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ABSTRACT
The implementation of professional learning communities is a professional development
practice that uses collaborative interactions within a constructivist framework to increase
teacher and student learning. The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was
to explore the question of how the dialogue of grade level meetings within professional
learning communities impacts the professional development of teachers using the
constructivist theory of learning as the conceptual framework. The researcher gathered
data through hour-long interviews over a 4-week period with 6 learning community
participants, one from each of the 6 grade levels at the elementary school research site. A
thematic analysis of the dialogical interactions revealed the following: (a) Professional
growth is contingent upon the presence of focused dialogue, (b) Dialogue creates a
feeling of acceptance that results in professional growth, (c¢) Dialogue results in learning
opportunities that are prescriptive to the needs of the participants, and (d) Dialogue
increases the content knowledge of teachers while providing them opportunities for the
acquisition of instructional strategies. These dialogues offered opportunities for teacher
examination of school data and focused efforts to improve weaknesses for greater student
academic achievement. The results also revealed the qualities necessary for productive
interactions to occur within professional learning communities that lead to professional
growth and student success. Implications for positive social change include fostering the
growth of teachers by revealing how conversing with others facilitates the acquisition of
effective teaching practices and providing research based strategies and guidelines that
promote the facilitation of productive collaborative and dialogical interactions within

learning teams that result in improvements for the entire school community.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM
Introduction

To ensure the success of recent educational reform efforts, there is a need to
discontinue the use of traditional professional development practices (Guskey, 2000;
Speck & Knipe, 2005). Historically, the professional development of teachers involved
participation in workshops that required the implementation of new practices in isolation
with little feedback, support, or follow-up (DuFour, 1997). All teachers within the school
received the same training, regardless of their professional needs or the needs of their
students. Over the years, this one-size-fits-all model of providing teachers the same
training, regardless of their professional needs or the needs of their students, has been
found to be ineffective (Lieberman & Miller, 2002). Providing teachers with externally-
driven professional development fails to increase the professional knowledge of teachers
and equip them with the skills necessary to address the challenges of their learning
environment (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006).

For teachers to grow professionally in the current knowledge society, learning by
sharing with others and using collective intelligence to solve problems is a necessity
(Hargreaves, 2003). Research characterized effective professional development as
continuous teacher learning in a collaborative environment where the goal is to help all
students achieve higher standards of learning (Speck & Knipe, 2005; Valli & Hawley,
2002). In addition, it was results-driven and evaluated for its effectiveness (Center for
Comprehensive School-Reform and Improvement, 2006; Guskey, 2000; Speck & Knipe).

With the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 schools are



accountable for the academic achievement of students and for providing teachers with
high quality professional development that results in improved academic performance.
As schools seek to make improvements in this age of accountability, there is a need to
implement collaborative professional development practices that address the professional
needs of the teachers to better equip them to meet the unique needs of their students.

One professional development practice that enables teachers to learn and achieve
their goals through collaboration is the use of professional learning communities (DuFour
& Eaker, 1998). Schools implementing this practice become learning organizations where
groups of dedicated teachers work in learning teams to improve student achievement
(Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000). Teachers no longer participate in short-term workshops or
listen to presentations from outside experts to acquire new ideas and strategies
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Teacher learning becomes a collective effort where
individuals share their practices and investigate solutions through research to address the
unique learning needs of their school (DuFour & Eaker). Within these collaborative
communities, teachers have opportunities to construct professional knowledge as they
interact with each other to offer advice, assistance, encouragement, explanations, and
reflections on their thoughts and experiences (Cibulka & Nakayama). Professional
learning communities engage educators in continuous learning and inquiry, enabling
them to meet the demands of society while increasing their professional knowledge and
student achievement (Speck & Knipe, 2005).

The current study focused on the dialogue that occurs among members of the

professional learning communities. The findings of this study are relevant to educational



leaders within the K-12 context and the greater professional education community,
because they extend the current research on professional learning communities as a
professional development practice. In addition, this project explored the impact of this
practice on the professional growth of teachers, and therefore, attended to Walden’s
mission for social justice and change by providing teacher leaders with a better
understanding of how collaborative dialogue within learning communities impacts
teacher knowledge for improved student learning.

Background

The research site for the study was an elementary school in southeast Georgia. In
addition to meeting the federal mandates of NCLB legislation, Georgia schools have the
task of implementing a newly created standards based curriculum. The Georgia
Performance Standards (GPS) were created to provide teachers, students, and test makers
with a usable framework for instruction and assessment (Georgia Department of
Education, 2006). With this implementation process arose a need for professional
learning to assist teachers in developing an understanding of the standards based
curriculum and to guide them in providing the Georgia Department of Education with
teacher input on student work samples (Georgia Department of Education).

The research site uses professional learning communities, also called learning
teams, as its method for providing teachers with on-going professional learning
opportunities and support for implementing the new Georgia curriculum. Each learning
team is comprised of all grade level members for grades kindergarten through fifth.

