problem from the Professional Literature 

 Several studies featured shared vision as a basis upon which to develop an 

effective PLC (see Hudson et al., 2013; Louis et al., 2010), stating that only when 

teachers and school administrators share the same vision can the schoolwork collectively 

for the benefit of the students. However, simply sharing a vision does not guarantee the 

formation or successful deployment of a PLC (Hudson et al., 2013). How the vision is 

perceived and implemented is what shapes the structure and effectiveness of a PLC. 

Holmes et al. (2013) discussed the importance of adding reflective practice as a vital part 

of developing a shared vision. The reflective process includes school administrators and 

teachers collaborating to establish common goals. 

  One of the fundamental areas needing further refinement for PLCs to be 

implemented successfully and sustained over time is school administrators (Ellerania & 

Gentile, 2013). Ideally, the school principal is supposed to take the authoritative position 

in both the formation of PLC and the implementation of innovative interventions. 

However, Van Es (2012) claimed that it should be the teachers who possess the 

authoritative or decision-making role in PLCs, as they are the ones who best know their 

students. Thus, ill-defined roles and positions of teachers in the practical implementation 

of the PLC outcomes raise serious issues for the framework of PLCs. The concept of 

shared leadership explains that school administrators should share their vision with the 

teachers, distribute their authority amongst the teachers to implement innovative 

procedures or propose experimentation strategies and leave the final decision-making in 

the hands of the teachers. The success of a PLC depends on all district leaders employing 
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annual evaluations to ensure effectiveness and sustainability (Thessin, 2015). The 

purpose of this project study was to explore school administrators’ and teachers’ 

perspectives about the influence of PLCs on instructional practices to improve student 

achievement. A functioning structure to support teacher collaboration, such as a PLC, can 

have a positive effect on student achievement (Gray et al., 2015). If the PLC is 

appropriately implemented, Levine (2010) argued that it might become a catalyst in 

transforming teachers’ instructional practices. Based on this argument and the problem at 

the research site, the purpose of this study was to explore school administrators’ and 

teachers’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs had on instructional practices to 

improve student achievement. 

Definition of Terms 

Leadership capacity: Leadership capacity refers to the school’s aptitude to sustain 

reform initiatives even after a change of school administrators (Lambert, 2003). 

Professional learning community (PLC): A PLC is a forum where professional 

educators can meet to share their experiences and knowledge for all involved to exchange 

and learn new information and teaching strategies. PLCs serve as arenas where 

professional educators can analyze their teaching approach with other educators and 

compare their results with student learning outcomes (Townsend, 2013). 

School administrators: Principal, an assistant principal, and two instructional 

coaches who develop school improvement plans and ensures that resources are available 

to support these plans (Walther-Thomas, 2016). 
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Shared leadership: Shared leadership refers to a horizontal or non-hierarchical 

form of leadership wherein leader responsibilities are distributed among individuals in an 

organization (Holmes et al., 2013). 

Shared personal practice: Shared personal practice refers to collective efforts 

from every individual involved in a PLC to help guarantees the formation of a creative 

learning environment for students (Tahir et al., 2013). 

Shared values and visions: Shared values and visions refer to individuals making 

a collective mental image about the execution of the idea, determining its structural 

requirement, and establishing the procedure that executes the practice of the idea 

(Aylsworth, 2012).  

Supportive conditions and relationships: Supportive conditions and relationships 

are strong collegial relationships that include the following: positive educator attitudes; 

widely shared vision; norms of continuous critical inquiry and improvement; and respect, 

trust, and positive, caring relationships between colleagues (Nelson et al., 2013).  

Tier III Turnaround School: To be eligible for federal funds, a school labeled Tier 

III Turnaround School must replace the principal, rehire no more than half the teachers 

and adopt a new governance structure to oversee the development of curriculum reform 

and the development of teacher’s instructional practices (Connecticut State Department 

of Education [CSDE], 2020).  

Significance of the Study  

The local school district implemented PLCs in five K-8 schools to improve 

student achievement. However, this school district continues to experience a decline in 
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student performance on criterion-referenced tests. The district hypothesized that the 

lowering scores on the criterion-referenced tests are the result of the poor instructional 

methods of the teachers charged with delivering content to students. However, there is no 

evidence that a PLC has been successful in improving the instructional practice of 

teachers at the local middle school. To measure the potential success of PLCs, there is a 

need to understand school administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives about the influence 

of PLCs on instructional practices to improve student achievement. 

Research Question 

The purpose of this basic qualitative design study is to explore school 

administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives about the influence of PLCs on instructional 

practices to improve student achievement. Teachers at the local school have been 

challenged to improve their instructional practices and student achievement.  

The following questions guided the study: 

RQ 1: What are the school administrators’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs 

have on instructional practices to improve student achievement? 

RQ 2: What are middle school teachers’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs 

have on their instructional practices to improve student achievement? 

Review of the Literature 

The objective of this literature review is to present a synthesis of research on the 

influence that PLCs have on instructional practice to improve student achievement. 

Effective implementation of PLCs has been shown to support collaboration and a shared 

vision between school administrators and teachers (Hudson et al., 2013). The way 
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teachers and school administrators work together to implement PLCs can help enhance 

the effectiveness of PLCs (Hudson et al., 2013).  

Professional literature was located for this review through a comprehensive search 

using Walden University’s online library. Databases and search tools used included 

Academic Search Complete, Academic Search Premier, ERIC, Google Scholar, and 

SAGE. Search terms included the following terms and combination of terms: 

professional learning communities, school administrators, teachers, shared vision, 

shared values, and collaboration. Because the aim was to gain a scholarly understanding 

of the current state of research on PLCs, preference was given to peer-reviewed articles 

published within the past 5 years. However, for theoretical and historical perspectives, it 

was necessary to review some material outside of the 5-year window.  

This review of literature begins with an explanation of the theoretical framework 

for this project. Next, a discussion of PLCs will be provided. The review also includes an 

analysis of the six dimensions of PLCs, including collaborative culture, shared visions, 

shared leadership, shared personal practice, and supportive conditions, and the influence 

these dimensions have on student performance.  

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework of the study was the work of Wenger (1998). 

Wenger drew attention to the fact that learning communities are not new and are 

becoming more universal. Wenger argued that a school needs a systematic and 

functioning community to improve students’ achievement. Wegner’s theory of social 

learning and engagement rests upon four main premises. First, the central aspect of 
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learning is to realize people as social beings whose learning is influenced by their social 

environment and circles. Second, knowing is not simply the acquisition of information, 

but the art of participation. Third, knowledge gains value and competence when it is 

polished with valued enterprise; this refers to the applicability of knowledge. Fourth, 

meaning is, ultimately, what learning produces, and this meaning can differ for 

everyone (Wenger, 1998). Thus, the formation of a well-thought-out and structured 

community that fulfills these principles can be deemed as a PLC, where knowledge is 

shared and negotiated in the learning process to extract meaning out of learning 

(Wenger, 1998).  

 According to Herbers et al., (2011), community of practice (CoP) is used is to 

support the transformation of schools in their professional practices. CoPs and PLCs 

foster a positive communal relationship by promoting the benefits achieved because of 

teachers sharing their best instructional practices with all involved and creating an 

opportunity for new knowledge to improve teacher’s instructional practice. Whereas the 

CoP structure is fluid and flexible, the PLC is more structured with the use of protocols 

to guide the work. It can be argued that a PLC could be incorporated into CoP, folding 

the six dimensions into the three CoP components. The three components of CoP are:  

1. Domain - Members in this group share the same interests and concerns and 

value their shared knowledge and learning from each other. 

2. Community - Members actively engage in a mutual discussion and share 

information. As a community, members develop a positive relationship to 

foster a platform for the group to learn from each other. 
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3. Practice - Members develop their instructional practice repertoire through 

shared knowledge (Herbers et al., 2011).  

 The educational field is increasingly implementing PLCs as a promising way to 

stimulate and facilitate the PD of teachers (Hanraets et al., 2011). The CoP is a 

framework in which teachers who have a common concern or problem can come 

together to solve the problem using best practices (Holmes, et al., 2013). A CoP intends 

to provide participants a structure for collaborative inquiry to experiment with teaching 

methods through a reflective sharing process (Herbers, et al., 2011).  

Professional Learning Communities 

Research has supported implementing PLCs by schools to improve teachers’ 

professional knowledge and student learning (Heller et al., 2012). Conventionally, the 

concept of PLCs emerged from the desire to reculture schools as learning organizations 

to improve the work of teachers, and therefore, improve student outcomes (Louis et al., 

2010; Tack & Vanderlinde, 2014). While there is no single definition of PLCs, some 

common features have been identified from the research. First, all PLCs have a shared 

vision and values between school administrators and teachers with focus on student 

learning and instructional practice (Eaker & Keating, 2012). Second, PLCs have a 

collaborative culture that enables the sharing of responsibilities for student outcomes, 

learning, and working together to achieve a common purpose. Third, PLCs have a focus 

on evaluation to improve student outcomes through a commitment to result-oriented 

approaches and continuous improvement. Fourth, PLCs exhibit shared and supportive 

leadership between administrators and teachers. Finally, PLCs have shared personal 
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practices that result from teachers learning and working together through collective 

inquiry (Eaker & Keating, 2012). 

Achieving higher academic achievement requires the creation of conditions 

wherein the school administrators and the teachers have the opportunity for continual 

learning (Lippy & Zamora, 2013). PD experiences are likely to influence student 

achievement if they promote coherence, focus on student outcomes, engage individuals in 

meaningful discourse, and connect to teachers’ previous experiences (Lippy & Zamora, 

2013). According to Heller et al., (2012), the most important PD characteristics for 

enhancing skills and knowledge include a focus on content, active learning, opportunities 

for hands-on learning, and greater coherence of PD practices and other learning activities. 

This implies that to enhance PD, it is important to focus on collective participation, 

session duration, and core features such as coherence, active learning, and content. 

Margolis and Doring (2012) also found that intensive and sustainable PD influenced 

student outcomes. The researchers indicated that teachers who received extensive PD 

increased student achievement by a significant margin. However, low-level PDs do not 

influence student outcomes.  

Research also indicated that the PD experience for school administrators and 

teachers was more successful when it was based on the theory of adult learning 

(Woodland & Mazur, 2015). According to adult learning theory, individuals learn best 

when learning experiences require them to interpret and make sense of situations based 

on personal mental models (Burke, 2013). Such mental models are then used in making 

sense of and comparing new situations with previous experience to inform new mental 
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models for knowledge (Patton, 2010). Based on this process, adults self-determine and 

self-regulate actions to meet their innate needs for relatedness, autonomy, and 

competence.  

According to Burke (2013), the working environment can enhance learning when 

they promote constructive controversy where PLCs are the custom and new learning is 

nurtured as a complex social process that happens between groups and individuals. 

Constructing school activities around teams and collaboration, rather than individually, is 

a growing trend in education and has been shown to significantly enhance team and 

individual performance (Holmes & Woodhams, 2013). Additionally, effective districts 

and schools focus on a group of teachers rather than individuals, and teachers in these 

schools participate in various PLCs (Holmes & Woodhams, 2013).  

When individuals are working in teams, their performance is relatively high as 

compared to when they are working individually (Holmes & Woodhams, 2013). 

According to Holmes and Woodhams (2013), the performance of individuals was nearly 

doubled at the team level as compared to that of the individual level. At the team level, 

both potency (the belief that the team will achieve its objective regardless of the task) and 

efficacy (the belief that the team can accomplish the task assigned) not only increased 

team performance but also collaborative efforts. In the absence of collaborative 

relationships and skills, it is impossible to continuously learn.  

DuFour et al. (2005) provided three critical areas that should form the 

fundamental reference points for developing and implementing PLCs in any institution. 

The first principle that DuFour et al. suggested is the shift from teaching students to 
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ensuring that the students learn. Traditional learning methods emphasize teaching a 

student and not on student learning content. Entwistle (2013), who stated that traditional 

learning approaches assume that all students are the same and hence they are taught with 

the same content using a singular approach, corroborates this. This is unlike community 

learning that despite shared values and principles, learners are diverse. According to 

Entwistle (2013), in a PLC, teachers develop ways to maximize their interactions 

respectfully and to ensure all the parties’ benefit. 

DuFour et al. (2005) indicated the second principle of developing an effective 

PLC is instilling a culture of collaboration. These researchers stated that a methodical 

process that enables teachers to act collaboratively in analyzing and subsequently 

improving their collective classroom practice characterizes collaboration in a PLC. The 

systematic approach includes teachers working in teams that challenge their practices and 

engage with each other continuously to promote learning. Continuous collaboration and 

teamwork can lead to higher degrees of students’ achievement (DuFour et al., 2005).  

The third and last principle of PLCs, which DuFour et al. (2005) have advocated 

for, is that learning should not be limited to assessment scores. Instead, educators should 

rate students regarding how much the student has improved on tests and in other spheres 

of life including the student’s discipline and extracurricular talents.  

The very nature of PLCs, when implemented thoughtfully, shows great promise 

for teachers and students (Holmes & Woodhams, 2013). However, despite the potential 

for PLCs to positively influence teachers’ practice and student outcomes at the study site, 

the data continue to reveal unfavorable outcomes. As a result, more information was 



15 

 

needed to better understand school administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives about the 

influence of PLCs on instructional practices to improve student achievement. 

The Role of School Administrators 

School administrators have an important role in the success of PLCs, including 

setting the expectations for participation and providing necessary support and resources 

for PLCs to be sustained (Bahous et al., 2016). Lindle (2016) went on to explain practices 

essential for effective school administrators, which include shaping a vision of success 

based on high academic standards and creating a conducive environment where teachers 

collaborate to improve each other’s instructional capacity. Other practices essential for 

effective school administrators include developing teachers’ leadership capacities so that 

teachers participate in the realization of the school’s vision and the improvement of 

instruction, as well as managing data to enhance the school environment (Lindle, 2016). 

While teachers need to be empowered by school administrators, school administrators 

must be prepared to and equipped to lead their schools and support teachers and students.  

