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ABSTRACT 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) have been a national phenomenon 

implemented in schools across the nation since the 1990s.  PLCs offer hope for schools 

by providing imbedded professional development for educators to improve their teaching 

and, thus, improve student outcomes.  Many schools implement PLCs but results vary 

from campus to campus on how those PLCs have improved instruction and student 

achievement.  Many are believed to refer to meetings or teams as PLCs even though these 

meetings and teams lack the support and structure to support improvement within the 

school in a meaningful way.   

Within the last decade, many schools across West Texas have implemented PLCs 

in their middle schools in an effort to improve student outcomes.  The purpose of this 

study was to describe what components make up effective PLCs that enhance teacher 

development and student achievement in core academic classes in middle grades across 

West Texas.  This research study included 62 participants who are administrators, content 

coaches, and teachers of Grades 6 through 8 core academic classes from nine different 

middle schools in West Texas. This study focused on four research questions: (a) What 

are educators’ perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, organizational 

support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? (b) What are the educators’ 

perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on student learning in Grades 6 through 8 

core subjects? (c) In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation 

in a PLC, and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes? and (d) What specific 

aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student learning and achievement?   
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This study employed a mixed methods research design where the quantitative data 

from 62 surveys were collected first, and the qualitative data from semi-structured 

interviews with six participants were collected last.  Descriptive data analysis was 

completed on the surveys to inform the researcher of each participant’s perceived PLC 

effectiveness.  Individuals identified as members of a highly effective PLC and 

individuals identified as members of a less effective PLC were chosen for the interview 

phase of this research in order to attain perspectives from both viewpoints to answer the 

research questions.  Four overarching themes were found to be important for effective 

PLCs: professional learning trends, organizational and managerial support for the 

learning community, internal and external inquiry orientation, and participation of 

nonteaching staff.   The researcher concluded that when PLCs are implemented and 

sustained with these crucial components, they are likely to increase teacher effectiveness 

and student learning.   

 Keywords: professional learning community, PLC, collaboration, communication, 

teaming, professional development, student achievement 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Schools are continuously looking for ways to improve upon teaching and student 

learning.  Research has shown that schools whose staff are able to operate as a 

professional learning community (PLC) are likely to see overall school improvement 

(Battersby & Verdi, 2015; Darnell, 2015; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; 

Lieberman & Miller, 2011; Lunenburg, 2010).  PLCs have been identified by many as 

one of the most promising strategies and best hope for sustained school improvement 

(DuFour et al., 2010; Hord, 2004; Wells & Feun, 2013).  “For several decades, 

sociologists of education have observed a consistent relationship between schools with 

strong teacher communities and higher than expected student achievement” (Horn & 

Kane, 2015).  According to Sims and Penny (2015),  “With two decades of experience as 

a result, there is now strong evidence that the implementation of PLCs, data-driven PLCs 

in particular, have had positive effects on student learning outcomes” (p. 39).  With the 

growing popularity of PLCs, many schools now understand PLCs as a continuous process 

in which educators work together to attain greater outcomes for their students through 

action research and inquiry (DuFour et al., 2010).  

PLCs are more than just teams of teachers working in the same room on content 

or instruction.  PLCs should be made up of collaborative members who hold themselves 

and each other accountable to achieve their common goals (DuFour et al., 2010).  Factors 

of PLCs such as commitment, conditions, and collaboration set them apart from simply 

being team meetings.  The PLC structure should require teacher commitment to student 

learning and school improvement that is supported by a shared vision, purpose, and goals 
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(Hord & Sommers, 2008).  Hord and Sommers (2008) have noted many benefits of 

PLCs, but the three main benefits of implementing PLCs are (a) teacher professional 

development, (b) school improvement, and (c) reduced teacher isolation.  This research 

study will examine PLCs, specifically in the culture and context of middle schools in the 

West Texas region to describe what components make up effective PLCs that enhance 

teacher professional development and student achievement in core academic classes.   