Teams meet weekly to share and learn strategies that address the academic needs of the



4
school based upon data collected from Georgia’s Criterion Referenced Competency Test
(CRCT) in the areas of reading, mathematics, and writing. These meetings also provide
staff members with opportunities to become more familiar with the GPS through
evaluation of the standards and the examination of student work.

Collaborative study teams enable teachers to review research, provide feedback
on instructional practices, and discover solutions for problems faced by the school
(Elliott, 2004). The grade level meetings of the professional learning communities at the
research site provide opportunities for teachers to facilitate professional dialogue and
learning. Establishing teams that participate in collaborative dialogue for professional
growth, however, is a challenge for professional learning community schools because of
teacher reluctance towards the sharing of practices and a lack of productive dialogical
interactions (Britton, 2004; Capers, 2004; Grom, 2005; Planche, 2004). Investigating the
exchange of dialogue that occurred during the grade level meetings of professional
learning communities brought about social change at the research site in two ways. First,
it revealed how teachers perceived benefits of this professional development practice as a
tool for increasing teacher knowledge. Second, it increased the awareness of how well the
dialogue of professional learning communities facilitates the implementation of a
standards based curriculum for school leaders.

Problem Statement

Georgia schools face the challenge of selecting a professional development model

that increases the academic achievement of students and supports the implementation of

the recently developed standards-based curriculum (NCLB, 2002; Georgia Department of
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Education, 2006). The use of professional learning communities is a contemporary school
improvement effort that changes the culture of the school from one of isolation to one of
collaboration, where the primary focus is on learning rather than teaching (Eaker,
DuFour, & DuFour, 2002). Some researchers provided detailed descriptions of
professional learning communities and their collaborative learning teams (Cibulka &
Nakayama, 2000; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Kruse &
Louis, 1993), while others noted the use of this practice in school improvement studies
(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004; Feldman, Tung, & Ouimette, 2003;
Strahan, 2003). What is not known, however, is how teachers perceive the impact of
dialogue within professional learning communities on their own professional learning.

In theory, it is through the reflective conversations of professional learning
communities that teachers learn new knowledge, skills, and strategies by becoming both
students and teachers (DuFour, 2004; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Kruse & Louis, 1993).
Researchers cautioned however, that simply establishing collaborative teams does not
ensure school improvements if staff members do not actively participate in the dialogical
interactions of their learning communities (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006a;
Grom, 2005; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). To address this gap, the current study
explored the phenomenon of teacher dialogue as a professional development tool within
professional learning communities.

There are two implications for positive social change from this investigation of
professional learning communities. First, the study provides the professional education

community with a better understanding of how collaborative dialogue within learning



communities affects teacher knowledge for improved student learning. Secondly, it
expands the current research related to this practice for teacher leaders and administrators
attempting to justify the use of learning communities as a professional learning tool.
Nature of the Study

This study used a qualitative method of inquiry. In these studies, the researcher,
“builds a complex, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants,
and conducts the study in a natural setting” (Creswell, 1998, p. 15). The qualitative
paradigm was appropriate for this study, because the researcher described and explored
teacher dialogue that occurred during the grade level meetings of professional learning
communities. The focus of this study was to describe how participation in the
collaborative dialogue of professional learning communities influences the professional
growth of teachers.

Researchers described numerous designs for qualitative studies that include case
study, grounded theory, ethnography, phenomenology and biography (Creswell, 1998;
Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 2002b). The qualitative tradition for the current study was
phenomenology. Studies of this nature seek to, “describe the meaning of the lived
experiences for several individuals about a concept or the phenomenon” (Creswell, p.
51). This study was characteristic of the phenomenological approach, because its purpose
was to describe and explore the phenomenon of teacher dialogue within professional
learning communities. The researcher examined qualitative data collected from lengthy
interviews with learning community participants to explore the dialogical experiences

that occurred among members of professional learning communities. Presented in section



3 is a more detailed discussion of phenomenological studies in general and the
methodology for the current study.
Research Question

The study investigated how participation in the dialogue of professional learning
communities impacts the professional growth of teachers. It answers the following
question: How does the dialogue of grade level meetings within professional learning
communities impact the professional development of teachers?

Purpose Statement

The purpose of this study was to describe the phenomenon of teacher dialogue
during the grade level meetings of professional learning communities and its impact on
the professional development of teachers. Effective professional development is results-
driven and occurs in a collaborative environment where the primary goal is to help
students achieve higher standards of learning through continuous teacher learning (Center
for Comprehensive School-Reform and Improvement, 2006; Guskey, 2000; Speck &
Knipe, 2005; Valli & Hawley, 2002). While the literature revealed the academic effects
of this practice for students (DuFour et al., 2004; Feldman et al., 2003; Strahan, 2003),
few studies focused on how participation in the conversations of professional learning
community meetings results in greater or little professional growth for teachers
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). In addition, NCLB legislation holds all public schools
accountable for helping all students succeed, and Georgia state guidelines require the
implementation of a new standards-based curriculum (Georgia Department of Education,

2006). This investigation not only contributed to the limited amount of research focusing



exclusively on the dialogical experiences of professional learning community
participants, it also explored and revealed the viability or impracticality of professional
learning communities as a professional development tool for increasing teacher
knowledge.