Educators and researchers have attempted to create meaningful school reform to 

improve the performance of students. These efforts, however, have often lacked a vital 

element: the understanding of the effectiveness of school administrators to sustain school 

change (Zepeda, 2013). There are many ways school administrators can demonstrate 

effective school leadership and bring about effective and positive school reform. Though, 

one area of school leadership, instructional leadership, has become a well-researched 

theme that has emerged in the literature on effective school reform (Thessin & Starr, 

2011; Weiser, 2012). According to Zepeda (2013), school administrators’ practices aimed 
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at enhancing instruction had a significant influence on student achievement. Specifically, 

the literature suggests that when school administrators’ instructional leadership capacity 

is developed, they are more equipped to address poor teacher performance and achieve 

improved student performance. The impact of school administrators’ leadership may be 

felt in other ways. According to Egizii (2015), positive school change may be influenced 

by the creation of favorable school conditions for success by school administrators. Thus, 

school administrators play a vital role in the improvement of teacher practice and student 

achievement. 

 Studies have been conducted to link school administrators and student 

achievement. Penuel et al. (2012) indicated the key role played by school administrators 

in top-performing schools. They found that student performance was higher in schools 

where the principal led and undertook the reform process. This is related to literature that 

highlight the importance of school administrators, and their support, to the success of 

PLCs (Bahous et al., 2016). In addition to providing support for PLCs, school 

administrators must demonstrate the capacity to engage in the work alongside teachers. 

Sun and Leithwood (2012) indicated a significant link between students’ academic 

achievement and the competencies of school administrators. The relationship between 

these two variables is further evidence that effective leadership and the support of school 

administrators are needed for PLCs.  

To further illustrate the significance of school administrators’ roles in PLCs, 

Kruse and Johnson (2017) noted that PLCs sometimes fail due to ineffective school 

leadership. One flaw in school leadership that impacts PLCs is a tendency toward a 
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hierarchical, or top-down, approach to school reform. Instead, it is crucial to ensure that 

the community leader has trust in staff members that enables teams and individuals 

within the district or school to develop innovative and new strategies that can improve 

student outcomes. Although the school principal or other school administrators 

implement the formation of a PLC, individual teachers and the support staff play the 

greatest role in ensuring it works (Kruse & Johnson, 2017). Further, proper leadership 

can help facilitate the process, build shared knowledge about the PLC and its purpose, 

and help in the realization of the desired results by promoting team engagement (Lindle, 

2016).   

It is important to note that the role of the school leader does not end when 

implementation is over; school administrators should continuously review the plan, 

including how team productivity and student mastery are monitored and how teams are 

responding to challenges and obstacles (Kruse & Johnson, 2017). School administrators 

can influence student achievement, although most of the influence is indirect and often 

mediated through teachers (Egizii, 2015). Further, shared leadership in schools enhances 

the working relationships between teachers and school administrators and can help to 

improve student achievement. According to Egizii (2015), effective leadership involves 

the creation of favorable conditions for success. Effective leadership means knowing 

what to do, how to do it, when to do it, and why to do it. PLCs require the support of 

school administrators for them to be successful.  

Leadership decisions and actions significantly influence student learning and 

performance (Walther-Thomas, 2016). Today, leadership reforms, specifically, principal 
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leadership, are a top priority in top-performing schools. A survey of policymakers and 

school administrators by Simkin et al., (2010) indicated that principal leadership was 

second after teacher quality in importance in student performance. It should be noted that 

school and district leadership provide a vital bridge between educational-reform activities 

or initiatives and ensuring that such initiatives have a significant influence on student 

performance. Improving student learning in an already top-performing institution is only 

possible through the improvement of instruction quality and the development of an 

internal culture that supports the use of effective instructional practices (Lemons & 

Helsing, 2008). The focus on instruction requires school administrators to acquire a 

greater complex understanding of instructional strategies (Lemons & Helsing, 2008). 

Researchers have also called for effective school administrators of PLC teams (DuFour & 

Eaker, 2008; Louis et al., 2010). However, there is limited evidence to support the claim 

that the action of school administrators in a PLC directly influences teacher practices and 

student achievement. Ellerania and Gentile (2013) indicated that the action of school 

administrators in PLCs did not have a direct influence on student achievement, but 

leaders who create a climate of collective learning and a sense of belonging among 

teachers can positively improve student’s achievement. This study suggested that the 

influence of school administrators on school climate and culture positively impacted the 

creation PLCs and student performance. The school culture must be one in which 

stakeholders value and support collective learning for the betterment of the entire school 

community (Ellerania & Gentile, 2013). 
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The findings of Heller et al. (2012) are consistent with the findings of Byrd et al. 

(2007) who found that while the school administrators can influence student 

achievement, most of the influence is indirect and often mediated through teachers. 

Further, Walther-Thomas (2016) validated these earlier studies, by indicating that shared 

leadership in schools enhances the working relationships and improves student 

achievement. Additionally, teachers feel more attached to a professional community and 

there is a higher probability of using instructional practices that improve student learning. 

According to Walther-Thomas (2016), effective leadership involves the creation of 

favorable conditions for the success of a PLC. Effective leadership means knowing what 

to do, how to do it, when to do it, and why to do it (Hsiu-Ling et al., 2014). PLCs need to 

be supported by school administrators for them to be successful. 

Although, as previously stated, much of administrators’ influence on students is 

indirect, it is, nevertheless, significant. Research studies have been designed to examine 

the link between school administrators and increased student academic achievement and 

researchers have suggested there are specific ways school leaders influence student 

achievement (see Davis et al., 2005; Egizii, 2015). Some of the common elements in the 

studies include that school leaders and teachers should presume collective ownership of 

student’s learning in their culture (DuFour & Eaker, 2008); school administrators and 

teachers must build trusting relationships; and school administrators should ensure 

internal and external coherence to support learning and teaching (Hsiu-Ling et al., 2014) 

and creating an urgency for change. These are all elements school administrators may 

directly influence. Additionally, these elements are closely related to elements of 



20 

 

effective PLCs (DuFour et al., 2005), and they are examples of some of the ways school 

administrators may support PLCs. 

Effective school administrators shape the vision of success based on high 

academic standards, creating a conducive environment where cooperative spirit, safety, 

and other basics of meaningful interaction prevail. Effective school administrators can 

also cultivate leadership in teachers so teachers can play their parts in the realization of 

the school’s vision. Finally, effective school administrators can help improve instruction 

and manage processes, data, and people to enhance the school environment (Hsiu-Ling et 

al., 2014). Instructional leadership is the most common theme that has emerged in the 

literature (Hsiu-Ling et al., 2014). Hoaglund et al., (2014) noted that school 

administrators’ practices that aimed at enhancing instruction had a significant influence 

on student achievement. To address poor teacher performance and facilitate increased 

student achievement, school district leaders should develop the capacity of school 

administrators, so they have a thorough understanding of instructional leadership (Egizii, 

2015; Walther-Thomas, 2016).  

A Review of the Six Dimensions of PLCs 

 As stated earlier, there is no single definition of a PLC, as it can take on many 

forms (Kelemen, 2009). The extensive review conducted by Tahir et al. (2013) resulted 

in the identification of six core dimensions of PLCs which include collaborative 

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

leadership, shared practice, and supportive conditions for professionals. Exploring each 

dimension in further detail will provide greater insight as to the dynamics of a PLC.  
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Collaborative Culture and Collective Learning  

When teachers collaborate with other teachers and remove the boundaries of 

grade-level, subjects, and hierarchical positions, truly collaborative culture is formed 

within the school (Ellerania & Gentile, 2013). In this collaborative culture, teachers and 

other school staff members work together to find the best solutions to the challenges they 

face in the classroom. All school organizations have internal and external conflicts. To 

cite a few, the school’s educators may be having difficulty justifying the school’s vision, 

meeting common core state standards, or meeting the expectations of parents (Warren, 

2011; Woodland & Mazur, 2015). Under such challenging circumstances, teachers who 

work as individuals and focus on their class and subject rather than school progress can 

create a formula for mediocre school proficiency and student outcomes (Addley, 2014). 

Shared Values and Vision  

Participants of a PLC should have a unified vision for school reformation and 

student progress and work to assure that their vision produces the framework that guides 

educational and administrative decisions. A shared vision does not simply mean agreeing 

with a good idea. Satisfying the overall vision requires making a mental image about the 

execution of the idea, determining its structural requirement, and establishing the 

procedure that executes the practice of the idea (Aylsworth, 2012). In several schools, the 

vision of the administration is not the same as that of the teachers, and this difference 

results in internal conflicts and prevailing gaps between idea sharing and idea execution 

(Tahir et al., 2013).  
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Discussing a different dimension of shared values, Ellerania and Gentile (2013) 

explained that a learning community engages and develops the commitment and talents 

of all individuals in a group effort, who, then, advocate for a commitment to continuous 

PD. The positive core values, embedded in the day-to-day actions of the school staff, 

are exercised even greater within the PLC culture. Self-awareness, self-critique, and a 

commitment of members to seek ongoing renewal and improvement are strengthened 

by the support of shared values within the learning community. For example, Intanam 

and Wongwanich (2014) discussed that staff members picture students as academically 

capable and envision learning environments that can realize and foster each student’s 

potential achievement. Sharing this common value, school norms and teachers’ 

behaviors can easily be adjusted to empower students and build a stronger 

communication network between teachers and students. In this setting, students can 

contribute to their learning environment. This shared value entirely changes the role of 

teachers; they act more as mediators and mentors in fostering student progress rather 

than as supervisors or instructors (Hanraets, et al., 2011). The most proper 

implementation of teachers as mediators and mentors is only possible when all 

participants share the same values and vision (Intanam & Wongwanich, 2014).  

Shared Leadership  

A recent researcher on school reform and instructional efficacy has shown that 

school improvement and increased student achievement have been significantly 

influenced at the building level by the school principal (Egizii, 2015). It should be 

noted that school and district leadership provide a vital bridge between educational 
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reform activities or initiatives and ensuring that such initiatives have a significant 

influence on student performance (Herbers et al., 2011). The concepts of supportive and 

shared leadership highlight the role of school administrators in the formation, 

sustenance, and implementation of PLCs. In PLCs, a school principal is viewed not as a 

separate participant, but as an equal participant with teachers. Thus, in forming a PLC 

structure in a school or district, school administrators must realize their vital role in 

achieving the common goals of teacher learning and improved student outcomes 

(Levine, 2010).  

Lindle (2016) proposed a set of practices essential for effective school 

administrators. This includes shaping a vision of success based on high academic 

standards; creating a conducive environment where cooperative spirit, safety, and other 

basics of meaningful interaction prevail; cultivating leadership in teachers to enable 

them to contribute to the realization of school’s vision; and improving instruction and 

management of data-driven instruction to enhance the school environment (Lindle, 

2016). In terms of transforming informal teacher networks into PLCs, the role of school 

administrators is quite pivotal in a PLC’s success (Zhao, 2013). The success of PLCs 

depends on school administrators employing that delicate “tight/loose” balance (i.e., 

strict and strong when enforcing the essential elements of an effective PLC, yet flexible 

enough to allow each school to formulate its unique strategies and processes for 

meeting these goals). Given this premise, several questions arise regarding the 

credibility and assessment of the PLC framework: How can a PLC be implemented 

successfully in a district-wide setting without disturbing teacher’s routine and other 
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student facilitation activities? How can positive interaction be assured between 

distinctive entities and schools (Kelcey et al., 2014)?  

 According to the tenets of shared leadership, the school principal should not 

have an administrative edge or upper hand over the teachers when the administrator 

becomes part of a PLC. As all participants share the same interest and goals, the 

leadership within the community should also be shared (Holmes et al., 2013). School 

administrators need to identify potential teachers who can design practical ways for 

achieving the shared objectives and provide them with adequate administrative support 

and guidance to implement the collaborative knowledge derived from the PLC (Holmes 

et al., 2013). 

 For the successful implementation of new strategies and interventions in 

schools, it is necessary that the school administrators and professional teacher-base 

work together without any hierarchical differences (Aylsworth, 2012). In a recent 

study, Intanam and Wongwanich (2014) found that the involvement of school 

administrators in the school reform process has a direct and discernible influence on 

teaching procedures and student outcomes. In another study, Aylsworth (2012) found 

that student achievement levels were significantly higher on the state’s academic 

performance index when school administrators undertook and led the school reform 

process. When individuals are working in teams, their performance is relatively high as 

compared to when they are working solo. According to Lezotte and Snyder (2011), the 

performance of individuals was nearly double at the team level as compared to that of 

the individual level. At the team level, both potency (the belief that the team will 



25 

 

achieve its objective regardless of the task) and efficacy (the belief that the team can 

accomplish the task assigned) not only increase team performance but also 

collaborative efforts. In the absence of collaborative relationships and skills, it is 

impossible to continuously learn. School administrators and teachers are better 

positioned to work in teams and develop new mental models that enhance performance. 

PLCs are likely to be successful when they are supported by adult learning theory and 

PD.  

Shared Personal Practice  

 Collective efforts from every individual involved in PLCs guarantee the 

formation of a creative learning environment for students (Tahir et al., 2013). When 

teachers and the principal share their personal experiences, it becomes simpler to 

identify the gaps in the curriculum to develop fruitful learning strategies for students 

(Tahir et al., 2013). When teachers are confined within the boundaries of their 

classrooms, they often continue with the same conventional, sometimes ineffective 

teaching approach. However, when teachers are placed in an inquiry-oriented practice, 

they learn from their peers and broaden their approach (Louis et al., 2010; Shah, 2012).  

One of the fundamental benefits of the shared practice is that teachers develop 

higher-order thinking skills based on the learning and teaching experiences of the other 

teachers. When information is exchanged through personal sharing and collaborative 

learning, teachers achieve a more diversified teaching experience (Ellerania, & Gentile, 

2013). As discussed earlier, acquiring knowledge and skills has become much more 

diversified; teaching has become a more challenging job. The dimension of the shared 
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practice of a PLC addresses this very issue. By engaging in a collaborative learning 

experience, teachers might be more equipped to meet the diverse needs of students.  

When teachers are asked to share their classroom practices, they become cautious of 

what they say and simultaneously analyze their practices (Shah, 2012). Thus, 

educators’ engagement in a PLC can result in opportunities to learn from peer 

knowledge and experience, and honed self-analysis ability, as teachers share their 

practices (Kord & Karimi, 2015; Shah, 2012). 

