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THE EXAMINATION OF REAL-LIFE IMPLEMENTATIONS OF CRITICAL
ELEMENTS IN APROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY FOR HIGH-
PERFORMING MIDDLE SCHOOLS AND LOW-PERFORMING MIDDLE SCHOOLS

by
DAMITA GRIFFIN BYNES
(Under the Direction of Deborah Thomas)
ABSTRACT

In a September 2 Education Week Commentary, Kahlenberg (2009) identified
5,000 schools across the nation categorized as failing or low-performing schools. A
significant amount of attention and resources are dedicated to transform low-performing
schools to high-performing schools promoting student achievement. Because of the
increasing demand that low-performing schools be turned around, Georgia schools that
do not make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) two consecutive years for the same
indicator are placed in Needs Improvement (NI) status and face escalating consequences
from the Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE). In the midst of all of the demands
to meet local and state requirements, there were school personnel who made structural or
organizational changes by implementing professional learning communities to achieve
the desired outcome of improving student achievement and became high-performing
schools. Conversely, there were school personnel that made structural or organizational
changes by implementing professional learning communities to achieve the desired
outcome of improving student achievement, yet remained in low-performing status.

This research focused on six middle schools in Georgia, in which the five critical



elements of a professional learning community were implemented as a response to school
reform. Of the six middle schools, three schools were selected because they were
recognized as high-performing. Simultaneously, three middle schools were selected
because they had yet to meet all of the criteria of a high-performing school and were
labeled as low-performing. The researcher examined real-life implementations of critical
elements of a professional learning community in these high-performing and low-
performing middle schools to determine if there were significant differences or patterns
that existed among or between the two groups of schools. This research was approached
using a mixed method design. The quantitative data were gathered and analyzed adopting
the Olivier, Hipp, and Huffman (2009) survey instrument, Professional Learning
Communities Assessment — Revised (PLCA-R). The qualitative data were gathered and
analyzed by conducting recorded semi-structured focus group interviews and individual
interviews, observing and documenting PLCs, and collecting and reviewing artifacts.
INDEX WORDS: Professional learning communities, High-performing schools, Low-
performing schools, Reform, Restructuring, School culture, Schools in Georgia, AYP,
Critical elements, Human resources, Structural conditions, Shared and supportive
leadership, Shared values and vision, Collective learning and application, Shared

personal practice, Supportive conditions for relationships and structures
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Educators across Georgia and throughout the United States have felt the pressures
of many changes that have taken place in the educational arena. No Child Left Behind
(NCLB), adequate yearly progress (AYP), differentiated instruction, Georgia
Performance Standards (GPS), Common Core State Standards (CCSS), and Race to the
Top (RTT) are a few of the external pressures requiring school personnel to concentrate
on increased accountability for student achievement. These pressures also include a sense
of urgency to turn around failing schools nationwide.

In a September 2 Education Week Commentary, Kahlenberg (2009) identified
5,000 schools across the nation categorized as failing or low-performing schools.
Freelance writer Victor Rivero (2009) explained that these low-performing schools
represented more than 2.5 million students. Rivero recorded remarks of Louisiana’s
Recovery School District Superintendent, Paul Vallas, stating that if schools are to be
turned around, a model or vision must exist. Vallas and Rees (2010) stated if achievement
gaps are to be eliminated, then administrators should look beyond the obvious in
transforming the learning and developing of students. Eaker (2002) agreed that just
changing the structure of a school is not enough. The culture of the school has to change
as well, and that professional learning communities are the best hope for improving
schools. Cawelti (2004) suggested in his synthesis of research on high-performing
schools, that student achievement increases because of daily classroom high quality, and

focused instruction.
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In the December 2009 report, Improving Low-performing Schools, Caitlin Scott
examined 23 school districts and 48 schools in California, Georgia, Maryland, Michigan,
New York, and Ohio that were included in a 5-year study of low-performing schools
restructured under NCLB. This qualitative study was conducted by the Center on
Education Policy (CEP), a nonprofit organization for assistance in developing strategies
for restructuring. Atlanta Public Schools (APS), Grady County School, Muscogee School,
and Stewart School Districts, all in Georgia, were included in this study. These four
districts including five middle schools, one high school, and two academy schools were
able to raise the level of student achievement. During the study in Georgia, Scott (2009)
explained that multiple coordinated improvement strategies evolved during the
restructuring process as achievement levels of students increased. These strategies
included data being used frequently to guide decisions about instruction and students,
teachers working together to design and administer assessments, and schools
implementing small learning communities.

Small learning communities, an alternative approach to school improvement, and
one type of professional learning community (PLC) allowed teachers and administrators
an opportunity to identify collaboratively desired results of promoting and practicing
effective techniques for a better performing school. Additional studies support PLCs as
an effective model of fostering school improvement for teachers, staff, and students
(Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; DuFour, 2010; Hord & Sommers,

2008; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Senge, 1990, 2006; Stoll, 2007). Cowan (2003) concurred
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that PLCs are infrastructures put in place to support school improvement, which
ultimately increase the level and quality of student learning.