Conceptual Framework

The constructivist theory of learning served as the conceptual framework for this
study. According to Vygotsky (1978), all knowledge is constructed from our social
interactions with others. Our social encounters with peers influence the development of
knowledge and understanding. Professional learning communities provide teachers
opportunities to construct and increase professional knowledge through collaborative
conversations with their peers (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006).

Constructivist theory also asserted that collaborative interactions enable learners
to use their collective knowledge to solve problems, develop understandings through
dialogue, and use communications to transform one another (Driscoll, 2000). Within the
school setting, these social interactions support standards based school reform efforts as
teachers converse to increase their understanding of the curricula, instruction and
assessment specifically for their school site (Gaddy, Dean, & Kendall, 2002). The
collaborative teams of professional learning communities provide teachers frequent
opportunities to interact with their colleagues to investigate practices that lead to greater
teacher and student learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord,

1997).



Constructivists prescribe three functions of collaboration: collective knowledge,
sharing and listening to others, and communication through dialogue (Driscoll, 2000).
These collaborative practices lead to greater professional growth for teachers (Speck &
Knipe, 2005). The processes of professional learning communities include (a) studying
teaching and learning, (b) sharing new knowledge while comparing it with current
knowledge, and (c) providing opportunities for teachers to discuss and implement new
teaching strategies (Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000; Kruse & Louis, 1993). Participation in
these inquiry processes provides for the construction of professional knowledge within
the school community (Lambert et al., 2002). Learning transpires when teachers
participate in collaborative interactions that explore school data and student work for the
purpose of school improvement. Section 2 presents a more detailed explanation of
constructivist learning within professional learning communities.

Definitions

Collaboration: DuFour (2004) characterized collaboration within professional
learning communities as, “a systematic process in which teachers work together to
analyze and improve their classroom practices” (p. 8).

Communities: According to Sergiovanni (2005), communities, “spring from
common understandings that provide members with a sense of identity and involvement
that results in the creation of a web of meaningful relationships with moral overtones” (p
32). In the school setting, DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2006a) defined community

as, “a group linked by common interest. Whereas the term ‘organization’ tends to
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emphasize structure and efficiency, ‘community’ suggests shared purpose, mutual
cooperation, and supportive relationships” (p. 214).

Constructivist theory: Lambert et al. (2002) defined constructivist theory within
the school setting as, “learners constructing meaning based upon their previous
knowledge, beliefs and experiences- and their application to schools” (p. 1).

Dialogue: Isaacs (1999) stated, “Dialogue is a living experience of inquiry within
and between people” (p. 9). Its purpose is to, “reach new understanding and, in doing so,
to form a totally new basis from which to think and act” (p. 19).

Phenomenology: Sokolowski (2000) identified phenomenology as, “the study of
human experience and of the ways things present themselves to us in and through such
experience” (p. 2). Studies with a phenomenological design seek to, “describe the
meaning of the lived experiences for several individuals about a concept or the
phenomenon” (Creswell, p. 51).

Professional development: Professional development is defined as a, “sustained
collaborative learning process that systematically nourishes the growth of educators
(individuals and teams) through adult learner-centered, job-embedded processes. It
focuses on educators’ attaining the skills, abilities, and deep understandings needed to
improve student achievement” (Speck & Knipe, 2005, p. 3-4). Guskey (2000) asserted it
is, “a process that is (a) intentional, (b) ongoing, and (c) systemic” (p. 16). At the
research site, the primary means for providing teachers with professional development
opportunities have been professional learning communities or learning teams.

Professional development has been ongoing throughout the school as teachers met
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weekly to participate in professional dialogue that increased teacher knowledge of
effective instructional strategies and results in greater student learning.

Professional learning communities : DuFour et al. (2006) described a professional
learning community as, “Educators committed to working collaboratively in ongoing
processes of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the
students they serve” (p. 217). Hord (2004) described five dimensions of successful
professional learning communities, which included supportive and shared leadership,
shared values and vision, collective learning and application of learning, supportive
conditions, and shared practice (p. 7). Professional development occurs as professional
learning communities, “operate under the assumption that key to improved learning for
students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators” (DuFour et al., 2006a, p.
217).

Teams: Friend and Cook (1996) defined a team as, “a relatively small set of
interdependent individuals who work and interact directly in a coordinated manner to
achieve a common goal” (p. 31). Key to their success are, “an awareness of team
membership, regulation of interactions by shared norms, and interdependence of team
members” (p. 31). In the context of professional learning communities, DuFour et al.
(2006) identified teams as, “a group of people working interdependently to achieve a
common goal for which members are held mutually accountable” (p. 219).

Qualitative research: Merriam (2002b) described this research paradigm as, “an

umbrella concept covering several forms of inquiry that help us understand and explain
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the meaning of social phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as
possible” (p. 5).