Supportive Conditions and Structures  

Supportive conditions are bound by school structures that shape the capacity to 

create and develop a PLC (Gray, et al., 2015). A structured framework with a 

fundamental vision that is defined is essential for effective PLCs. The existence of such 

a structured framework within the school establishes a set of conditions to ensure the 

formation and successful implementation of a PLC. If a school’s structure does not 

emphasize collective learning, then, most likely, the teachers are not practicing a 

collaborative teaching environment (Levine, 2010). Only when school administrators 

support collaborative learning and shared practice can a PLC be effective (Addley, 

2014).  

Two types of supportive structures are required of PLCs: structural conditions 

and collegial relationships (Penuel et al., 2012). The structural conditions entail time 

management, communication procedures, adequate resources for collaboration, the 

proximity of teachers to one another, and staff development procedures (Penuel et al., 

2012). If a school’s administration supports the formation and implementation of a PLC 
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but has failed to schedule time in the teacher’s schedule to collaborate or to establish 

proper communication networks between the teachers, then the administrators and 

teachers may fail to meet the purpose of an effective PLC (Penuel, et al., 2012). It is 

indispensable to create a proper structure, time allocation, resources, knowledge, and 

communication networks as vital components to the success of a formal learning 

community (Levine, 2010).  

Supportive Conditions and Relationships  

An effective PLC includes a strong collegial relationship as well as the 

following: positive educator attitudes; widely shared vision; norms of continuous 

critical inquiry and improvement; and respect, trust, and positive, caring relationships 

between colleagues (Nelson et al., 2013). The presence of social conflicts and feelings 

of distrust between school administrators and teachers would not work in favor of the 

shared vision of school reformation and improved student results (Woodland & Mazur, 

2015). Thus, school administrators and teachers must develop positive and collegial 

relationships before they may form a PLC. Otherwise, results may be tainted by 

personal vengeance, interpersonal conflicts, or negative attitudes within the group 

(Ellerania & Gentile, 2013).  

Implications 

 Student achievement in American schools continues to be a major concern to all 

stakeholders (Backhoff et al., 2012). Policymakers have implemented national testing 

for all students in mathematics and literacy with the intent of measuring and promoting 
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improvement in student achievement, but this initiative has yielded minimal 

improvement (Backhoff et al., 2012).  

 To improve student achievement, the local school district’s administrators 

implemented PLCs as a strategy to improve teacher instructional practice and student 

achievement. Policy makers have emphasized that one key to improving educational 

outcomes lies in enhancing the quality of teachers and their instructional practices 

(Barrett et al., 2012). According to Hanraets et al., (2011), educators are increasingly 

considering PLCs to stimulate and facilitate PD. Further, Hoaglund et al. (2014) stated 

that a structure for teacher collaboration is one of the end results of an effective PLC. 

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perspectives of the influence that 

PLCs have on their instructional practices to improve student achievement. Based on 

the findings of this study, a PD model was created for school administrators on how to 

implement and sustain a PLC. As a result of engagement in this PD, school 

administrators may have increased capacity to improve professional discourse within 

their school focusing on reflective practice, action research, and collaborative problem-

solving. 

Summary 

 This qualitative study explored school administrators’ and teachers’ 

perspectives about the influence of PLCs on instructional practices to improve student 

achievement. The goal of using PLCs is to improve instruction to make significant 

gains in student achievement (Lippy & Zamora, 2013). In section 1, I presented my 

problem statement and research questions as well as reviewed the literature on PLCs. In 
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section 2, I outlined the research approach, the research design, the setting and sample, 

and described the instruments that were used for data collection. In Section 2, I also 

explained how the data collection and analysis process and describe the assumptions, 

limitations, and scope of the study. Section 3 contains a description of the purpose and 

outcomes of this study as well as the proposed project resulting from my study. A 

review of the literature on the project genre is also included. 

 Section 4 provides a reflection and conclusion with a narrative of the school 

administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives in participating in PLCs. In this section, I 

address the sustainability of PLCs. A discussion about my professional growth as a 

scholar conducting this study was also presented. Finally, I provided possible directions 

for future research. 
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Section 2: The Methodology 

Introduction 

 To investigate the research questions for this project study, I used a basic 

qualitative research design to explore school administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives of 

the influence that PLCs had on their instructional practice to provide a formal structure 

that will improve school administrators’ leadership capacity.  

The questions that guide this study are as follows: 

RQ 1: What are the school administrators’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs 

have on instructional practices to improve student achievement? 

RQ 2: What are middle school teachers’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs 

have on their instructional practices to improve student achievement? 

Qualitative Research Design and Approach 

The district administration under study selected five underperforming 

Kindergarten to 8
th

 (K-8) grade schools to implement PLCs. After the implementation, 

there was a 2-year decline in student performance on the state’s mathematics and 

reading criterion reference test. The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to 

explore the middle school administrators' and schoolteachers’ perspectives of the 

influence that PLCs have on teachers' instructional practices to improve student 

achievement. 

In basic qualitative research, a researcher is interested in capturing the 

individual’s point of view through one data collection strategy, interviewing (Creswell, 

2014). General and broad questions are posed to participants in a way that allows them 
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to share their views relatively unconstrained by others’ perspectives (Kozleski, 2017). 

Creswell (2014) indicated the quantitative design is appropriate when assessing for 

statistically significant relationships between numerically measurable constructs. 

Therefore, a quantitative design was not appropriate for this study because a 

quantitative study is used to explain the relationships between two variables. 

Qualitative studies are not restricted to the number of data sources. A qualitative study, 

according to Creswell, has multiple data points that describe and compare information, 

which is then used to provide insight into an issue.  

 The basic qualitative research design (BQRD) was appropriate for me to explore 

the topic of perspectives of influence PLCs have on instructional practices. According 

to Gizir and Yildiz (2018), BQRD can provide information on the respondents’ 

perspectives about issues in education. A researcher using BQRD attempts to depict the 

participants accurately, including capturing their opinions and viewpoints about the 

phenomenon. BQRD is therefore an appropriate research design when one’s goal is to 

offer an in-depth perspective of the research subjects (Harris & Stamp, 2016; Lodico et 

al., 2010). A BQRD approach is also useful for researchers to describe the phenomenon 

itself or the unique characteristics of the target population sample (Lodico et al., 2010). 

A BQRD is used to explore the perspectives of the participants being studied (Gizir & 

Yildiz, 2018). Instructional practices of school administrators and teachers could have 

far-reaching implications for students’ and schools’ performances, and a study with a 

basic qualitative research design is appropriate for a better understanding of these 

practices. 
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Justification  

A BQRD was appropriate for this study since it allowed me to understand 

participants’ perspectives about the influence of PLCs on instructional practices to 

improve student achievement of effective PLCs. I used a BQRD to investigate school 

administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives about the influence PLCs have on teachers’ 

instructional practices to improve student achievement. I used interviews to gather 

information from a targeted population to obtain participants’ perspectives on the 

influence PLCs have on their instruction to improve student achievement.  

There are five qualitative approaches, which include case study, narrative 

analysis, phenomenology, ethnography, and grounded theory (Creswell, 2014). 

Researchers use a case study design to capture participants’ opinions and viewpoints 

about a phenomenon by collecting data over a long period (Creswell, 2014). I did not 

use a case study design because I was not interested in collecting data over a long time. 

In narrative analysis, participants share stories about their lives, while a 

phenomenological study directs the researcher to identify the essence of an experience 

about a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). These two models did not align with the 

purpose and research questions of this study. Ethnography is a type of study in which a 

researcher focuses on a cultural group in their natural setting (Creswell, 2014). I 

decided against using the ethnography approach because this is not a study of a specific 

culture. The grounded theory is described as a study which involves a researcher 

capturing an individual’s point of view through multiple data collection strategies such 
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as interviewing and observation to generate theory (Creswell, 2014). Grounded theory 

was not appropriate because the result of the study is not to develop a new theory.    

 BQRDs do not entail a focus on explaining causal relationships such as the 

cause of a given or situation (Harris & Stamp, 2016). Instead, a BQRD is used to 

explore the perspectives and attitudes of the participants being studied (Harris & Stamp, 

2016). I chose this design for my study because a basic qualitative study is used to 

gauge perspectives of and attitudes about a phenomenon..  

Participants 

 The setting for this study was a middle school where school administrators and 

teachers implemented PLCs in an urban public school district in the northeastern United 

States. The school under study serves approximately 476 students. According to the 

district’s website, 70% of the student population is identified as Hispanic, making up the 

largest subgroup of the student body and 30% of the students are African American. A 

typical school in the district under study is made up of 33.1% Hispanic students, so the 

middle school has a considerably different ethnic distribution compared to other schools 

in the district. Additionally, 75% of the students are eligible for free or reduced-price 

lunches. 

Participants  

The superintendent for the site of study authorized me to conduct interviews for 

my project study. Participants from the school were two school administrators and six 

classroom teachers who were chosen based on meeting the criteria for selecting 

participants. In Table 3, I have included the demographics of the participants. 
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Table 3 
 

Participants’ Demographics 

 

Participants Job Title Gender 

SL-1 Principal Male 

SL-2 Assistant Principal Female 

T-1 5th Grade Female 

T-2 5th Grade Female 

T-3 6th Grade Female 

T-4 6th Grade Female 

T-5 7th Grade English Female 

T-6 7th Grade Science Male 

 

Criteria for Selecting Participants 

I invited school administrators consisting of one principal and one assistant 

principal and six teachers to participate in my study. The inclusion criteria for the study 

were the following:  

 1. The participating school administrators and teachers who currently work at the 

school for at least 2 years where the PLC is being practiced. 

 2. The school administrators and teachers who have completed all the training 

associated with the PLC implementation and have participated in PLCs for at least 2 

years. 

Justification for the Number of Participants 

To select the participants for the study, I used a purposeful sampling technique 

based on the selection criteria to participate in the interview process. Purposeful 

heterogeneity sampling is, generally, a sampling method that a researcher might use to 

secure a sample from a population with common characteristics or traits (Creswell, 

2014). Therefore, all eight participants involved in the study met the selection criteria. 
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Patton (2010) stated that in qualitative research, there are no specific rules to determine 

appropriate sample size. Rather, in qualitative research, the sample time allotted, 

resources available, and study objectives should determine the size of the sample.  

Establishing Researcher-Participant Working Relationship  

The relationship between the participants and me was critical to the success of 

this project study. For example, it was important that the participant viewed the 

researcher-participant relationship as a two-way interaction and that participants felt 

comfortable in contributing to the study (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). I was not the 

supervisor of the participants of this study. As an employee of the school district under 

study, I ensured the participants that I understand the complexities and sensitivity of 

our relationship and completely respect their privacy. I remained objective in my 

opinions regarding the participants’ responses to prevent any bias that might taint the 

study. Due to the nature of this study, it was my obligation to ensure that the 

participants knew that no harm would come to them because of their participation in the 

study. The participants of this study were assured that the information provided would 

only be used for the study and will not be disclosed to any third party. I observed 

participants’ confidentiality participants were not required to disclose any identifying 

information such as name or address.  

Ethical Protection of Participants 

There were various ethical issues to consider in carrying out my research, 

including issues related to informed consent. The participants in this study were given 

background information concerning the study. The letter each participant received 
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detailed the purpose of the study. Only participants who voluntarily agreed took part in 

the study. They were not required to answer all interview questions. They could have 

declined to participate or refuse to answer questions at any time with no penalty. After 

approval from the Walden University’s Institutional Review Board was granted, I 

provided a consent form to each participant that contained information about the study 

and requested the middle school administrators and teachers to volunteer to participate in 

this study.  

To address the ethical issue of confidentiality of information of the participants, I 

assured the participants that their information will only be used for the study. Each 

participant was given a number value and only I knew who the participants were, and real 

names were not used in the publication of the report. I will store all data in my password-

protected computer locked in my home office for 5 years beyond the completion of the 

study. All data that were collected will be kept in my home office under lock and key. 

Data Collection 

 In qualitative research, general and broad questions are posed to participants, 

allowing participants to share their views relatively unconstrained by others’ perspectives 

(Creswell, 2014). Qualitative studies are not restricted to the number of data sources. A 

qualitative study, according to Creswell (2014), has multiple data points that describe and 

compare information that is then used to provide insight into an issue. The primary data 

collection platform was a semistructured interview where the participants described their 

perspectives of the influence that PLCs have on instructional practices that improve 

student achievement.  
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Interviews  

 I interviewed six middle school teachers and two school administrators who 

have participated in the PLC at the local site. According to Merriam (2009), in 

qualitative research, the sole data source may be semistructured interviews. 

Semistructured interview protocols contain open-ended questions that researchers ask 

of all participants, with additional probing questions to gather additional information 

(Appendix B and C).  

 The questions for the semistructured interview were used to elicit detailed 

information from the participants. This format allowed me to respond to an answer to 

the question and ask for clarification of the response from the participant. The questions 

for the interviews were generated by me using the constructs and concepts found in 

Olivier et al.’s (2010) Professional Learning Community Assessment (PLCA-R) tool.  

 The PLCA-R tool, developed by Southwest Educational Development 

Laboratory, is an online questionnaire. PLCA-R has six factors relating to an effective 

PLC: Shared values and vision, collective learning and practice, shared and supportive 

leadership, shared personal practice, supportive relationships, and supportive structures. 

All teacher participants were asked the same questions, and the school administrators 

were asked another standardized set of questions about the topic. At the convenience of 

the school administrators and teachers, the interviews took place at the local school site. 

The interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ permission, and I transcribed the 

interviews for later data analysis. Interviews took about 30-60 minutes, and each 
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participant was interviewed only once. The interviews of participants were scheduled in 

advance at a mutually agreed time and place during noninstructional time.  

Access to Participants 

 I sent a letter via school email to the district supervisor of Research, 

Assessment, and Analytics requesting permission to conduct this study, which follows 

local school district protocol. The district supervisor sent me a letter of approval via 

school email. I submitted the approval notice along with the application to conduct my 

study to Walden University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). Upon receipt of my 

IRB approval (06-25-19-0370956), I invited selected school administrators and teachers 

to participate in this study. Participants who agreed to be part of my study respond to 

my school email address.  