Although Georgia was recognized as one of six states in which low-performing
schools had improved and made slight increases in performance, at the time of this study,
154 middle schools had not met the criteria for AYP. These schools were targeted for
restructuring or were in the implementation phase of restructuring. According to
Georgia’s Department of Education (GaDOE) 2010 AYP Report, 65.3% middle schools
met AYP in 2007, 79.5% middle schools met AYP in 2008, 84.5% (393) middle schools
met AYP in 2009, and 67.2% (315) middle schools met AYP in 2010. Consequently,
these data raised awareness to this researcher and other educational leaders who have an
interest in supporting student achievement and desiring all schools to succeed across the
nation.

Background of the Study

To support student achievement, President Obama and his administration began
promoting professional development for teachers and principals. In Killion’s May 2009
news release, the National Staff Development Council (NSDC) commended President
Obama for allocating funds to support training and professional development for best
practices in teacher effectiveness and improving student results. These funds, otherwise
known as The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), included
implementation of a teacher evaluation system that provided feedback on teacher
performance, an intensive redesign of professional development for teachers, and special

focus on subject matter.
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From January 2002 to October 2004, the Department for Education and Skills
(DfES), the General Teaching Council for England (GTCE) and the National College for
School Leadership (NCSL) funded a project on creating and sustaining effective
professional learning communities. Bolam et al. (2005) found PLCs promoted individual
and collective professional learning, promoted and sustained school improvement, and
promoted student learning. Senge (2006) also recognized that new patterns of thinking
and continuous learning were tools and ideas that an organization must possess to
produce results and continue to grow. Senge further recognized not only did
organizations produce extraordinary results, but individual members of the organization
rapidly grew too. These schools of thought and research were aligned with the course of
action that President Obama and his administration recommended.

In a June 17, Education Week Commentary, U. S. Secretary of Education, Arne
Duncan (2009), stated school officials were too content with nominal progress and action,
and more aggressive action should be taken to make dramatic changes necessary for
schools to improve. Duncan recognized that leaders might not have had the knowledge
and skills needed to rise to the occasion of creating a 21st Century School. He stated the
unique challenges rural schools faced should not have been an excuse for not improving
student achievement. According to Duncan (2009), a strong advocate of complete
turnarounds for schools that need restructuring, new and innovative leaders must run the
low-performing schools. In addition, bringing in new adults, rearranging the length of the
school day and school year, analyzing the curriculum, and revisiting the discipline codes

were the best and fastest ways to create a new school culture for student achievement
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(Duncan, 2009). Yet, drastic school turnaround strategies were risky wrote David (2010).
The federal School Turnaround Grant program required educators in states and districts to
use such strategies as closing the low-performing school and reopening as a charter
school, closing the school and transferring students to better schools within the district,
firing the principal and one-half of the staff, or firing the principal, and overhauling the
evaluation of teachers, schedules, and instruction. However, according to David,
problems found with those strategies showed that replacing the staff did not lead to
improved instruction, had little effect on quality instruction, and turning schools over to
charter organizations or outside agencies did not do well either. Furthermore, some urban
and rural school districts only had one school, leaving nowhere to transfer students.
Educational leaders such as Fullan (2005), Marzano (2003), and Reeves (2009)
conducted considerable research on instructional skills and best practices. Their research
showed that good instruction leads to increased student achievement and that student
achievement resulted when there was a strong sense of responsibility for the school, for
others, and when students had a strong sense of responsibility for themselves. Scott
(2009) in accordance with Fullan (2005), Marzano, and Reeves, reported common
findings that emerged from case studies of schools restructured in six geographically
diverse states. First, all of the case study schools that raised achievement to exit
restructuring used multiple, coordinated strategies revised over time. Second, all case
study schools that exited restructuring, used data frequently to make decisions about

instruction and regrouped students by skill level.
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Brady (2003) reported a cascade of interventions useful for turning around a low-
performing school. He categorized these interventions as mild, moderate, and strong.
Mild interventions require the existing school staff to add programs or initiatives to an
existing school structure. Strong interventions require significant changes in existing
school structures. This type of intervention seems to be more in harmony with Duncan’s
(2009) methods of turning schools around. Conversely, moderate interventions require
existing school staff to change the basic structures and processes of the schools. This type
of intervention is more aligned with the thoughts of Fullan (2005), Marzano (2003),
Reeves (2009), and Scott (2009). Regardless of which intervention is chosen, Brady
(2003) noted that examination and understanding of what worked for one circumstance of
turning schools around might not work for another low-performing school.