Assumptions
It is assumed that the collaborative teams involved in this study were professional
learning communities as described in the literature. Second, while the researcher’s work
site was being used to gather data for this study, it was assumed that the participants were
open and honest about their experiences within professional learning communities during
interviews with the researcher.
Limitations
This study was limited by its phenomenological nature to a small sample of
participants. The study was also limited to the staff members of one southeast Georgia
elementary school who had participated in the dialogue of professional learning
communities. The results of the study cannot be generalized to any other school setting,
because they were limited to the dialogical experiences described by the kindergarten
through fifth grade level representatives at one school. In addition, the qualitative nature
of this phenomenological study placed limitations on the study, because the results of
these studies are derived from the interpretations of data by the researcher (Creswell,
2003)
The role of the researcher within the research setting also bounded the current
study. The researcher was a coworker of the study participants, and it was possible that
the researcher made inferences during the interviews because of her familiarity with the

interviewees and the activities of professional learning communities. Researcher bias,
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which can result in biased data reporting and inappropriate data collection behaviors, was
another limitation of the current phenomenological study. To address these researcher-
related limitations, the researcher used Epoche, bracketing, member-checking, rich, thick
description, and the reporting of discrepant information (Creswell, 1996). Included within
Section 3 is a detailed explanation of each of these strategies.

Delimitations

This qualitative study began in July 2008 and concluded when sufficient
interview data was collected from an elementary school in southeast Georgia. The
researcher interviewed 6 teachers who participated in weekly professional learning
community meetings.

Significance of the Study

Professional learning communities create a collaborative school culture that
fosters teacher learning and school improvements (Eaker et al., 2002). Research describes
the characteristics of this practice (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; Huffman & Hipp,
2003) and its use in school improvement efforts (DuFour et al., 2004; Feldman et al.,
2003; Murphy & Lick, 2005; Strahan, 2003). Studying the impact of the collaborative
dialogue that occurs within professional learning communities was significant for several
reasons. First, it extends the professional literature related to this relatively new practice,
and it contributes to the limited amount of studies that focus exclusively on the dialogue
of these collaborative communities. Secondly, this study is significant for teacher leaders

who, according to Ackerman and Mackenzie (2006), “lead informally by revealing their
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classroom practice, sharing their expertise, asking questions of colleagues, mentoring
new teachers, and modeling how teachers collaborate on issues of practice” (p. 66).

Investigating the phenomenon of dialogue within professional learning
communities provides teacher leaders with a better understanding of how to lead their
colleagues in productive conversations that lead to the sharing of effective professional
development practices for increased teacher and student learning. It also provides
Georgia school leaders with a better understanding of how well professional learning
communities as a professional development practice support school improvement efforts
and the implementation of GPS and its assessment pieces.

Investigating the collaborative dialogue of professional learning communities had
social change implications. According to Hargreaves (2003):

Teamwork, learning from people who are different, sharing information openly-

all of these essential ingredients of the knowledge society involve vulnerability,
risk, and willingness to trust that the processes of teamwork and partnership

ultimately will work for the good of all, including oneself. (p. 28)

This study fosters the growth of teachers by providing them with a better understanding
of how conversing with others as a team has the potential to increase their knowledge
base of effective teaching practices. Results from three studies indicated members of
professional learning communities lack the collaborative skills necessary to lead and
promote productive interactions during team meetings (Britton, 2004; Grom, 2005;
Planche, 2004). In addition to fostering the growth of teachers, this study brings about

social change for administrators and teacher leaders by revealing research based

strategies and guidelines that promote the facilitation of productive collaborative dialogue
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and interactions within learning teams that result in improvements for the entire school
community.

Summary

Georgia schools face the challenge of selecting a professional development model
that aids in the implementation of newly created performance standards and results in
school improvements. A school improvement practice that enables teachers to learn
through collaboration is the implementation of professional learning communities. While
current research described the characteristics of this practice and notes its use in school
improvement studies, there is a need for further research that describes how the dialogue
of professional learning communities impacts teachers professionally. The purpose of this
investigation was to describe the phenomenon of dialogue within professional learning
communities to provide schools and teacher leaders with guidelines that facilitate
productive collaborative interactions. Included in the remaining sections of this report are
a review of the literature in section 2, a discussion of the research methods used for this
phenomenological study in section 3, and presentation of the findings in section 4, and an

interpretation of the results and recommendations for further research in section 5.



SECTION 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This review summarized the literature related to professional learning
communities as a professional development practice and their use in school improvement
efforts. The organization of the review includes an exploration of broad topics related to
professional development and professional learning communities followed by a narrowed
focus on specific issues related to the purpose of the study.

The literature review begins with a discussion of effective professional
development practices that support reform efforts of today and presents how professional
learning communities follow these guidelines and promote teacher learning using a
constructivist framework. Also included is a discussion of dialogue and its important role
in the effectiveness of professional learning communities. This section concludes with a
review of the underlying practices learning communities and a review of studies that
present the benefits of their use as a school improvement practice. Throughout the review
is a critical analysis of the literature related to professional learning communities and the
gaps within the research necessitating a need for further study.