Role of the Researcher 

 This is my fourth year as a principal of a high school in the district under study. 

For 10 years, I was the principal of one of the five pilot schools where I was 

instrumental in implementing the PLCs. My current professional position did not affect 

data collection. Presently, I have no authority over any of the participating school 

administrators or teachers because I no longer serve as an administrator at the school 

site where the participants are employed. My previous position at the local school may 

result in a potential bias on my part. To mitigate this, I engaged in reflective journaling 

of my own experiences throughout the research process.  
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Data Analysis  

 Following the data collection, I transcribed the audio recordings of the 

interviews into a word processing document for data analysis. Following the reading, I 

then used thematic analysis to analyze the responses to find emerging themes. I used 

open and axial are coding strategies which were used to reduce data to determine 

themes or subthemes. Open coding is a search for the repetition of words, phrases, or 

concepts. Axial coding is a two-step process. Step 1 is a search for relationships among 

the open codes and raw data for categories. Step 2 categories are reviewed to search for 

patterns among the categories which may result in themes or temporary themes. 

(Merriam, 2009). 

Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis (TA) was used to analyze the interview data. It involved the 

identification of themes or patterns within qualitative data (Braun et al., 2014). The core 

skills researchers need to perform TA are useful for conducting other forms of qualitative 

data analysis. As a method rather than a methodology from the perspective of teaching 

and learning (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017), TA is not tied to a particular theoretical or 

epistemological approach. It is a more flexible approach than other qualitative 

methodologies. Analyzing qualitative data using TA follows a six-phase coding process 

proposed by Braun et al., (2014). The phases of thematic analysis include becoming 

familiar with the qualitative data collected, generation of open codes, theme search, 

reviewing themes, the definition of themes, and write-up. 
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Phase 1: Becoming Familiar with the Qualitative Data Collected  

I needed to be familiar with the entire data corpus by reading and rereading 

transcripts and making notes to jot down early impressions. I immersed myself in the data 

collected through repeated reading of the interview transcripts of school administrators 

and teachers and any other information gathered (Braun et al., 2014). 

Phase 2: Generation of Open Codes  

The generation of open codes involves organizing data into a systematic and 

meaningful way and was a process by which I reduced the data into small chunks of 

meaning (see Braun et al., 2014). I analyzed the participants’ responses and then wrote 

notes in the margins of transcripts and recorded general thoughts about the data at this 

stage (see Creswell, 2014). Consideration was given to overlaps, disjuncture, patterns, 

and what they say about the data (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). Each code had to give meaning 

to the coded data. Open coding was completed by searching the raw data for repeated 

words and phrases, then labeling the code to give the code meaning.  

Phase 3: Coding and Theme Development 

Coding and theme development can either be directed by the content of gathered 

data (inductive approach) or directed by existing ideas and concepts (deductive approach) 

(Braun et al., 2014). Theme development is based on axial coding. I searched the axial 

codes for patterns among the codes and the raw data for each group of participants. The 

patterns I found became emerging or temporary themes. The emerging or temporary 

themes were organized to form broad themes, which make a connection to the research 
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questions and the conceptual framework. These connections may determine the 

relationship of the codes to themes and the theory as the framework to analyze the data 

with a thematic approach (Ravitch & Carl, 2020).  

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes  

Researchers must ensure that themes are used to answer the RQs and align with 

the framework. During this phase, I reviewed the data with the open themes to determine 

if the data supports the themes. Consideration was given to whether the themes are 

distinct and if there are sufficient data to support them. It should be decided if the theme 

supports the research question (Braun et al., 2014). It may be determined that something 

is missing, and subthemes should be generated (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). 

Phase 5: Definition of Themes  

 In this step, the researcher aims to identify the core of what each theme is saying 

and determine whether the themes fit the research questions (Braun et al., 2014). Ravitch 

and Carl (2020) indicated this is the step where the stories of the themes are written. Not 

only are the data included supports the themes, but it is necessary to explain how the 

themes and the data connect. Additionally, the story shares the relationship of the themes 

to the research questions and the many ways the theory frames the themes.          

Phase 6: Write-Up  

 I answered the question to explore school administrators’ and teachers’ 

perspectives with this final narrative. In this write-up, I ascertained the merit of the study, 

the worth, and the significance. In this phase, I also provided the reader a summative 

description of the study (Braun et al., 2014).  
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Evidence of Quality 

 Evidence of quality is achieved when a study uses qualitative methods needed to 

check the validity and prevent bias of the research questions by analyzing the questions 

through multiple perspectives. I followed the procedures from Walden University’s 

Institutional Review Board to ensure credibility and accuracy. I offered a summary of 

these results to participants for member checking purposes whereby participants reviewed 

to ensure that the results of the data analysis adequately and accurately captured their 

perspectives in participating in PLCs. In qualitative study, member checking is a 

technique used to establish credibility and trustworthiness (Morse, 2015).  

Discrepant or Nonconforming Cases 

 In a qualitative study, it is possible to identify data that might contradict the 

findings. One way of addressing this is by identifying those discrepancies in the data that 

do not seem to fit well (Anderson & Aydin, 2005). I considered all data, including 

seemingly contradictory data, and actively searched for negative cases or those that 

disconfirm other results during the data analysis process. This is consistent with Braun et 

al., (2014) thematic analysis, as described earlier in this section. Such data were included 

in the analysis and summary. 

Limitations of the Findings 

 Limitations, potential weaknesses, or problems of a study may affect the results 

and relate to inadequate measures of variables, loss or lack of participants, small sample 

sizes, and other factors typically related to data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2014). 

The findings of this study are limited by two factors:  sample size and research site. The 
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sampling method used in this study is purposive sampling which restricted the sample 

size. The semistructured interviews consisted of eight participants which may not be 

typical of other populations. While the number of participants decreased the volume of 

the data, it is important to note that the data collected met the criteria for trustworthiness.  

Data Analysis Results 

Description of How Data Were Generated, Gathered, and Recorded 

The participants of this study were interviewed to understand their perspectives 

about the influence of PLCs have on teachers’ instructional practices to improve student 

achievement. This basic qualitative design was used to capture the school administrators’ 

and teachers’ points of view through interviews (Kozleski, 2017).  

At the study site, semistructured individual interviews were conducted with two 

school administrators and six classroom teachers. I scheduled the interviews for the 

school administrators and the classroom teachers over 3 days. Each interview was 

conducted privately in the school’s conference room. A sign was placed on the door (Do 

Not Disturb) to prevent any interruptions while the interviews were in progress. The 

open-ended questions were asked in a way to allow each participant to share views 

unhindered by the views of other participants in the study. On the first day, four teachers 

were individually interviewed at four different times. On the second day, individual 

interviews were conducted with the two school administrators and two teachers. On the 

third and final day, I interviewed the remaining two teachers. The interviews each lasted 

between 25 to 35 minutes.  
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At the start of each interview, the interview protocol (Appendix C) was used to 

ensure that each participant was given the same directions. I thanked the participants for 

agreeing to be part of the study and reviewed the consent form to ensure that each 

participant understood their rights. At the end of each day of interviews, I uploaded the 

data into my home computer for additional safety and security of the information. 

Additionally, I saved the information to a USB flash drive and labeled each participant’s 

file with the code given to remove any identification of their names.  

Findings 

After transcribing the audio recordings onto Microsoft Word documents, I began 

the process of organizing the information onto the transcripts. Study participants from the 

local site were two school administrators and six classroom teachers who were chosen 

based upon the fixed criteria for participant selection. Job title identification was 

important because it distinguished between information shared by administrators and 

teachers.  

Phase 1: Becoming Familiar with the Qualitative Data Collected 

 The first step in this qualitative analysis was to immerse me in the data and to 

ensure that the data were in a format to ensure ease of analysis. I read each of the 

transcripts three times and searched for words or phrases that stood out or were repeated. 

After reviewing each of the transcripts, I listened carefully to the audio recordings to 

ensure the accuracy of the data that were written. I chose one transcript at a timed 

transcript and noted in the margins my understandings and thoughts. I continued this 
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process with the rest of the transcribed documents. These margin comments were used 

during the second phase of analysis. 

Phase 2: Generation of Open Codes  

In this preliminary stage, I used open coding while searching through the data for 

repeated words and phrases that were transcribed from the recorded audio. The open 

coding that resulted from the search from the participants’ open responses were reviewed 

a second time The generation of open codes inculcates organizing data into a systematic 

and meaningful way and is a process by which the researcher reduces the data into small 

chunks of meaning (Ravitch & Carl, 2020). I analyzed the school administrators’ 

interview data first followed by an analysis of the teacher’s data. I then wrote notes in the 

margins of transcripts and recorded general thoughts about the data at this stage (Ravitch 

& Carl, 2020). To make sense of the data, notes were written to organize thoughts about 

the data and the emerging themes and patterns. Each code must give meaning to the 

coded data. Open coding is completed by searching the raw data for repeated words and 

phrases, then labeling the code by color to give the code meaning. Chunks of data 

(repeated words or central ideas) were pulled exactly as written from the data (Saldana, 

2015). Upon the completion of the open coding process, axial coding was used to 

combine the codes into categories. Axial coding is grouping open codes to form 

categories by examining the raw and open coded data for relationships among the codes 

(Ravitch & Carl, 2020). Similar codes and supporting data were highlighted using the 

same color. The colors supported the organization of similar codes into categories 
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Phase 3: Coding and Theme Development  

In this project study, an inductive approach was used along with open and axial 

coding. Interview transcripts were read to determine initial codes. After completing the 

initial coding, I sorted the codes into groupings or categories using axial coding. I 

grouped similar codes and created categories based on the relationships among the initial 

codes. Once these categories were determined, I then searched the data for repeated 

categories to determine emerging themes. Temporary themes were determined by the 

number of codes that emerged within the categories. At this time, codes were further 

reviewed and analyzed for patterns and ideas that might be connected to the research 

questions. Nowell et al. (2017) suggested temporary themes may be directly connected to 

the data and broad ideas suggested by the participants. 

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes   

The purpose of reviewing and defining themes is to search the emerging or 

temporary themes to determine whether the themes answer the research question. During 

this phase, I again read the responses from the participants who were interviewed. I also 

reviewed the themes that emerged from the data. In this phase, a chart was created to 

illustrate the themes along with the supporting data to provide a summary of the raw data 

collected. 

Phase 5: Defining Themes 

In this phase, temporary themes were reviewed to determine themes that were 

aligned with the research questions. This phase included me determining whether each 

theme that emerged from a temporary theme was connected to the data and how it was 
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connected. I reviewed the data collected and created a thematic graph to illustrate how 

the codes fit into the themes. The graph supported me in sorting the codes into themes. 

The themes allowed me to develop greater meaning from my findings and determine 

whether the codes, categories, themes, and research questions were aligned. 

Phase 6: Write-Up 

Once the identification of the themes was determined, a comprehensive report 

was written. The thematic graph was used to guide the written narrative of the findings 

and participants’ excerpts were included to support each theme. Findings from the data 

analysis were supported by the responses of the interviews. Information was cross-

checked with the participants to ensure accuracy of the data. In table 4, I illustrated the 

connection amongst the codes, categories and themes that emerged from the data from 

the participants' responses from the interviews. 
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Table 4 

 

Outline of Codes, Categories, and Themes 
RQ1: What are the school administrators’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs have on instructional 

practices to improve student achievement? 

Codes Categories Themes 

 Grade level 

 Data teams 

 Building data teams 

 Staff meetings 

 Google  

 Vertical alignment 

 Shared strategies 

 Problem of practice 

Share ideas, problems 

to improve their 

instruction. 

 

 Student work 

 Math data 

 Social-Emotional 

learning 

 Ethnic groups 

 Benchmark 

 Peer Observations 

 School administrators’ 

observations 

 

 Common formative   

  assessments 

 Improvement     

  process 

 Community 

Accountability 

RQ2: What are the middle school teachers’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs have on instructional 

practices to improve student achievement? 

Codes Categories Themes 

 Goals 

 Groups of teachers 

 More opportunities to 

share ideas 

 Vertical team meetings 

 Meeting norms 

 Coverage  

 Schedule 

 Communication 

 Time 

Absence of structure. 

 Group chat 

 Mentorship 

 Environment 

 Support 

 Instructional coaches 

 Evaluation cycle 

 

 Discourse 

 Sharing of best 

practices 

 Teachers reflecting on 

their practices 

 

Human capital to 

support teacher 

instructional capacity. 

 Technology 

 Innovative instruction 

 Student engagement 

 ELL students 

 Math program 

 Classroom libraries 

 Educational journals 

 Substitutes 

 Online program 

 Student engagement 

 Technology 

 Resources 

 

 

Limited resources to 

support PLCs 
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Theme 1: Share Ideas, Problems to Improve their Instructional Capacity.  

The structural conditions entail time management, communication procedures, 

adequate resources for collaboration, the proximity of teachers to one another, and staff 

development procedures. If a school’s administration supports the formation and 

implementation of a PLC but has failed to schedule time in the teacher’s schedule to 

collaborate or to establish proper communication networks between the teachers, then 

that there is a good chance that the PLC will not be effective in its purpose. It is 

indispensable to create a proper structure, time allocation, resources, knowledge, and 

communication networks as vital components to the success of a formal learning 

community.  

 SL-1 indicated: “We [school community] feel we need to monthly talk about our 

problems of practice.” SL-2 also indicated: “We have a shared drive in Google Drive for 

[instructional] topics like small group instruction.” The school administrators’ theory of 

action is to strengthen teacher-to-teacher interaction through PLCs and to address low 

student achievement on state criterion-referenced assessments by enabling teachers to 

have the resources to carve out time for professional learning. The school administrators’ 

expectation is for PLCs to address the needs of all students. 

 When a well-designed PLCs criterion is established, it offers teachers 

opportunities that help them master their course content and polish their teaching skills. 

PLCs allow teachers to participate in school development and to promote improved 

working conditions. These activities can shape the learning environment directly, and 

indirectly, affecting better student outcomes. School administrators’ expectation is for 
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teachers to learn by interacting and collaborating with their peers on pedagogy. Both 

school administrators also stated that if teachers are given time to share and to reflect on 

their practice, their teaching quality will improve. 