Contextual Reasons for This Study 

I was a principal of a middle school in West Texas for 7 years.  Because of 

accountability concerns 8 years ago, our district became a PLC district that began 

focusing on data-driven decisions and working together on lesson plans, common 

assessments, and the like to strengthen our district’s teachers and improve student 

achievement.  I believe PLCs are most crucial in middle schools, as this is typically when 

core subjects begin to really matter with curriculum requiring more content expertise.  

Some PLCs perform well, and their student performance data supports this.  I have also 

seen other PLCs that do not collaborate as well.  I have heard stories from principals from 

Regions 17 and 18 in West Texas of the successes and failures of their PLCs.  These 

stories include some of their successes and some of their failures in dealing with PLCs.  

Many of these school leaders have implemented the PLC structure according to the 

DuFour’s PLC implementation, but many questions remain on why some PLC groups are 

successful and others are not as successful. 

I have my beliefs on what certain aspects of PLCs make them more successful at 

improving and strengthening teachers and improving student achievement.  Based on my 

observations of the most effective PLCs on my campus and from hearing reports from 
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other principals, I believe certain aspects of PLCs have better results at improving 

teachers and students.  I wanted to dig deeper to understand educator perceptions of their 

PLCs and to find out what specific components and aspects make PLCs more effective at 

improving teacher quality and improving student achievement.  I want this research to 

bring to light specific aspects on which educational leaders can train and implement to 

strengthen or establish PLCs on their campuses.   

Background of the Problem 

The definition of PLC is widely accepted and understood by many educators, 

however, implementing PLCs with fidelity remains a struggle for school leaders.  

According to DuFour and Reeves (2016), “Although many schools around the world 

have claimed to embrace the professional learning community (PLC) process, it would be 

more accurate to describe the current state of affairs in many schools as PLC Lite” (p. 

69).  Educators are overusing and misusing the term PLC.  Many schools have typical 

faculty meeting, book studies, and even collaborate on specific topics, calling these 

PLCs, with no positive effect on student achievement (DuFour & Reeves, 2016).  

Additionally, teachers have started to divide the workload for planning, and are not 

having any discussions over teaching strategies.  DuFour and Reeves (2016) dubbed this 

type of PLC as a PLC Lite in their attempt to bring to light the strategies that yield the 

most effective PLCs that increase student achievement.  Too many schools implement 

these activities and they “fail to embrace the central tenets of the PLC process and won’t 

lead to higher levels of learning for students or adults” (DuFour & Reeves, 2016, p. 69).   
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Statement of the Problem 

A noticeable movement in education since the 1990s has been the development of 

PLCs.  According to Noddings (2013), education requires collaboration amongst peers 

and stakeholders.  Simply put, it is time for educators to work together to make schools 

more productive and successful.  With the accountability challenges in the state of Texas, 

the value of collaboration has increased.  The days of old when teachers taught in 

isolation and did not share their little secrets of success should be left in the past.  

Educators must work together in order to ensure the highest level of success for the sake 

of all students (DuFour et al., 2010).  Collaboration is a big part of what it means to be a 

democratic educator.  

Because many schools are not implementing PLCs with fidelity or are operating 

as a PLC Lite, implementation of a PLC does not necessarily mean that it will benefit the 

students and campus with maximum effect.  Sims and Penny (2015) have noted a 

multitude of reasons, internal and external factors, a PLC might not be successful.  PLCs 

in which there is a lack of communication from the leadership and a lack of buy in from 

the teachers do not necessarily correlate with student gains in achievement (Stoll, Bolam, 

McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006; Wells & Feun, 2008).  Identifying the components 

that make up effective PLCs that enhance teacher development and student achievement 

warrants further investigation (Nadelson et al., 2012).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to describe what components make up effective PLCs 

that enhance teacher development and student achievement in core academic classes in 

middle grades across West Texas.  To fulfill this purpose, this study will involve an 
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examination of the specific aspects of PLCs that support changes in teaching practices 

that reflect research-based teaching pedagogy and quality instruction in select middle 

schools in West Texas.  Nadelson et al. (2012) have claimed that the PLC is an effective 

vehicle for preparing teachers to positively influence student outcomes and the 

connection between teacher development and student outcomes should be investigated 

further.  Research has differed on certain methods and proven strategies that contribute to 

effective PLCs (Huffman & Jacobson, 2003; Wells & Feun, 2008).  For PLCs to be most 

effective, they “must be able to articulate their outcomes in terms of data that indicate 

changed teaching practices and improved student learning, something they have not yet 

established as common practice” (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008, p. 82).  The goal of this 

research study is to describe those effective PLC structures, methods, and foci that 

improve teacher quality of instruction and enhance student achievement.    