To search for literature related to the topic, the researcher conducted keyword
searches using several of Walden University’s electronic databases including Academic
Search Premier, ERIC, Primary Search, and Proquest Dissertations and Theses. These
searches resulted in the discovery of several informative articles, ERIC documents,
dissertations, and Websites with literature related to the topic of investigation. The

researcher used books from her doctoral study classes and purchased numerous others
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online. Some references made were from video presentations from experts in their field
provided by Walden University. Keywords included: professional development,
collaboration, dialogue, professional learning communities, communities of practice,
learning teams, study groups, constructivist learning theory, teacher learning, and
standards-based curriculum.

Effective Professional Development

According to Speck and Knipe (2005), high quality professional development is
defined as, “those processes that improve the job-related knowledge, skills, or attitudes of
school employees” (pp. 3-4). This development traditionally included workshops that
provided training on knowledge outside experts viewed as important with little support or
follow-up after delivery (Speck & Knipe). Participation in externally driven professional
development programs did not adequately equip teachers with the knowledge and skills
required to confront the challenges faced within the learning environments of the school
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Training models of professional development increased
the instructional skills of teachers; however, they did not equip educators with the
knowledge and understanding of how to implement reform efforts of modern society
(Little, 1993).

NCLB is a current reform effort that holds schools accountable for the academic
achievement of their students. This legislation also called for providing teachers with
high quality professional development that results in improved academic performance.
Several states, including Georgia, recently implemented performance standards to

provide teachers, students, and test makers with a usable framework for instruction and
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assessment (Georgia Department of Education, 2006). In this age of accountability, there
is a need to continue investigating professional development practices that provide
teachers with the skills and knowledge necessary to meet the unique needs of their
students for school improvements to occur (Little, 1993).

To ensure the effective implementation of current reform efforts, several
researchers indicated a need to restructure traditional training models of professional
development (Guskey, 2000; Lieberman & Miller, 2002; Speck & Knipe, 2005). This
change involves teachers working collaboratively to construct knowledge that enables
them to address the needs of their learners and their school community (Center for
Comprehensive School-Reform and Improvement, 2006). Similarly, Valli and Hawley
(2002) described the need for teachers to participate in professional development that
includes collaborative problem solving to increase teacher and administrator knowledge.
Collaboration enables teachers to grow professionally through the sharing of
accomplishments and challenges and the learning of new strategies to implement within
their own classrooms (Lieberman, 2005). The practice of collaboration is also supported
by the constructivist approach to learning which employs the sharing of ideas and the
process of thinking together to increase knowledge and understandings (Lambert et al.,
2002).

In addition to occurring within a collaborative environment, researchers
recommend professional development be job-embedded, results-driven, and include an
evaluation component (Guskey, 2000; National Staff Development Council, 2006b;

Speck & Knipe, 2005). Job-embedded professional learning focuses on increasing teacher
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knowledge of current research related to teaching and learning to help all students
achieve higher standards of learning (Center for Comprehensive School-Reform and
Improvement; National Staff Development Council; Speck & Knipe). Results-driven staff
development relies on data collected from within the school to determine areas in need of
improvement (Center for Comprehensive School-Reform and Improvement, 2006).
Evaluation of new practices occurs periodically to measure their influence on teacher
effectiveness and student learning and for guidance when making future decisions (Speck
& Knipe). This new vision of professional development requires the formation of
structures within the school that provide teachers collaborative opportunities to increase
knowledge of skills and practices needed to produce results in student achievement
(Hirsh, 2005). One such practice that meets the requirements as described above is the
establishment of professional learning communities.

Professional Learning Communities

Before defining professional learning communities and presenting the learning
theory incorporated into the practice, it is necessary to define the concept of community
and its importance in the professional growth of educators. Communities, “spring from
common understandings that provide members with a sense of identity and involvement
that results in the creation of a web of meaningful relationships with moral overtones”
(Sergiovanni, 2005, p. 32). Individuals naturally become members of an assortment of
communities, which include their home, work, support groups, leisure activities, and even
school settings (Speck & Knipe, 2005). It is through our participation in communities that

we gain knowledge (Driscoll, 2000).
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Within educational settings, communities develop as schools change from
organizations that stress, “structure and efficiency” to communities that value, “shared
purpose, mutual cooperation, and supportive relationships” (DuFour et al., 2006a, p.
214). Sergiovanni (2005) described numerous reasons for the importance of community
within schools:

1. Community helps satisfy the need that teachers, students, and parents have to
be connected to each other and to the school.