Theme 2: Accountability  

Once PLC teams have an effective structure where educators are collaborating, 

sharing of best practices can start. This commences by building shared knowledge where 

the team outlines essential outcomes based on available resources, assessment 

frameworks, district benchmark assessments, and federal standards. Team members 

should be interdependent, and they should work towards a shared goal and should be 

mutually accountable for the results. The goals of the teams should be measurable, 

specific and strategic, attainable, time-bound and result oriented. By identifying the 

goals, the team may focus on a measurable target within a specified timeframe. When the 

goal is measurable and bounded by time, the implementation team can then focus on the 

best approach to achieving the goal more so in resource and time-constrained 

environments. By setting the timeframe of achieving the outcomes, the team must be 

action oriented to meet the target. S1: “We have benchmark assessments; student work is 

analyzed. We are always trying to figure out how students read and what they 

understand.” S2: “We do have a very effective building data team and there are many 

voices on the team. We also have data teams and administration usually sits on those 

teams.” Creating team goals is an indication of commitment for continuous improvement. 

To measure the outcomes of the task assigned, it is recommended to use a common 

approach of assessment. The use of common assessments is preferred in PLCs due to 
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their efficiency (shared tasks save time), fairness (promotes similar pacing, consistent 

standards and common goals), effective monitoring (evidence of progress), informs 

individual teacher practice, collective response, and team capacity.  

Theme 3: Absence of Structure 

Supportive structures refer to time management, communication procedures, 

adequate resources for collaboration, the proximity of teachers to one another, and staff 

development procedures. All the participants of this study claimed that it is indispensable 

to create a proper structure. SL1: “We don’t have a structure in place for teachers to 

observe their peers and meet with school administrators.” SL2: “We haven’t been able to 

enough of that [peer observations] because coverage [of classes] is tight.” T1: “We are 

constant group chat, and we tend to update each other via text.” T4: “We don’t get the 

opportunity to meet with administrators.” T5 stated: “We don’t get the opportunity to 

meet with school administrators.” T6: “He [school leader] does not engage with 

teachers.”  

PLC leadership can provide a functioning structure for teachers to collaborate and 

positively effect student achievement. If the PLCs are appropriately implemented, it may 

become a catalyst in transforming teachers’ instructional practices. Resources, knowledge 

sharing, and communication networks are vital components to the success of PLCs.  

Theme 4: Human Capital to Support Teacher Instructional Capacity  

Human capital is defined as an approach to increase teachers’ content knowledge 

to improve student achievement. The principal of the school under study has invested in 

his teachers by providing them with three instructional coaches. The coaches all have 
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three clear distinct roles and responsibilities that will provide each teacher with strategies 

to improve their instructional capacity. 

T1, T4, and T5 mentioned their literacy and math instructional coaches as a vital 

resource to support their instructional capacity. T1: “We’re lucky to have coaches in our 

building full-time.” S2 indicated: The coaches [instructional] are the number one 

resources available for teachers.” T3 and T6 stated that having technology in the 

classroom helped with student engagement. T3: “We had introduced Google classroom to 

all the teachers before the pandemic.” T6: “We use math games [on the computer] to 

engage students.” The goal of the principal is to increase human capital by providing time 

during the school day for the coaches to meet with teachers to discuss instructional 

strategies. Based on students’ increased outcomes this strategy has been effective for 

students and teachers. 

Theme 5: Limited Resources to Support PLCs 

The formation of PLCs is intended to increase teachers’ instructional capacity and 

directly to improve student achievement. Teachers have individual freedom to try new 

teaching strategies within their classrooms. This is often based on their continual 

assessment of teaching practice. With the emphasis on student achievement, teachers 

should be provided with an opportunity to view other teachers and classrooms and 

actively participate in PD. Additionally, school leaders and administrators are under 

pressure to build collaborative time without affecting instruction delivery time. This 

obstacle forces teachers to focus on their work, thus minimizing opportunities for 

developing shared knowledge. PLCs are built on collective inquiry, reflective discussion, 
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and collaboration; therefore, a lack of resources to build teachers’ capacity is a recipe for 

failure. Therefore, providing funds for substitutes teachers to allow classroom teachers to 

attend targeted PD to improve their instructional capacity is imperative.  

 The teachers in this study indicated that there are limited funds to adequately 

support teachers to increase their instructional knowledge and ultimately, improve 

student achievement. T1: “I feel like I just kind of have to go searching for it 

[resources].” T2: We have to go outside of the school system to get resources.” T4 

continued to state that “working in an urban school district,  you have very few 

resources.” T5 stated that there are enough resources to support teachers in their 

professional learning. According to the teachers, administrators provided the teachers 

with computers, instructional coaches to support their learning. T5: “We have a lot of 

resources to support teachers.”  

Summary of Findings 

According to the participants of this study, every PLC has a different 

structure for collaboration, so no universal guidelines are defining the time or 

space for collaborating and sharing of best practices. Consistent with the findings 

of this study, there are challenges in the current state of the PLC, which are 

significant barriers to true professional learning. There is minimal coherence and 

connection across professional learning opportunities. The priorities of school 

administrators are not necessarily aligned with content supervisors or instructional 

coaches, and official professional learning is rarely “cross-curricular,” in the sense 

of cutting across the dimensions of teachers’ needs. There is intense competition 
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for teacher attention and time. Data teams, content supervisors' workshops, staff 

meetings, and other learning times are often organized independently, without 

integrated themes. In many cases, there is minimal differentiation to the needs of 

individual teachers. 

 Resources, knowledge, and communication networks are vital components 

to the success of a formal learning community. The steps that school administrators 

at this study site encouraged include team engagement and clarified essential 

outcomes (including student outcomes), developing common assessment criteria, 

defining proficiency (including standards for student proficiency), establishing 

improvement strategies, and analyzing improvement results. In turn, the relevant 

teaching stakeholders harmonized their missions, objectives, values, and visions 

with those of PLCs, triggering cultural and organizational change to fulfill this goal. 

It is in this area where school administrators and the teachers’ responses were 

different. Teachers stated they needed consistent time to meet in PLCs to improve 

their professional learning. 

Project Deliverable  

As found in this study, PD should be designed for educators at the site of study to 

improve the effectiveness of their PLCs. The PD could be presented and scheduled for 

approximately 60 minutes per session. The PD has five steps:  readiness, evaluation plan, 

recommendations, outcomes, and on-going coaching. All the components are essential in 

the planning and the assessment to improve the effectiveness of PLCs.  
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Summary 

 The research methodology, data collection, and analysis were described in Section 

2. A basic qualitative research design was used to depict school administrators’ and 

teachers’ accurately, including capturing their perspectives of the influence that PLCs 

have on instructional practices to improve student achievement. Data collection for this 

study used open-ended semistructured interviews to provide insight from school 

administrators and teachers participating in PLCs. In Section 3 the goals and rationale are 

discussed. Section 3 also includes the details of my project and the implication for social 

change.  
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Section 3: The Project 

Introduction 

The purpose of this section is to provide the recommendations and the outcomes 

for PD to improve the effectiveness of PLCs at a local school site as well as providing a 

review of the literature concerning PD. It is important to inform the educators at the 

school site about how to effectively improve and sustain PLCs to improve practices 

focused on increasing student achievement.  

Rationale 

I selected to provide PD for the school site under study to improve the 

effectiveness of their PLCs. During the data analysis of this basic qualitative study, I 

found that the school desired additional training to support its effective implementation of 

PLCs with a focus of improving student achievement. Several aspects of the PLC require 

improvement including structure and collaboration. The school district’s leaders seek to 

provide its’ schools with opportunities for PD that will provide a sustained and 

maintainable environment that demands a high standard of teaching. Therefore, my PD 

will involve a workshop for the school's administrators and teachers that include how to 

improve and sustain a PLC. They will have the opportunity to establish expectations for 

the review of student work and formative assessment outcomes to determine the extent of 

student learning and the effectiveness of their instructional strategies.  

Review of the Literature  

In Section 1, the literature review included a synthesis of the literature on the 

influence PLCs have on instructional practices needed to improve student achievement. 
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Successful implementation of PLCs supports collaboration and shared visions of school 

administrators and teachers (Hudson et al., 2013). In this section, the purpose of this 

literature review was to research scholarly literature on the implementation of effective 

PD using PLCs. Explicitly, I aimed to examine the benefits and the shortcomings of the 

different PD models when conducting the literature review.  

This literature review was conducted by using Walden University’s online library. 

Databases and search tools used included Academic Search Complete, Academic Search 

Premier, ERIC, and SAGE. Search terms included the following terms and combination 

of terms: professional development, professional development models, adult learning 

standardized teacher professional development, self-directed professional development, 

and site-based professional development.  

Andragogy 

 A review of Knowles’ adult learning theory is included because the participants 

who will engage in my PD will be adults. Part of developing effective PD programs or 

initiatives is to improve the effectiveness of their PLC (McGrath, 2009). Adult learning 

(andragogy) is a theoretical framework that is founded on several assumptions related to 

the way adults learn. Andragogy is described as practices or methods of teaching adults 

with an emphasis on collaborative and problem-based learning processes, instead of 

didactic approaches to learning (McGrath, 2009). Further, with an andragogical approach 

to adult learning, there is more equality in the learning process between the learner and 

the teacher (Knowles et al., 2012). 
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 According to Knowles’ (year) theory of adult learning, six learning principles or 

elements play a key role when teaching adult learners: 

1. Adult learners tend to be internally motivated as well as self-directed 

2. Adults ten bringing life experiences and knowledge  

3. Adults are known to be goal-oriented  

4. Adults like to know the relevance of what they are learning  

5. The teacher leader should know that adults are practical 

6. The teacher leader should know that adult learners like to be respected  

 The andragogical model is a process model which is different compared to the 

content model employed by most traditional approaches to learning (Knowles et al., 

2012). The andragogical instructor prepares a set of procedures in advance involving the 

learners in the process of learning. The andragogical model also creates an atmosphere to 

support learning new skills (McGrath, 2009). By understanding andragogy, it is possible 

to develop effective learning strategies for adults. 

Project Description 

Resources and Existing Supports 

The findings of my study were used to guide the creation of PD for educators on 

the topic of PLCs to support them in improving a PLC. To have success in providing 

educators with high-quality PD, I will need support from the school district central office 

which consists of the superintendent, deputy superintendent, and content supervisors. All 

content supervisors will be requested to provide support for the PD of the school under 
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study. When the content supervisors provide their expertise, there is a greater chance to 

improve the effectiveness of PLCs. 

There is dedicated time in the district calendar for the school under study to meet. 

There is also a dedicated calendar for interim assessment and other data review at the 

district level. There are also monthly meetings and meetings within 5 days after school 

commences and 5 days before students begin the school year. The deputy superintendent 

will be asked to ensure that the educators under study will have the opportunity to 

participate in the workshops by scheduling the PD and communicating the information 

regarding the PD to all educators at the local site. Financial resources for the PD will 

come from the school district to purchase chart paper, copies if handouts, and lunch for 

each participant. I will be prepared to facilitate data-driven problem solving, planning, 

and action by providing training and support within their PLCs. 

Potential Barrier and Solutions 

PD is usually a top-down approach whereby the school’s principal or 

superintendent are the leaders (Mahlangu, 2017). It is crucial to ensure that the school’s 

principal trusts staff members to enable teams and individuals within the district or 

school to develop innovative and new strategies that can improve student outcomes. 

Although PD is most often implemented by the school principal or another administrator, 

individual teachers play a major role in ensuring that it works. Furthermore, effective, 

and active leadership can help facilitate the process, building shared knowledge about PD 

and supporting the desired results (Mahlangu, 2017). Team collaboration does not only 

require time, but also specific goals, activities, and a clear purpose. Mahlangu (2017) 
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stated the steps that school under study can follow is to encourage team engagement 

include clarifying essential outcomes (e.g., determination of individual student 

outcomes), the development of a common assessment criterion, of proficiency (e.g., 

identify standards that determine proficient students) analyze results and establish 

improvement strategies. It is important to note that the role of the educators under study 

does not end when the implementation of a PLC is over. DuFour et al., (2005) stated 

schools under study should continuously review the plan including how team 

productivity and student mastery are monitored and how teams respond to resistance and 

obstacles.  

Proposal for Implementation and Timetable 

The PD will occur over 4 months for the school under study (Appendix A). 

Educators involved in PLCs will be required to attend all sessions instead of attending 

other meetings. Educators under study will be introduced to PLCs at a welcome breakfast 

as part of the first session. The focus of the first module will be the educators understudy 

introducing themselves followed by a presentation of the findings of my study and the 

benefits of PLCs. During the second day, I will use a PowerPoint presentation to explain 

the first three PLC dimensions: collective learning, collaborative learning, and shared 

values. On the third day, I will present the topics of a shared vision, shared and 

supportive leadership, shared practice, and supportive conditions. Following the third 

presentation, educators at the school under study will provide ongoing support for each 

other throughout the school year. This will be accomplished through the support of the 

deputy superintendent who will be asked to schedule a time during the year so the school 
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under study can share the positives of the implementation of PLCs and their challenges. 

Participants in this PD will be asked to provide feedback and evaluate their activity.  

During PD, educators under study will be paired by the same grade level and the 

school administrators will be paired to establish peer communities. These partnerships 

will learn how to use nonevaluative observational protocols during PD and will employ 

these protocols while observing their partner. Since the school under study involved in 

these partnerships our peers with no authoritative roles over each other, the observations 

are collegial sharing rather than evaluative.  

Table 5 provides a timeline for the workshop for the school under study to 

implement PLCs 
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Table 5 
 

Timetable of Professional Learning Communities Workshop  
 

Schedule Activities 

1
st
 week in November  Discuss and plan a Professional Learning 

Community workshop with the deputy 

superintendent of curriculum. 

2
nd

 week in November   The Deputy superintendent and I will 

communicate to all school administrators 

regarding the three-day workshop. 

1
st
 week in December  Conduct the first session of the workshop 

on PLCs for educators. 

 Review the evaluations from educators 

after the first session with the deputy 

superintendent for possible readjustment 

for the next session. 

2
nd

 week in January Conduct the second session of the 

workshop on PLCs for educators. 