Significance of the Study 

Although the literature does acknowledge and support the relevance and value of 

PLC initiatives in schools, it is clear that many of these PLCs are operating in PLC Lite 

mode or they have stalled for a variety of reasons.  The significance of this study is 

founded on a strong need for a focused investigation of specific aspects of the PLC that 

contribute to improving teaching practices and supporting increased student learning and 

achievement.  With the school’s goal to increase student learning and the evidence 

pointing to the fact that PLCs can attribute to the effectiveness of teaching and learning, 

more research should be conducted on the best approaches for conducting PLCs so 

schools can utilize the best practices.  Knowing the effective components, aspects, and 

leadership strategies of PLCs will give educators greater insight into implementing 
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effective PLCs that affect student achievement.  This knowledge can then bring 

educational leaders greater focus and, thus, increase the likelihood of achieving student 

gains.   

Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 

The study by Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, and Thomas (2005) utilized a conceptual 

framework on PLCs; this same framework was used to guide this study.  The study 

conducted by Bolam et al. (2005) provided data that supports PLCs and how they are 

promoting teaching and student learning.  Collaborative teams are important and needed 

in order for teachers to cultivate, apply, and monitor strategies that will increase student 

learning.  The main objective of a PLC is student learning.  Bolam et al. (2005) noted it 

was important for a PLC to have eight characteristics, documented in their literature 

review and their findings, in order for the PLCs to be effective: (a) shared values and 

vision, (b) collective responsibility for pupils’ learning, (c) reflective professional 

inquiry, (d) collaboration focused on learning and group as well as individual, (e) 

professional learning, (f) inclusive membership, (g) mutual trust, respect, and support, 

and (i) openness, networks, and partnerships.   

DuFour et al. (2010) described the purpose of collaboration and they identified 

four strategic questions used to drive the work of a PLC.  DuFour’s et al. (2010) 

questions were: 

1. What is it we want our student to learn? 

2. How will we know if each student has learned it? 

3. How will we respond when some students do not learn it? 
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4. How can we extend and enrich the learning for students who have 

demonstrated proficiency? (p. 119). 

Constantly looking at student learning to continuously improve should be the focus of 

PLCs. 

The PLC framework is founded on how adults, as school personnel, learn 

(Kastner, 2015).  “Epistemology aligned to social developed constructs is central to the 

theories that influence PLCs.  At their foundation, PLCs are grounded in the theory of 

knowledge that is based on a constructivist perspective” (Kastner, 2015, p. 36). 

Constructivism theorizes that people learn from their experiences within the environment 

in which they find themselves; they form new understandings based on learned 

experiences.  PLCs are characterized by teachers working together in an environment in 

which each member builds skills and knowledge within the social context of their PLC 

and school; this is strong evidence that the heart of PLCs is framed by constructivism 

(Kastner, 2015).  

Overview of Methodology 

This study employed mixed methods research in conducting a case study to 

answer the research questions.  Quantitative and qualitative data were collected from nine 

schools in the form of a survey and in-depth interviews with participants who were 

perceived as being in a highly effective PLC that increases teacher and student learning.  

The focus of this research was on participants in middle school core academic teams that 

meet in PLCs on a regular basis with a goal to improve teaching quality and student 

achievement.   
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Research Questions 

This research study sought to answer the following questions:  

1. What are educators’ perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? 

2. What are the educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on 

student learning in Grades 6 through 8 core subjects? 

3. In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation in a 

PLC, and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes?   

4. What specific aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student 

learning and achievement? 