2. Community helps everyone in the school to focus on the common good.

3. Community provides students with a safe harbor in a stormy sea- a place where
they are accepted unconditionally.

4. Community supports learning.

5. Community builds relationships and responsibility.

6. Community connects people to their work for moral reasons that obligate them
to respond. (p. 56)
Viewing the school as a community of learners changes the role of teachers from being
dispensers of knowledge for students to learners who engage in collaborative interactions
for the growth of the entire school community (Lambert et al., 2002).
Professional Learning Communities Defined

DuFour et al. (2006) defined professional learning community as, “educators
committed to working collaboratively in ongoing processes of collective inquiry and
action research to achieve better results for the students they serve” (p. 217). Huffman

(2000) defined these groups as, “a community of learners working together within a
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school to determine common vision, set goals and objectives, provide support, monitor
progress, and adjust practices based on student and school needs” (p. 84). The underlying
practices of these organizations include a dedication to helping all students learn, an
emphasis on teacher learning, and the use of collaboration to improve the school (Cibulka
& Nakayama, 2000; DuFour, 2004). Terms that share similar definitions include study
groups, learning teams, and communities of shared practice; these terms are used
interchangeably within this review.

Constructing Knowledge within Professional Learning Communities

The idea of using one’s own personal knowledge, experiences, and observations
to construct knowledge comes from the constructivist theory of learning (Driscoll, 2000).
This theory’s epistemological foundations (Lambert et al., 2002) stressed the importance
of an individual’s social experiences in the construction of knowledge (Costa & Kallick,
2004). Individuals give meanings to their experiences in tandem with building knowledge
from their experiences (Lambert et al.). Constructivist theory is defined as, “learners
constructing meaning based upon their previous knowledge, beliefs and experiences- and
their application to schools” (Lambert, et al., p. 1). “Humans don’t get ideas; they make
ideas” (Costa & Kallick, p. 78). The principles of constructivism include:

1. Knowledge and beliefs are formed within the learner.

2. Learners personally imbue experiences with meaning.

3. Learning activities should cause learners to gain access to their experiences,
knowledge, and beliefs.

4. Culture, race, and economic status affect student learning individually and
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collectively.

5. Learning is a social activity that is enhanced by shared inquiry.

6. Reflection and metacognition are essential aspects of constructing knowledge
and meaning.

7. Learners play a critical role in assessing their own learning.

8. The outcomes of the learning process are varied and often unpredictable.
(Lambert et al., pp. 26-28)

Learning occurs as individuals create learning structures from their social interactions or
from new experiences that conflict with previously established ideas and understandings
(Driscoll). As we interact with others, the sharing of ideas and the process of thinking
together increases our knowledge and understandings of the world around us (Lambert et
al.).

The constructivist theory of learning noted the importance of collaboration.
Working together, learners use their collective knowledge to solve problems, develop
understandings through dialogue, and use communication to transform one another
(Driscoll, 2000). The idea of social interactions playing a key role in the acquisition of
knowledge is rooted in the works of Vygotsky (1978), who hypothesized that all
knowledge comes from our social relations with other people . He also used the term
“zone of proximal development” (p. 86) to explain how social interactions influence the
individual’s prospective mental development. It is through social encounters with our

peers one may reach their fullest potential.
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Communities, which promote the formation of relationships through social
interactions, become a critical factor in the learning process within school settings
(Lambert et al., 2002). Collaborative school cultures develop as community members use
their diverse knowledge and experiences to promote the professional growth and
development of the entire school (Wald & Castleberry, 2000). Constructivist theory
asserted greater learning occurs when individuals share and think with others to
understand the world around them (Lambert et al.). Incorporating the idea of community
in the school setting therefore enables teachers to construct knowledge as they collaborate
with their peers to assess their professional needs and the needs of their students.
Working as members of learning community, teachers use their collective efforts to
improve instructional practices and increase student success (Speck & Knipe, 2005).

Professional learning communities create an environment where teachers increase
their professional learning and knowledge of effective instructional practices by
participating in collaborative groups that focus on helping all students be successful
learners (Eaker et al., 2002). Teachers discontinue their practice of working in seclusion
to increase student achievement. Within their learning teams, teachers socialize as they
review school data and collaborate to discover research-based teaching strategies, which
lead to increased student achievement. Teachers also take responsibility for their own
learning by talking about what they know from their experiences and observations
(Lieberman & Miller, 2002). Kruse and Louis (1993) refer to this process as

“deprivatization of practice” (p. 12). This process creates a community that encourages
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classroom observations, reflections on practices used, and discussions on how to improve
student learning (Hord, 1997; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Kruse & Louis).

Researchers described key components for the development of professional
learning communities and their collaborative culture (Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000; Eaker
et al., 2002; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997; Kruse & Louis, 1993). The terminology
used within the literature varied, but the critical elements are essentially the same. These
components included having a supportive and shared leadership, supportive conditions,
shared vision and values, collaborative teams, and shared practices (Cibulka &
Nakayama; Eaker et al.; Hipp & Huffman; Hord; Kruse & Louis). With these
components in place, the school becomes a community where teachers share in the
instructional decisions and the primary goal throughout the school is on student learning.
Collaborative teams and supportive structures enable teachers to share their practices,
investigate and implement new strategies, and reflect on results. The following
paragraphs describe each of the critical elements of professional learning communities
and the teacher learning that occurs within their constructivist framework.