 Review the evaluations from educators 

after the first session with the deputy 

superintendent for possible readjustment 

for the next session. 

1
st
 week in February Conduct the third session of the workshop 

on PLCs for educators. 

 Review the evaluations from educators 

after the first session with the deputy 

superintendent for possible readjustment 

for the next session. 
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Roles and Responsibilities of Researcher and Others 

 My first objective was to meet with the deputy superintendent of curriculum to 

develop the informational sessions on improving the effectiveness of PLCs for the school 

under study. My partnership with the deputy superintendent of curriculum provides 

credibility to the project. Due to such involvement in the planning phase, we will also 

plan how to communicate the PD plan to the school under study and other central office 

personnel. The deputy superintendent also has the responsibility to provide school under 

study materials that they need to collect evidence of the implementation of PLCs, such as 

minutes, student data, and PLCs schedules. The content supervisors (e.g., mathematics, 

science, English, social studies, and so forth) will have the responsibility to provide 

student achievement data. The content supervisors will also provide the school under 

study with instructional strategies that can be used to support teachers in PLCs.  

School administrators will have the responsibility to meet monthly with each 

other during the school year to share their observations and any other materials from their 

PLCs. School administrators also have the responsibility to choose a teacher leader who 

will facilitate PLCs at the individual sites and develop meeting agendas, establish a 

meeting schedule, preparing reports, and keeping records that will be sent to the deputy 

superintendent. The school administrators will have the responsibility to build their 

colleagues’ instructional capacity by sharing best practices.  
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Project Evaluation Plan 

Evaluation  

My PD for the school under study is designed to be implemented over three 

sessions along with a schedule for monthly follow-up meetings. A goal of this 

evaluation plan is to examine the effectiveness of my proposed PD. The attainment of 

the goal of this PD will be measured by using data collected from evaluative surveys 

specifically designed to assess the goals of the PD. I will conduct the PD with support 

from the deputy superintendent. My evaluation plan will identify problematic areas 

needing improvement in the PD. The main purpose of this process is to evaluate the 

proficiencies and the outcomes in this case PD for the school under study (Srimarong & 

Achalakul, 2017). 

It is evident that my evaluation plan has critical features that can help address 

the goals of PD, including an emphasis on engaging participants, process evaluation, 

and content evaluation. I will use the evaluation as a guide to improve my delivery of 

future workshops with the goal of meeting the needs of all participants. 

 The participants in the PD will evaluate this PD opportunity using an electronic 

questionnaire that will be distributed after each session. I will use Survey Monkey as my 

survey tool. Survey Monkey is a cost-effective, easy alternative to interviews and 

researcher-administrated questionnaires that also has a quick turnaround. The questions 

are a Likert scale assessment whereby participants use a four-point scale (1= strongly 

agree to 4= strongly disagree) to determine if they agree or disagree with statements 
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regarding the six dimensions. I will also provide open-ended questions at the end of the 

survey.  

Project Implications  

This three-day PD is a platform for the continuous collaboration for the school 

under study that will allow them to seek and share best practices and learning to improve 

the effectiveness of PLCs. The core mission of PD is to provide ideal and holistic 

learning to all school administrators. In turn, participants of PLCs will harmonize their 

missions, objectives, values, and visions with those of the targeted PD, triggering cultural 

and organizational change (Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). To achieve this goal, school 

administrators must have a consistent willingness to learn and share information as well 

as collaborate with others. Essentially, because of engaging in the PD, the participants 

should realize that ideal instructional outcomes cannot be realized independently. Rather, 

these milestones are best attained by creating an atmosphere of joint responsibility and 

teamwork. Consequently, school leaders will help eliminate isolation among teaching 

staff and will create a common focus to increase the instructional capacity of educators at 

the school.  

By fostering a PD environment, administrators at the school under study may be 

able to identify and rectify mediocre teaching practices that are undetected under the 

compartmentalized structure. Doğan et al., (2016) stated that through collaboration, 

educators at the school under study can collectively reflect, plan, experiment, analyze 

results and assist teaches in adopting instructional strategies that can translate into 

optimum learning outcomes for students. Notably, each of the PD educators has the 
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capability to strengthen their skills (Tam, 2015). Collaboration is important in an effort to 

identify peers who can provide the best insights and deepen their understanding of high-

quality instruction.  

The administrators and teachers at the local school under study may experience 

increased capacity to share their professional knowledge to improve PLCs at the building 

level because of my PD (Vangrieken et al., 2017). Further, educators’ participation in my 

PD may lead to a realization that their ideas, knowledge, experience, and input are valued 

and appreciated. Educators engaged in my proposed PD will also develop trusting 

relationships, allowing them to critically scrutinize their knowledge of high-quality 

instruction.  

In summary, the local school’s educators may benefit from effective PD for the 

school under study through the creation of a culture of collaboration and learning among 

educators. Lastly, parents and other members of the community are ensured of improved 

school administrators along with the potential to improve student academic achievement. 
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusion 

Introduction 

The purpose of this basic qualitative design study was to explore educators’ 

perspectives about the influence of PLCs on instructional practices to improve student 

achievement. The emphasis of this section will be on the strength and limitations of my 

project, along with possible alternative approaches. In addition, I will present my 

reflections of my study and the scholarship that I have gained through this process. I will 

then conclude this section with recommendations for future research. 

Project Strengths and Limitations 

Strengths 

 My project is designed to be implemented over time and educators will have 

continuous opportunities throughout the school year for growth instead of the traditional 

PD model, which is a 1-day workshop. This PD is not merely about the acquisition of 

new knowledge and skills. Through this project, educators will be guided through a 

learner-centered PD where they are active participants in the change process. This 

proposed PD includes a model on how to create an environment for change. Participants 

in the PD will go through a process that will allow them to rethink their practices, discard 

previous beliefs, and learn new skills. Through participation in this continuous PD, 

educators at the local site will also have an opportunity to observe, evaluate, and 

contemplate new practices.  
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Limitations 

 To conduct the PD for the educators at the local school site, substitute teachers 

will be needed to cover classrooms while the educators are participating in the PD. There 

are limited funds in the district to pay substitutes to cover the classrooms. Due to this 

limitation, a 3-day PD for educators may not be feasible. Continuing the PD throughout 

the school year will present the same problem of finding funds to pay for substitutes. The 

project does not include central office staff, which is crucial in the developing and 

sustaining of PLCs. Lastly, another limitation to the implementation of my PD is the 

unwillingness of participants to accept new ideas challenge of engaging all participants in 

a meaningful dialogue to improve the effectiveness of PLCs. 

Recommendations for Alternative Approaches 

 Another approach to my research problem would be to use the Context, Input, 

Process, and Product (CIPP) model to evaluate how well the PD addresses student 

achievement. CIPP is a comprehensive model for conducting summative and formative 

evaluations of projects, organizations, personnel, products, and evaluation systems (Aziz 

et al., 2018). Particularly, CIPP is configured to enable and guide systematic, 

comprehensive examination of education and social projects, which occur in septic, 

dynamic conditions. Within the education sector, CIPP has been used in evaluating 

various educational entities and projects.  

The CIPP model involves identifying areas for improvement in problematic 

project features (Aziz et al., 2018). Therefore, it is well suited for the evaluation of 

emergent projects in the dynamic social environment. The model was designed to 
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improve rather than prove. Proactively applying the model can facilitate decision-making 

and quality assurance while retrospective application allows staff members to continually 

reframe and add up the worth, merit, significance, and probity of the project. There is a 

strong link between the features of the CIPP model and the need for a systematic 

comprehensive guiding framework for PLCs (Aziz et al., 2018). The model is useful for 

planning and assessment, implementation monitoring and feedback and judgment on the 

effectiveness for continuous improvement of PLCs. 

To understand how the CIPP model can be applied in PLCs, it is essential to 

examine its components. The CIPP model has four components including context, input, 

process, and product (Aziz et al., 2018). All the components are essential in the planning, 

assessment, and implementation of PLCs. The main aim of context evaluation is to weigh 

the general environmental readiness of the initiative, determine whether existing 

priorities and goals are adjusted to needs, and determine whether proposed objectives are 

responsive to the assessed needs. Input evaluation is a process that PLC leaders use to 

make changes in the PLC. During the process of input evaluation, stakeholders, experts, 

and evaluators create or identify relevant strategies and then assess the approaches and 

formulate a responsive plan. PLC leaders use the process evaluation to periodically assess 

the effectiveness of the PLC.  

The CIPP model has critical features that can help address the effectiveness of 

PLCs including an emphasis on engaging participants, process evaluation, and content 

evaluation. In applying the CIPP model to PLCs, the implementation team should 

examine the mission, professional teaching standards, literature and feedback from school 
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systems, curriculum, and class experiences. By going through this process, the district 

will be able to understand the environment as well as the readiness of the stakeholders in 

adopting PLCs. In summary, CIPP is a good choice in predicting the effectiveness of the 

PLCs in the school district under study.  

Another alternative approach could be a program evaluation to explore school 

administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives of the influence that PLCs had on instructional 

practice. A program evaluation is a process through which stakeholders evaluate 

programs to determine their worth and make recommendations for programmatic 

refinement and success (Lodico et al., 2010). Program evaluation consists of quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed-method research method to study programs. Findings are often used 

for ongoing or short-term decision-making purposes and programs can be changed or 

improved based on the results of a single evaluation (Lodico et al., 2010). Findings from 

a program evaluation are communicated either through formative feedback or through 

summative feedback. 

Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership Change Scholarship 

Interaction with scholarly research has opened a new perspective for me as a 

researcher. Through this process, I was afforded the opportunity to increase my 

knowledge on the criteria of research and how to effectively conduct a basic qualitative 

interview. Interaction with my doctoral committee resulted in an enhancement of my 

scholarship. For example, my committee chair was valuable in assisting me in the 

selection of relevant and scholarly readings and databases that would offer useful 

information and support for my study. I have learned how to design a literature review, 
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create a data analysis, eliminate research bias, and present findings in a professional 

manner. Learning how to create a PD activity is one of the accomplishments of my 

doctoral study process. Based on my experience, I am now capable of developing a PD 

program that could be used to enhance student learning outcomes. In the district under 

study, I developed a PD that will provide the educators a model on how to develop cross-

cultural awareness, engagement, and reflective practice to improve teaching and learning.  

Project Development 

 As a project developer, I have learned to take a problem and use scholarly 

research to create a project that would improve that problem. Throughout the 

development of this project, I have strengthened my skills to create a program to improve 

the effectiveness of PLCs in a school under study. Through this process, I have learned 

perseverance, due to numerous revisions of my project. I had to carefully make sure I was 

making the proper corrections. I also learned organizational skills and was able to 

successfully complete multiple tasks with favorable results despite deadline pressure I 

had paced on myself. As part of this project, I developed an innovative structure for 

educators to collaborate and develop specific goals and activities to improve their 

effectiveness of PLCs.  

 Developing this project increased my understanding of the elements of PLCs 

along with the refinement of my skills to support the improvement of instruction. I gained 

an understanding of the roles all educators must play to sustain PLCs. Upon the analysis 

of the research and the development of the project, I noticed that my self-efficacy and 

confidence to design and facilitate future workshops improved.  
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Leadership and Change  

 This process has increased my leadership capabilities to facilitate adult learners in 

building their knowledge and help in the realization of their desired results by promoting 

collective learning in order to better meet their goals. I have learned through this process 

that when educators are directly involved in the change process, they are more likely to 

critically analyze their practices and improve PLCs strategies that are more aligned with 

what they may have learned during my PD. Further, they may be more flexible in making 

modifications contingent on student outcomes. For this reason, I expect that school 

administrators involved in a PLC to be more active and reflective of their roles in PLCs 

to improve student learning and achievement. As a result of to this project study, I have 

learned practices essential for effective school administrators including shaping a vision 

of success based on high academic standards and creating a conducive environment 

where teachers collaborate to improve each other’s instructional capacity.  

Reflection on the Importance of Work 

 The importance of my work is rooted in the potential of school leaders to 

improve continuing PD programs for school administrators within a local school 

district. A competent school administrator promotes and supports the best learning 

conditions for student learners. Achieving higher academic achievement requires the 

creation of conditions wherein the school administrators can ensure continual learning. 

This experience in PD has taught me to promote coherence, focus on outcomes, engage 

individuals in meaningful discourse, and connect to educators’ previous experiences. 

Also, I have learned that the PD characteristics for enhancing skills and knowledge 
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include a focus on content, active learning, and opportunities for hands-on learning. 

Therefore, creating a PD program for educators that would enhance their skills is 

imperative. Due to this newfound knowledge and skills, I would be capable of leading 

similar projects based on the knowledge that I have learned from my research. 

Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research 

 PLCs have been identified as having a potential to increase teachers’ 

instructional capacity. First, teachers’ participation in PLCs can bring about system-

wide change because teachers are engaged in collaborating and networking. Second, 

when teachers are engaged in PLCs, they routinely facilitate collegial conversations 

about pedagogical improvements. Third, opportunities for teachers to engage in an 

inquiry approach to drive change or to improve student achievement are increased 

when they form PLCs (Harris & Stamp, 2016; Levine, 2010).  

 Future research for my project may entail the selection of a quantitative research 

design, which would allow for a statistical interpretation of data. By using a 

quantitative method, researchers would analyze statistical evidence between two or 

more variables. An example of two variables could be a measurement of student 

achievement before and after the introduction of the PLCs and after providing the 

educators with PD to improve the effectiveness of the PLCs. This could yield 

knowledge that my study did not provide. 

Potential Impact for Social Change 

 After reading this study, teachers might be inspired to transform their 

professional practices from teaching to learning, isolation to collaboration, and 
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intention to results. Additionally, school administrators may use this study as a platform 

to improve student achievement by allowing school administrators to work together to 

build their instructional capacity. Participants in my workshop may realize that a 

teachers’ involvement in PLCs can be the solution to problems involved in identifying 

students’ learning gaps. Successfully implemented PLCs are marked by a shared vision 

and values between administrators and teachers with a focus on student learning and 

decision-making based on collaborative learning efforts to improve instructional 

practice. A collaborative culture is one essential element of PLCs that can enable the 

sharing of responsibilities for student learning as educators work together to achieve a 

common purpose. As a result of this project, other urban school districts could bring 

about positive social change for their communities, using this project as a model. 