Research Assumptions 

The researcher assumed that the participants would respond truthfully and 

honestly to survey items and interview questions.  It was assumed that all participants 

would see the value in answering all questions honestly in order to add to the body of 

knowledge surrounding PLCs.  

Limitations 

The researcher identified limitations for this study so that only correctly 

completed, reasonable, and comprehendible responses will be used.  The first phase of 

this research will be quantitatively driven, thus schools chosen to participate will be 

middle school campuses that are a met standard campus according to their most recent 

STAAR results and have conducted PLCs for at least two consecutive years with their 

staff.  Additionally, the second phase of this study is qualitatively driven.  To minimize 

the researcher’s own interpretation of perceptual data which could be construed 
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differently by other researchers, interviews will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and 

coded to look for similarities and differences in participant responses.  Since only middle 

school campuses were studied, generalizations will be limited to middle school campuses 

alone.   

Delimitations 

The researcher limited the number of schools participating in the surveys and in-

depth interviews to schools located in the West Texas area because this area is known to 

the researcher in parts of Region 17 and 18 and the researcher works in West Texas.  

Only teachers or educators who were teaching a core subject or working within a PLC of 

a core subject were eligible to participate in this study because the quantitative portion of 

this study was focused on core subject’s performance.  Campuses and educators that were 

selected for this study were limited to those who had made a commitment of at least two 

years to the PLC philosophy because it was determined that two years of experience with 

PLCs was necessary to provide the needed information of which the researcher sought to 

answer the research questions.  

Definition of Terms 

The following key terms will be used throughout this study in the context in 

which they are defined below. 

Campus personnel:  Campus personnel include principals, assistant principals, 

teachers, curriculum coaches, and professional support staff. 

Collaboration:  Collaboration refers to the combined and mutual efforts of 

professionals to solve problems and work towards creative solutions to problems 

(Muronaga & Harada, 1999).   
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Content coach: A school district person who is assigned a specific subject (i.e., 

mathematics, science, ELAR, or social studies) to assist teachers with lessons, data, 

teaching strategies.  These people also help train teachers within their content. 

Culture:  Culture is “a pattern of shared basic assumptions that a group learned as 

it solved its problems of external adaptation and integration, that has worked well enough 

to be considered valid and therefore to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems” (Schein, 1992, p. 12). 

Nonteaching support staff:  Nonteaching support staff would be anyone who is 

not teaching in a classroom.  This could include administration, clerical and/ or custodial 

staff members. 

Professional learning community (PLC):  DuFour et al. (2010) described a PLC 

as community engaged in “an ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively 

in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for 

the students they serve” (p. 11). The working definition of this research survey is: usually 

a school attempting to develop a professional learning community is set up so that 

teachers work in collaborative teams to develop, plan, and implement lessons that are 

innovative and promote student learning. 

Professional training and development:  Professional training and development 

includes coaching, trainings, workshops, and action research within the district related to 

teaching pedagogy, PLCs, and data-driven instruction.   

School Report Card Index scores:  The School Report Card Index scores show 

student progress as one of two measures: (a) did not meet progress, or (b) met progress.  

School Report Cards can be accessed from the Texas Education Agency website. 
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Teacher effectiveness:  Teacher effectiveness is when a teacher has had a 

positive effect on student achievement.  

Teacher pedagogy:  Teacher pedagogy, which includes content knowledge and 

strategies for how the content knowledge is to be taught (Hattie, 2009), is the basis for 

effective teaching.  Pedagogy is the art and science of teaching. 

Vision:  “Vision provides a sense of direction and a basis for assessing both the 

current reality of the school and potential strategies, programs, and procedures to improve 

upon that reality” (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 31). 

Summary 

Again, educators agree that student learning is the ultimate goal of any school. 

With research suggesting teaching quality has a direct impact on how well students learn 

content, schools continue to search for ways to grow teachers and students.  Based on the 

research, schools can improve student performance through effectively operating PLCs 

on the campus (Battersby & Verdi, 2015; Darnell, 2015; DuFour et al., 2010; Lieberman 

& Miller, 2011; Lunenburg, 2010).  Schools should not ignore or disregard the power of 

PLCs within a school system; however, they must utilize best practices in implementing 

and operating an effective PLC design (Doolittle, Sudeck, & Rattigan, 2008).  Chapter I 

begins with an overview of this study and explains the importance of this research study.  