Professional learning communities create a collaborative culture within the
school, therefore a supportive administration and shared leadership is necessary for their
development and continuance (Eaker et al., 2002; Hord, 1997; Kruse & Louis, 1993;
McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Using data collected from student achievement scores,
principals guide teachers within the school into discovering areas in need of improvement
that become the focus of collaborative team meetings (McLaughlin & Talbert). Principals

of communities are leaders who also share the responsibilities for school decisions,
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professional growth, and the achievement of school goals with the faculty of the school
(Lambert et al., 2002). They take an active role in creating an environment which
encourages collective learning and shared decision making (Eaker et al.; Hipp &
Huffman, 2003; Huffman, Hipp, Pankake, & Moller, 2001). School leaders of learning
communities therefore ensure the school remains focused on the values of student and
teacher learning by becoming monitors for the school instead of managers.

Research suggested the importance of supportive conditions, which include
physical structures and human or social resources, to support and sustain teacher learning
in professional learning communities (Eaker et al., 2002; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Kruse
& Louis, 1993). Structural conditions involve close proximity meeting facilities,
scheduled times for collaboration and collegiality, systems for communication, and
teacher empowerment for choosing best practices (Hipp & Huffman; Kruse & Louis).
The human or social resources described by these researchers included a supportive
environment that sustains trust and respect among community members, shared teacher
knowledge, socialization processes that support a sense of community, and support from
the school district and parents. School leaders who facilitate the development of these
conditions ensure the successful implementation of professional learning communities
within the school (Kruse & Louis).

The shared visions and values held by members of professional learning
communities focus on student learning (Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000; Hipp & Huffman,
2003; Hord, 1997; Kruse & Louis, 1993). These visions and values do not come from an

outside source. They are a product of the social interactions among school personnel as
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they discuss the needs of the students within their school. School members use their
collective energies to develop these visions and values for the community (Huffman &
Hipp, 2003).

Learning team members use collaborative dialogue to develop their shared visions
and values that focus on student learning (Eaker et al., 2002). Constructivist theory views
conversations within a community as the primary means for members to construct
meanings toward a shared purpose about teaching and learning (Lambert et al., 2002).
Staff members refer to their shared visions and values to guide decisions for their school
community which include school improvements, budgeting, and professional
development (Eaker et al.; Hord, 1997). The shared visions and values of the entire
school also create expectations for staff behavior and for classroom environments that
maximize the learning abilities of all students (Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000).

Establishing collaborative teams is essential for the successful implementation of
professional learning communities (DuFour et al., 2006a; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hipp &
Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997) as they serve as the primary “building blocks” (DuFour et
al., p. 219) for this school improvement practice . Friend and Cook (1992) defined a team
as, “a relatively small set of interdependent individuals who work and interact directly in
a coordinated manner to achieve a common goal” (p. 31). There are seven qualities
necessary for effective collaborative teams within the work setting. These included the
following:

1. Collaboration is voluntary.

2. Collaborative participants value all contributions made to the group equally.
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3. Collaboration requires a goal shared by the entire team.

4. It involves participants sharing responsibilities and decision-making.

5. Members of the team share their resources such as time, knowledge of specific
practices, and access to additional resources.

6. Collaborators share responsibility for the outcomes of their decisions.

7. Collaboration is an emergent process, with the team eventually becoming a
community of learners dedicated to accomplishing goals as a team. (Friend & Cook, pp.
7-11).

Within the context professional learning communities DuFour et al. (2006)
identified a team as, “a group of people working interdependently to achieve a common
goal for which members are held mutually accountable” (p. 219). The qualities as
described by Friend and Cook (1992) characterize the collaborative teams of professional
learning communities. They provide all staff members within the school opportunities to
use their collective knowledge and expertise as group to explore, experiment, and reflect
upon goals for making school-wide improvements (Wald & Castleberry, 2000). The
collaborative teams of professional learning communities consist of members grouped by
grade level or subject, by teachers with shared students, by school wide task forces or by
professional development needs to accomplish school improvement goals (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998).

The constructivist theory of learning outlined three purposes for collaboration
(Driscoll, 2000). These included enabling individuals to use their collective knowledge,

providing opportunities to share and listen to others, and promoting communication
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through dialogue (Driscoll). These operations are an integral part of professional
learning communities as they focus on (a) studying teaching and learning, (b) sharing
new knowledge while comparing it with current knowledge, and (c) providing
opportunities for teachers to discuss and implement new teaching strategies (Cibulka &
Nakayama, 2000; Kruse & Louis, 1993). The practice of gaining knowledge through
community interactions is also related to Vygotsky’s (1978) contention that working with
peers influences the development of knowledge and understandings. Collaboration
becomes, “embedded into the daily life of the school, because it is through this practice
that teachers learn how to improve classroom instruction” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p.
118).