Conclusion 

 In this section, I have written about the following concerning my project study: 

the strengths and limitations, alternative recommendations, implications, and the 

possibility for future research. Reflecting on my path to complete my doctoral study as a 

researcher affirms that I have the skills to be a leader of change within my school district. 

Further, I have been able to hone my skills as a practitioner, researcher, and scholar with 

the quest of developing PD that would increase educators’ effectiveness in participating 

in PLCs.  

  



75 

 

References 

Addley, A. (2014). Implementing professional learning communities in a high-

performing school district to address stagnating student performance. University 

of Connecticut Graduate School. 

Anderson, J., & Aydin, C. (2005). Evaluating the organizational impact of health care 

informational systems (2nd ed.). Springer. 

Aylsworth, A. (2012). Professional learning communities: An analysis of teacher 

participation in a PLC and the relationship with student academic achievement. 

Iowa State University. 

Aziz, S., Mahmood, M., & Rehman, Z. (2018). Implementation of CIPP model for 

quality evaluation at school level: A case study. Journal of Education and 

Educational Development, 5(1), 189-206. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.22555/joeed.v5i1.1553 

Backhoff, E., Shin, S., & Slater, C. (2012). Principal perceptions and achievement in 

reading in Korea, Mexico, and United States: Educational leadership, school 

autonomy and use of test results. Educational Administration Quarterly. 49(3), 

498-527. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0013161X12458796 

Bahous, R., Busher, H., & Nabhani, M. (2016). Teachers’ views of professional learning 

and collaboration in four urban Lebanese primary schools. Teacher Development, 

20(2), 197–212. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13664530.2015.1124137 

Barrett, J., Butler, S., & Toma, E. (2012). Do less effective teachers choose? professional 

development does it matters? Education Review, 36(5), 346-374. 



76 

 

Braun, V., Clarke, V., & Terry, G. (2014). What can ‘‘thematic analysis’’ offer health 

and well-being research? [Editorial]. International Journal of Qualitative Studies 

on Health and Well-Being, 9 Article 26152. https://doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v9.26156  

Burke, B. (2013). Experiential professional development: A model for meaningful and 

long-lasting change in classrooms. Journal of Experiential Education, 36(3), 247-

263. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1053825913489103 

Byrd, J. K., Huffman, J., & Johnson, J. (2007). Professional learning communities: 

Analyzing the behaviors of the leader. UCEA conference proceedings for 

convention. 

Connecticut State Department of Education. 2020. Turnaround office glossary of terms. 

https://portal.ct.gov/-

/media/SDE/Turnaround/TurnaroundOffice_Glossary_Terms.pdf 

Creswell, J. (2014). Educational research planning, conducting, and evaluating 

 quantitative and qualitative research. Pearson Learning Solutions. 

Doğan, S., Pringle, R., & Mesa, J. (2016). The impacts of professional learning 

communities on science teachers’ knowledge, practice and student learning: a 

review. Professional Development in Education, 42(4), 569–588. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2015.1065899 

DuFour, R., & Eaker, R. (2008). Revisiting professional learning communities at work: 

new insights for improving schools. National Education Service. 

DuFour, R., Eaker, R., & DuFour, R. (2005). On common ground. National Educational 

Service. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/qhw.v9.26156
https://portal.ct.gov/-
https://portal.ct.gov/-


77 

 

Eaker, R., & Keating, J. (2012). Every school, every team, every classroom: District 

leadership for growing professional learning communities at work. Solution 

Press. 

Egizii, R. (2015). Self-directed learning, andragogy and the role of alumni as members of 

professional learning communities in the post-secondary environment. Procedia - 

Social and Behavioral Sciences, 174, 1740–1749. 

Ellerania, P., & Gentile, M. (2013). The role of teachers as facilitators to develop 

empowering leadership and school communities supported by the method of 

cooperative learning. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 93, 12–17. 

Entwistle, N. J. (2013). Styles of learning and teaching: An integrated outline of 

educational psychology for students, teachers and lecturers. Routledge. 

Gizir, S., & Yildiz, S. (2018). A phenomenological study of the perceptions of candidate 

teachers about the concepts of school, teachers and student in their dreams. 

International Journal of Instruction, 11(2), 309-324. 

Gray, J., Kruse, S., & Tarter, J. (2015). Enabling school structures, collegial trust and 

academic emphasis: Antecedents of professional learning communities. 

Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 1-17. 

Hanraets, I., Hulsebosch, J., & de Latt, M. (2011). Experience of pioneers facilitating 

 teacher networks for professional development. Educational Media International, 

 48(2), 85-99. 

Harris, A., & Stamp, K. (2016). Students’ perspectives of same day clinical assignments: 

A qualitative descriptive study. Nursing Education Perspectives. 37(3) 159-161. 



78 

 

Heller, J., Daehler, K. R., Wong, N., Shinohara, M., & Miratrix, L. (2012). Differential 

effects of three professional development models on teacher knowledge and 

student achievement in elementary science. Journal of Research in Science 

Teaching, 333–362. 

Herbers, S., Antelo, A., Ettling, D., & Buck, M. (2011). Improving teaching through 

 community of practice. Journal of Transformative Education 9(2), 89-108. 

Hoaglund, A. E., Birkenfield, K., & Box, J. A. (2014). Professional learning 

communities: Creating a foundation for collaboration skills in pre-service 

teachers. Education, 134(4), 521-528. 

Holmes, J., & Woodhams, J. (2013). Building interaction: The role of talk in joining a 

 community of practice. Discourse & Communication, 7(3), 275-298. 

Holmes, K., Clement, J., & Albright, J. (2013). The complex task of leading educational 

change in schools. School Administrators & Management, 33(3), 1-14. 

Hsiu-Ling, C., Hsueh-Liang, F., & Chin-Chung, T. (2014). The role of community trust 

and altruism in knowledge sharing: An investigation of a virtual community of 

teacher professionals. Journal of Educational Technology and Society, 17(3), 168-

179. 

Hudson, P., Hudson, S., Gray, B., & Bloxham, R. (2013). Learning about being effective 

mentors: Professional learning communities and mentoring. Procedia - Social and 

Behavioral Sciences , 93, 1291–1300. 

Intanam, N., & Wongwanich, S. (2014). An application of the professional learning 

community approach to developing the learning process and enhancing academic 



79 

 

achievement in the mathematics and science teaching of the primary school 

student. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 131, 476–483. 

Kelcey, B., Phelps, G., & Spybrook, J. (2014). School randomized designs of 

professional development using teacher knowledge outcomes. Hawaii 

International Conference on Education. 

Kelemen, G. (2009). Developing professional knowledge in the open teacher education. 

Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 18(5), 357–364. 

Knowles, M., Holton, E., & Swanson, R. (2012). The Adult Learner. Routledge 

Publising. 

Kord, A., & Karimi, M. (2015). Comparing the effectiveness of three professional 

development models in enhancing teachers’ teaching effectiveness. A Peer 

Reviewed International Journal, 3(S1), 20-31. 

Kozleski, E. (2017). The uses of qualitative research: Powerful methods to inform 

evidence-based in education. Research and Practice for persons with severe 

disabilities 42(1), 19-31. 

Kruse, S. D., & Johnson, B. L. (2017). Tempering the normative demands of professional 

learning communities with the organizational realities of life in schools. 

Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 45(4), 588-604. 

174114321663611. http://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216636111. 

Lambert, L. (2003). Leadership capacity for lasting school improvement. Association for 

Supervision and Curriculum Development. 



80 

 

Lemons, R., & Helsing, D. (2008). High quality teaching & learning: Do we know it 

when we see it (and when we don’t). Education Canada. 

Levine, T. (2010). Tools for the study and design of collaborative teacher learning: The 

 affordances of different conceptions of teacher community and activity theory. 

 Teacher Education Quarterly, 37(1), 109-130. 

Lezotte, L. W., & Snyder, K. M. K. (2011). What effective schools do: Re-envisioning the 

 correlates. Solution Tree Press. 

Lindle, C. (2016). Posing questions for leadership development and practice: 

 A coaching strategy for veteran school administrators. International Journal of 

Leadership Education, 8(7), 430-463. 

Lippy, D., & Zamora, E. (2013). Implementing effective professional learning 

communities with consistency at the middle school level. National Forum of 

Educational Administration and Supervision Journal, 29(3), 51-72. 

Lodico, M., Spaulding, D., & Voegtle, K. (2010). Methods in educational research from 

theory to practice. Jossy-Bass. 

Louis, K., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K., & Anderson, S. (2010). Learning from 

leadership: Investigating the links to improved student learning. The Wallace 

Foundation. 

Maguire, M., & Delahunt, B. (2017). Doing a thematic analysis: A practical, step-by-step 

guide for learning and teaching scholars. AISHE-J: The All Ireland Journal of 

Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 9(3), 3351-33514. 



81 

 

Mahlangu, V. P. (2017). Professional development of adult learners through open and 

distance learning. In Global Voices in Higher Education. IntechOpen. 

Margolis, J., & Doring, A. (2012). The fundamental dilemma of teacher leader-facilitated 

professional development: Do as I (kind of) say, not as I (sort of). Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 48(5), 859-882. 

McGrath, V. (2009). Reviewing the Evidence on How Adult Students Learn: An 

Examination of Knowles’ Model of Andragogy. Adult Learner: The Irish Journal 

of Adult and Community Education, 99–110. 

Merriam, S. (2009). Qualitative Research: A guide to design and implementation. Jossy-

Bass. 

Morse, J. M. (2015). Critical analysis of strategies for determining rigor in qualitative 

inquiry. Qualitative Health Research, 25, 1212–1222 

Nelson, J., Caldarella, P., Adams, M., & Shatzer, R. (2013). Effects of peer praise notes 

on teachers’ perceptions of school community and collegiality. American 

Secondary Education 41(3), 62-77. 

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E., & Moules, N. J. (2017). Thematic analysis: 

Striving to meet the trustworthiness criteria. International Journal of Qualitative 

Methods, 16(1), 1-13. http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1609406917733847 

Olivier, F., Hipp, K., & Huffman, B. (2010). Demystifying professional learning 

communities: School administrators at its best. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Little. 

Patton, M. Q. (2010). Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods. Sage Publications. 



82 

 

Penuel, W., Sun, M., Kenneth, A., & Gallagher, A. (2012). Using social network analysis 

to study how collegial interactions can augment teacher learning from external 

professional development. American Journal of Education, 119(1), 103-136. 

Pirtle, S. (2014). Implementing effective professional learning communities. SEDL, 2(3), 

11-17. 

Ravitch, S., & Carl, N. (2020). Qualitative research: Bridging the conceptual, 

theoretical, and methodological. Sage Publications. 

Saldana, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). Sage 

Publications. 

Shah, M. (2012). The importance and benefits of teacher collegiality in schools – a 

literature review. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 46, 1242–1246. 

Simkin, L., Charner, I., & Suss, L. (2010). Emerging education issues: Findings from The 

Wallace Foundation survey. The Wallace Foundation. 

Srimarong, S., & Achalakul, T. (2017). Usability evaluation of outcome-based education 

tool. 2017 IEEE 9
th

 International Conference on Engineering Education 

(ICEED), 233-237. http://dx.doi.org/10.1109/ICEED.2017.8251199  

Stephen, S. (2013). In one California district, teachers help teachers get better. The 

Hechinger Report. https://hechingerreport.org/in-one-california-school-district-

teachers-help-teachers-get-better/ 

Sun, J., & Leithwood, K. (2012). Transformational school administrators effects on 

student achievement. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 11, 418-451. 



83 

 

Tack, H., & Vanderlinde, R. (2014). Teacher educators’ professional development: 

towards a typology of teacher educators’ researcher disposition. British Journal of 

Educational Studies, 62(3), 297-315. 

Tahir, L., Said, H., Ali, M., Samah, N., & Mohtar, T. (2013). Examining the professional 

learning community practices: An empirical comparison from Malaysian 

Universities clusters. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 6, 105–113. 

Tam, A. (2015). The role of a professional learning community in teacher change: a 

perspective from beliefs and practices. Teachers and teaching: theory and 

practice, 21 (1), 22–43. doi:10.1080/13540602.2014.92812 

Thessin, R. (2015). Learning from one urban school district: Planning to provide essential 

supports for teachers’ work in professional learning communities. Educational 

Planning, 22(1), 15-37. 

Thessin, R. A., & Starr, J. P. (2011). Supporting the growth of effective professional 

learning communities districtwide. Kappan, 92(6), 48–54. 

Townsend, A. (2013). Rethinking networks in education: Case studies of organizational 

 development networks in neoliberal contexts. Interchange, 43(3), 343-362. 

Van Es, E. (2012). Examining the development of a teacher learning community: The 

case of a video club. Teaching and Teacher Education, 28(2), 182–192. 

Vangrieken, K., Meredith, C., Packer, T., & Kyndt, E. (2017). Teacher communities as a 

context for professional development: A systematic review. Teaching and 

Teacher Education, 61, 47–59. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2016.10.001 



84 

 

Voelkel, R., & Chrispeels, J. (2017). Understanding the link between professional 

 learning communities and teacher collective efficacy. School Effectiveness and 

 School Improvement, 28, 1-22. 10.1080/09243453.2017.1299015. 

Walther-Thomas, C. (2016). School improvement and teacher leadership: building 

stronger learning communities. Australian Educational Leadership 38(1), 16-19. 

Warren, M. (2011). Building a political constituency for urban school reform. Urban 

Education, 46(3), 484-512. 

Weiser, B. (2012). Collegiality and better science teaching. Science and Children, 49(5), 

52–55.  

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning as a social system. Systems 

thinker, 9(5), 2-3. http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511803932 

Woodland, R., & Mazur, R. (2015). Beyond hammers versus hugs: Leveraging educator 

evaluation and professional learning communities into job-embedded professional 

development. NASSP Bulletin, 99(1),  5-25. 

Zepeda, S. (2013). Job-Embedded professional development: support, collaboration, and 

learning. Routledge Taylor & Francis Group. 

Zhao, Y. (2013). Professional learning community and college English teachers’ 

professional development. Journal of Language Teaching and Research, 4(6), 

1365-1. 