Unlike Duncan’s (2009) choice of strategies, leaders in schools in New Jersey,
New York, North Carolina, Texas, Maryland, and Georgia chose to intervene moderately.
Leaders in these states implemented the concept of PLCs to improve student
achievement. Huffman and Hipp (2003) recognized once schools were identified as
PLCs, principals, staff, and other stakeholders such as parents, community leaders, and
students faced challenges. They admitted all participants had to focus urgent attention to
self-examine the root causes and look within and without for the schools’ solutions.
Huffman and Hipp (2003) explained that this focus required shared beliefs, values and
vision, shared and supportive leadership, collective learning and its application, shared

personal practices, and supportive conditions for relationships and structures.
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Hord and Sommers (2008) gleaned these foci as the critical elements or attributes
of a PLC. The first critical element, Shared and Supportive Leadership, is defined as
decision-making power shared by administrators and faculty. The second critical element,
Shared Values and Vision involves staff continuously focusing on their own learning,
which produces consistent focus on student learning. A third critical element, Collective
Learning and Its Application, is the determination of teachers to identify students’
learning needs and apply enhanced instructional techniques in the classroom. The fourth
critical element is Shared Personal Practices, where feedback is given and received to
support individual and organizational improvement. The fifth critical element, Supportive
Conditions, has two components, relational and structural. The relational factors include
openness, truth, respect, and caring among the community members. The structural
factors include meeting time, meeting place, resources, and policies supportive of
collaboration.

Statement of the Problem

According to Gabriel (2005), a new era of accountability forced teachers to
examine their classroom practices and behaviors. He stated that good instructional leaders
should meet with teachers to brainstorm solutions and strategies to use. Hord and
Sommers’ (2008) theory was grounded in the idea that a strong relationship existed
between professional learning of teachers and desired student learning outcomes.
Teachers must be able to conduct the necessary conversations promoting student

achievement, must conduct meetings with teachers of the same content and concerns, and
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must conduct meetings with administrators to agree upon the work that need to be taught,
monitored, and measured.

As written in Collin’s (2001) Good to Great, the transformation of companies
from good-to-great came from within and with consistency. Collins highlighted,
transformations evolved from first looking at who and then the what. The who included
having the right leader as well as the right people for work. The what included
confronting the brutal facts, becoming a culture of discipline that focused on the right
work, accelerating the role of technology, and loving the work as well as the people.

DuFour (2010) noted that if not all students were succeeding and educators in
schools wanted to ensure high levels of learning and continuous improvement, the
professional learning community concept would help promote more effective practices.
DuFour’s experience at Adlai Stevenson High School, the school that put the concept of
professional learning community in place, allowed him to see the quality impact upon
students and faculty. However, Hord and Sommers (2008) suggested that there were
insufficient studies tracing where the outcomes of implementing true professional
learning communities were beneficial to both schools and students. In addition, Huffman
and Hipp (2003) stated many useful strategies have been integrated into schools, but there
was very little documentation of the successes. Senior research scientist and data analyst,
Jesse Levin (2010) also found very little research existing between middle school
practices and policies and improved academic outcomes.

In Georgia, high-performing schools are schools in which students consistently

perform above expectations. Furthermore, the leadership in these high-performing
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schools includes strong and effective teachers, staff, and students, who achieve beyond
expectations. Whereas, low-performing schools in Georgia are those schools in which
students lacked progress in academic achievement over a 2-year period in
reading/language arts and math combined. This study was specifically aimed at an
examination of actual practices and procedures of the implementation of the five critical
elements of a professional learning community that led to the results that influenced
student achievement.

Based on the results obtained by various researchers (Bolam et al. (2005);
DuFour, 2010; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Senge, 1990, 2006;
Stoll, 2003), a professional learning community includes five critical elements. First,
educators in schools must establish a clear mission and shared goals. Second, principals
must share the power and authority of decision-making with all stakeholders. Third, all
learning by both principal and teachers must be related to increasing student learning.
Fourth, continuous giving and receiving feedback of instructional practices must be the
norm. Fifth, both structural conditions and human conditions must exist.

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine three low-performing and
three high-performing middle schools in Georgia in which the critical elements of a
professional learning community had been implemented. The purpose of this examination
was to determine whether significant differences existed in the implementation of the
critical elements between low-performing and high-performing schools. In addition, this
examination was to determine if those differences generated certain practices that

promoted student achievement.
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Research Questions
For the purposes of this study, the following research questions applied:

1. Are there significant differences in the implementation of the critical elements of
professional learning communities between high-performing and low-performing
middle schools?

2. If differences do exist, are there patterns that exist among or between the two
groups of schools?

Ten additional sub-questions further supported the study. Five of the sub-questions
were developed to support the quantitative study in measuring school personnel
perceptions of the implementation of each of the critical elements of a professional
learning community, in their school. The remaining five sub-questions were developed to
support the qualitative study in the researcher’s real-life interactions with school
personnel of the implementation of each of the critical elements of a professional learning
community. All of these sub-questions are presented in the quantitative and qualitative
sections of Chapter 3, the Methodology, and the Report of Data and Data Analysis of
Chapter 4.

Co