The collaborative teams of professional learning communities seek to increase
teacher knowledge and improve instructional practices by not only sharing knowledge,
but also by community investigations into research based practices (Eaker et al., 2002).
Teachers investigate research based ideas to ensure best practices are implemented as
they work to improve the school (Eaker et al.). Data gained from student work and
classroom observations aids teachers in assessing their teaching strategies and in
determining effective ways to improve student learning (Cibulka & Nakayama, 2000).
Reflecting upon one’s own learning is a constructivist characteristic (Lambert et al.,
2002). These personal evaluations help teachers construct knowledge and understandings
about the learning process.

While collaborative teams are key to the success of professional learning

communities, researchers acknowledged soliciting active participation from all staff
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members within the school setting presents challenges for school leaders (DuFour et al.,
2006a; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Many schools incorporate collaborative learning
teams as the primary plan for professional development (Wald & Castleberry, 2000),
while others present participation in these teams as on option (McLaughlin & Talbert).
Conflicts result for school leaders in these voluntary school settings as willing
participants grow through their involvement in team collaboration whereas non-willing
participants fail to receive the same professional growth benefits (McLaughlin &
Talbert).

The act of dialogue itself can cause an additional barrier for school leaders
choosing to implement learning teams school wide. Difficulties in dialogue occur,
because the roles individuals perceive for themselves can vary from being passive to
dominant (Bohm, 1996). Resistance to dialogue may arise from teacher preference to
isolation rather than collaboration (DuFour et al., 2006a). The current study aids school
leaders in addressing these challenges by investigating how teachers perceive the
phenomenon of participation in professional learning communities in relation to
professional learning.

Teachers within professional learning communities share their classroom
practices with each other to improve their own classroom instruction (Cibulka &
Nakayama, 2000; Hipp & Huffman, 2003; Hord, 1997; Kruse & Louis, 1993) and
examine student work evaluate to assess student learning (Eaker et al., 2002; Huffman &
Hipp, 2003). The sharing of practices is a strategy that enables teachers to, “review and

give feedback to one another on instructional practice in order to increase individual and
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organizational capacity” (Huffman et al., 2001, p. 453). Teachers observe classrooms,
make notes about the instruction, and then participate in reflective conversations to
improve student learning (Hipp & Huffman; Hord). They encourage one another to
experiment with different teaching strategies and challenge assumptions about learning
(Cibulka & Nakayama; Kruse & Louis). This de-privatization of practice encourages
teachers to publicly share within their community. Social interactions aid in the
internalization of knowledge as individuals learn within their zone of proximal
development (Vygotsky, 1978). Sharing practices therefore provides additional learning
opportunities for teachers.

In summary, professional development research revealed the importance of
collaborative interactions for teachers to increase professional knowledge and student
achievement. Professional learning communities promote the growth of the entire school
community by providing teachers collaborative opportunities that allow teachers to be
learners rather than simply presenters of knowledge for students. Learning communities
consist of small groups of teachers who work collaboratively to increase student
achievement by learning new ideas, implementing them in the classroom, and then
reflecting on the results. The literature presented five key components of professional
learning communities: supportive and shared leadership, supportive conditions, shared
vision and values, collaborative teams, supportive structures, and shared practices. With
these elements in place, professional learning occurs as teachers construct knowledge

through their social interactions with their peers. There is a need for further research
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however, that investigates the effects of participation in learning communities on the
professional learning of teachers, which was addressed with the current study.

Dialogue and Professional Learning Communities

Isaacs (1999) defined dialogue as, “a living experience of inquiry within and
between people” (p. 9). Its purpose is to, “reach new understanding and, in doing so, to
form a totally new basis from which to think and act” (p. 19). Dialogue is not a tool
intended to be used for persuading others; it is a means to provide individuals
opportunities to listen only to the varying ideas of others and develop shared
understandings of experiences (Bohm, 1996). As schools implement new reform efforts,
dialogical interactions provide teachers opportunities to gain a better understanding of
new ideas and gain insight into the challenges faced by the school (Speck & Knipe, 2005,
p. 117).

Effective dialogical interactions involve four types of activities: listening,
respecting, suspending, and voicing (Isaacs, 1999). The act of listening is not simply
hearing the words of others. It is a group process that requires withholding one’s own
personal thoughts and beliefs to become more aware of the experiences and ideas of the
whole group (Wald & Castleberry, 2000). The construction of knowledge occurs through
this form of listening, because individuals discover new ideas, make connections, or
discover inconsistencies within their own knowledge (Lambert et al., 2002, p. 89).

While actively listening, participants also show respect for members of the group
during effective dialogue. This practice requires members to honor the uniqueness of one

another despite their individual differences (Isaacs, 1999). Varying opinions or points of
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view are unimportant, because the dialogue shared results in greater understanding of
collective problems (Bohm, 1996) The concept of respect relates to the characteristics of
effective collaborative teams. Key to their success is the practice of parity, or valuing all
members of the team (Friend & Cook, 1992). In terms of dialogue, showing respect for
oneself, for others, for differences, and for individuals with opposing opinions is a
necessity (Isaacs).

In addition to actively listen