  



85 

 

Appendix A: The Project 

Training Day 1-PLC Training for school administrators 

Professional development plan for school administrators on sustaining professional 

learning communities 

 

Objective: To train school administrators how to effectively implement and sustain 

PLCs to improve their professional skills as well as promoting the academic 

achievement of all teachers. 

 

Participants: Principals and assistant principals. 

 

7:30-8:30  Sign-in breakfast 

8:30-8:45  Superintendent address: Open discussion (Power Point) 

8:45-10:00 Norms for our work (Power Point) Materials/Housekeeping: The PLC  

  infrastructure work is what administrators bring from previous   

  leadership meetings. 

1. The Completed PLC Rubrics are what administrators should have completed. 

There should be one per school 

2. Master schedule will assist when we start looking at scheduling for adult 

collaboration 

3. Assessment map will assist when discussing Step 0 common assessments 

 The participant notebook is intended to provide larger copies of important slides,  

 and a place for participants to write notes for some of the activities.   

 Participants will be placed in small working groups. In each groups participants  

 will be assigned working group roles (note taker, timekeeper, etc.). 

 

10:00-11:30 Process activity: Learning Scale. This is a collaborative activity in which  

  participants will gain knowledge, skills and understanding of what is  

  needed for PLC facilitators. The focus of this module is show coherence  

  between PLCs and the district priories of professional growth and   

  standards-based instruction.  

 

11:30-12:30 LUNCH 

 

12:30-2:20 What is a professional learning community? (Power Point)  

  Professional Learning Communities Preplanning (Handout) 

  Directly teach those terms through description, explanation, and examples; 

  engage staff in discussions of the terms; and  periodically assess levels of  

  understanding. 

 

  Activity: Have summarizing pair work to define each key vocabulary term 

  together. Then, give teams time to share their answers with their larger 
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  team. Then, ask for volunteers to share their definitions for terms. These  

  are the definitions we will be specifically working with today. (Power  

  Point) 

 

2:20-2:30  Evaluation for session 1 
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Professional Learning Communities Preplanning 
An Overview & Team Reflection 

 

Definition 

“…A Professional Learning Community is a collaboration of teachers, administrators, 

parents, and students, who work together to seek out best practices, test them in the 

classroom, continuously improve processes, and focus on results.” 

(DuFour, 2002) 

 

Fundamental Assumptions 

1. We can make a difference: Our schools can be more effective. 

2. Improving our people is the key to improving our schools. 

3. Significant school improvement will impact teaching and learning. 

 

The ONE Thing 

in a Professional Learning Community, 

“learning” rather than “teaching” 

is the fundamental purpose 

of your school. 

 

Three Big Ideas 

Focus on Learning 

Collaboration 

Focus on Results 

 

Four Corollary Questions 

1. What should students know and be able to do because of this course, class, or grade 

level? 

2. How will we know that the students are not learning? 

3. How do we respond when students do not learn? 

4. How do we respond when students learn more? 

 

Six Characteristics of a Professional Learning Community 

Shared mission, vision, values, goals 

What distinguishes a learning community from an ordinary school is its collective 

commitment to guiding principles that articulate what the staff of the school believes and 

that govern their actions and behaviors. 

 

Collaborative Culture 

Professionals in a learning community work in teams that share a common purpose. They 

learn from each other and create the momentum that drives improvement. They build 

within the organization the structure and vehicles that make collaborative work and 

learning effective and productive. 
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Collective Inquiry 

People in a learning community relentlessly question the status quo, seek new methods of 

teaching and learning, test the methods, and then reflect on the results. 

o They reflect publicly on their beliefs and challenge each other’s beliefs. 

o They share insights and hammer out common meanings. 

o They work jointly to plan and test actions and initiatives. 

o They coordinate their actions, so that the work of each individual contributes to 

the common effort. 

 

Action Orientation / Experimentation 

Members of professional learning communities constantly turn their learning and insights 

into action. They recognize the importance of engagement and experience in learning and 

in testing new ideas. 

 

Commitment to Continuous Improvement 

Members of a learning organization are not content with the status quo and continually 

seek ways to bring present reality closer to future ideal. They constantly ask themselves 

and each other: 

o What is our purpose? 

o What do we hope to achieve? 

o What are our strategies for improving? 

o How will we assess our efforts? 

 

Results Orientation 

Professionals in a learning organization recognize that no matter how well-intentioned 

the efforts, the only valid judgment of improvement is observable and measurable results. 

Assessment and re-evaluation are the keys to continued improvement. Collective inquiry, 

action orientation and experimentation, commitment to continuous improvement, and 

results orientation are the four habits of highly effective teams. 

 

Each word of the phrase “professional learning community” has been chosen 

purposefully. A “professional” is someone with expertise in a specialized field, an 

individual who has not only pursued advanced training to enter the field, but who is also 

expected to remain current in its evolving knowledge base. The knowledge base of 

education has expanded dramatically in the past quarter century, both in terms of research 

and in terms of the articulation of recommended standards for the profession. Although 

many school personnel are unaware of or are inattentive to emerging research and 

standards, educators in a professional learning community make these findings the basis 

of their collaborative investigation of how they can better achieve their goals. 

 

“Learning” suggests ongoing action and perpetual curiosity. In Chinese, the term 

“learning” is represented by two characters: the first means “to study” and the second 

means “to practice constantly.” Many schools operate as though their personnel know 
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everything, they will ever need to know the day they enter the profession. The school that 

operates as a professional learning community recognizes that its members must engage 

in the ongoing study and constant practice that characterize an organization committed to 

continuous improvement. 

 

Much has been written about learning organizations, but we prefer the term 

“community.” An organization has been defined both as an “administrative and 

functional structure” (Webster’s Dictionary) and as “a systematic arrangement for a 

definite purpose” (Oxford Dictionary). In each case, the emphasis is on structure and 

efficiency. In contrast, however, the term “community” suggests a group linked by 

common interests. As Corrine McLaughlin and Gordon Davidson (1994) wrote:   

 

Community means different things to different people. To some it is a safe haven 

where survival is assured through mutual cooperation. To others, it is a place of 

emotional support, with deep sharing and bonding with close friends. Some see 

community as an intense crucible for personal growth. For others, it is simply a 

place to pioneer their dreams. 

 

In a professional learning community, all these characteristics are evident. Educators 

create an environment that fosters cooperation, emotional support, and personal growth 

as they work together to achieve what they cannot accomplish alone. 

 
-Adapted from DuFour and Eaker (1998), Professional Learning Communities at Work 
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PLC Team Reflection 
 

PLC Reflection 

 As a team, review the “Professional Learning Communities Overview” and reflect 

on the following questions. 

 

Team Reflection Focus Reflection Summary 

In general, describe your 

understanding of a PLC. 

What are the key 

understandings?  What 

needs to be clarified? 

 

As a team, clarify how 

your PLC team will 

demonstrate the 6 

characteristics of PLCs 

while collaboratively 

working together. 

 

Determine your PLC 

team ground rules. How 

will your team operate 

and interact with one 

another?  Come to 

consensus on 4-6 ground 

rules that your team will 

adhere to each time you 

meet together as a PLC. 
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Professional Development-Feedback Survey 

 

School administrators Training PLCs Day 1 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement using the 

following scale: 

 

5=strongly agree; 4=Somewhat agree; 3=Neutral; 2=Somewhat Disagree; 1=Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I am satisfied with today’s session. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Handouts were engaging and useful. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Time in the workshop was sufficient to allow learning 

and practicing new concepts 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. The workshop was well planned and interactive 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. The presenter was effective (clear objectives, clearly 

communicates ideas, checks for understanding, etc.). 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. The atmosphere was enthusiastic, interesting, and 

conducive to a collegial professional exchange. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Session content and strategies will be useful for my 

work. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. I would recommend this session to colleagues. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

What is the most significant thing you learned today? 

 

 

What is the next step your team has planned? 

 

How can we build on this training for follow-up learning? 

 

If you were not satisfied with any part of today’s training, please explain why. 

 

 

Additional comments: 

 

 

Thank you for your feedback! 
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Training Day 2-PLC Training for school administrators 

 

7:30—8:30  Sign-in/Breakfast 

 

8:30-10:00 Discusses with participants the value of teacher team meetings that  

  focus on the improvement of teaching and learning. In highly effective  

  schools, the school leader takes a key leadership role in guiding, shifting,  

  and deepening the conversation to center on the improvement of teaching  

  and learning. (Power Point). 

 

10:00-10:30   Break 

 

10:30-12:00 Participants will learn what a PLC is and what it isn’t. They will learn  

  how to facilitate the identification of the instructional focus with staff and  

  how to use it as the driver for all school improvement efforts. (Power  

  Point) 

 

12:00-12:30 LUNCH 

 

12:30-2:30 Creating a culture of collaboration. (PowerPoint) 

 

2:30-2:40 Evaluation for session 2 
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Professional Development-Feedback Survey 

 

School administrators Training PLCs Day 2 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement using the 

following scale: 

 

5=strongly agree; 4=Somewhat agree; 3=Neutral; 2=Somewhat Disagree; 1=Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I am satisfied with today’s session. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Handouts were engaging and useful. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Time in the workshop was sufficient to allow learning 

and practicing new concepts 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. The workshop was well planned and interactive 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. The presenter was effective (clear objectives, clearly 

communicates ideas, checks for understanding, etc.). 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. The atmosphere was enthusiastic, interesting, and 

conducive to a collegial professional exchange. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Session content and strategies will be useful for my 

work. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. I would recommend this session to colleagues. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

What is the most significant thing you learned today? 

 

 

What is the next step your team has planned? 

 

 

How can we build on this training for follow-up learning? 

 

 

If you were not satisfied with any part of today’s training, please explain why. 

 

 

Additional comments: 

 

 

Thank you for your feedback! 
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Training Day 3-PLC Training for school administrators 

 

7:30-8:30 Sign-in/Breakfast 

 

8:30-9:30 Review of the last two sessions. Group discussions (Power Point) 

 

9:30-12:30 Roleplay in facilitating a PLC 

 

12:30-1:00 LUNCH 

 

1:00-2:00 Wrap-up/Questions and answers 

 

2:00-2:15 Evaluation for session 3 
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Professional Development-Feedback Survey 

 

School administrators Training PLCs Day 3 

 

Please indicate the extent to which you agree with the following statement using the 

following scale: 

 

5=strongly agree; 4=Somewhat agree; 3=Neutral; 2=Somewhat Disagree; 1=Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I am satisfied with today’s session. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Handouts were engaging and useful. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Time in the workshop was sufficient to allow learning 

and practicing new concepts 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. The workshop was well planned and interactive 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. The presenter was effective (clear objectives, clearly 

communicates ideas, checks for understanding, etc.). 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. The atmosphere was enthusiastic, interesting, and 

conducive to a collegial professional exchange. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Session content and strategies will be useful for my 

work. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. I would recommend this session to colleagues. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

What is the most significant thing you learned today? 

 

 

What is the next step your team has planned? 

 

 

 

How can we build on this training for follow-up learning? 

 

 

 

If you were not satisfied with any part of today’s training, please explain why. 

 

 

Additional comments: 
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Appendix B: School Administrators Interview Protocol 

1. Introductions 

2. Clarify the purpose of my study 

3. Ask if participants have questions about the consent form 

4. Ask permission to record the interview 

5. Record the time, place, and date of the interview 

6. Conduct the interview 

7. Identify the participant with a code while conducting the interview 

8. Turn off recording at the end of the interview 

9. Thank the participant for being part of my study  

School administrators Interview Questions 

 

I. Shared and Supportive Leadership 

i) As a school leader what are the opportunities that you provide for teachers to 

initiate change to improve instructional practices?  

II. Shared Values and Vision 

i) How does your school try to improve student achievement beyond just 

looking at the state criterion referenced test?  

ii) What is the process for developing for creating a shared vision for the 

Professional Learning Communities?  

 

III.    Collective Learning and Application 

i) How do teachers in their Professional Learning Communities seek to 

improve their instructional practices?  
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ii) What are the teachers’ actions to meet the needs of all students?  

IV. Shared Personal Practice 

i) Describe how teachers share their instructional practices.  

ii) What is the structure for teachers to observe their peers? 

V.    Supportive Conditions-Relationship 

i) What evidence exists that there is a positive relationship among staff as they 

try to increase student achievement and their instructional capacity? 

VI.    Supportive Conditions-Structures 

i) What fiscal resources are available to provide support to teachers to improve 

their instructional practices? What are the fiscal resources available for 

professional development?  

Sample Probes 

Tell me more about that… 

Please give an example. 

Explain what you mean by… 

How did … work for you?  
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Appendix C: Teachers’ Interview Protocol 

 

1. Introductions 

2. Clarify the purpose of my study 

3. Ask if participants have questions about the consent form 

4. Ask permission to record the interview 

5. Record the time, place, and date of the interview 

6. Conduct the interview 

7. Identify the participant with a code while conducting the interview 

8. Turn off recording at the end of the interview 

9. Thank the participant for being part of my study  

Teachers Interview Questions 

 

1. Shared and Supportive Leadership 

i. As a classroom teacher, how have you initiated and made changes 

in the instructional practices at your school?  

ii. How do you make decisions amongst fellow teachers in your 

professional learning communities (PLCs) to improve instruction? 

2.       Shared Values and Vision 

i. How has the implementation of a shared vision between 

administrators and teachers affected the sharing and 

implementation of instructional ideas?  

ii. In what ways are you implementing and meeting the requirements 

of the shared visions? 
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3.  Collective Learning and Application 

i. How does your PLC team work together to seek knowledge about 

new instructional skills and strategies to improve your instructional 

practices?  

ii. How does your PLC team plan and work together to address 

diverse student needs?  What strategies/activities have you used to 

improve your instructional practices to meet diverse student needs? 

4.  Shared Personal Practice 

i. How does your PLC team use reviewed student work to influence 

instructional practices to improve student achievement? 

5. Supportive Conditions – Relationships 

i. How does your PLC team use data to improve instructional 

practices? 

6. Supportive Conditions-Structures 

i. How do you use existing resources to improve instructional 

practices? 

7. Sample Probes 

8. Tell me more about that… 

9. Please give an example. 

10. Explain what you mean by… 

11. How did … work for you?  
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