The statement of the problem, purpose of the study, and the significance of the study are 

included.  This study’s research questions are presented followed by integral terms used 

in this work.  Chapter II provides a review of literature.  Chapter III describes the 

methodologies utilized for this study.  Chapter IV will include the findings from the 

research conducted, and Chapter V will include the conclusions, summary and discussion 
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of this study.  Appendices include recruitment materials, survey questions, interview 

questions, etc.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study was to examine the aspects of professional learning 

communities (PLCs) that support changes in teaching practice, resulting in improved 

teaching pedagogy and quality instruction in select schools in West Texas.  The second 

purpose was to identify specific aspects of PLCs that support increased student learning.  

This research will add to existing literature, as there are mixed results on what makes 

PLCs effective at improving teacher quality and student achievement.  Nadelson et al. 

(2012) called for further research on PLCs to be structured and focused to aid the 

refinement and development of a master teacher.  In addition, Nadelson et al. (2012) 

contended there is a need for further empirical research on linking aspects of PLCs to 

student achievement.  This study identified specific components of PLCs that contributed 

to student achievement and the development of effective teachers.   

To create and establish PLCs on campuses, schools need to consider what 

organizational factors influence PLCs, such as principal leadership, organizational 

leadership and teacher work (Huggins, Scheurich, & Morgan, 2011).  This type of change 

requires organizational change in leadership.  After reviewing the literature showcasing 

PLCs, it is evident some researchers have reported that quality PLCs can have a great 

impact on teacher growth and student learning (Chou, 2011; Graham, 2007; Hipp, 

Huffman, Pankake, & Olivier, 2008; Hoffman, Dahlman, & Zierdt, 2009; Hord, 2009; 

Huggins et al., 2011; Poekert, 2012; Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004).  Other 

researchers found no relationship in PLC and teacher growth and student learning 

(Goldhaber & Brewer, 2000; Harris & Sass, 2011). 
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PLCs have a specific purpose in education because they are groups of educators 

that meet regularly to engage in collaboration and collective inquiry, discuss student 

learning, receive on-the-job training, and renew their commitment to improving the 

quality of instruction and student results (DuFour et al., 2010).  PLCs provide a 

continuous learning environment for teachers with a focus on student learning.  With 

these specific purposes in mind, their success is often dependent on how the school 

administration implements and facilitates the PLCs (Horton & Martin, 2013).  “Leading 

knowledge organizations are increasingly likely to view communities of practice not 

merely as useful auxiliary structures but as foundational structures on which to build 

organizations” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 21).  Thus, PLCs can be the 

foundation used to build up or improve the school. 

There have been numerous studies conducted concerning the effectiveness of 

PLCs.  In the Table 1, some of the major studies surrounding PLCs and the need of them 

in schools to improve learning are summarized.   
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Table 1  

Brief Summary of Empirical Studies Reviewed 

Researcher, Date, 

and Title Research Methods 

Theory/ 

Framework Brief Findings 

Buchanan, J. 

(2012) 

Improving the 

quality of 

teaching and 

learning: A 

teacher-as-

learner-centered 

approach. 

 

Qualitative 

research gathered 

from the topic of 

improving 

teaching and 

learning. 

If we accept the 

mantra of student-

centered learning, we 

should be willing to 

apply it to teacher 

professional 

development, 

assuming the needs 

and existing 

expertise of the 

teacher to be central 

to the process. 

“Teaching tends 

to be an isolating 

profession... there 

is an appetite 

among teachers 

for feeling of 

team membership 

borne of 

collaboration and 

collegiality.”  

What teachers 

need the most are 

“allies” to cope 

with the high 

level of challenge, 

provided it 

occurred in the 

context of strong 

reliable support. 

Cherubini, L. 

(2008) 

Teacher-

candidates’ 

perceptions of 

schools as 

professional 

communities of 

inquiry: A mixed-

methods 

investigation. 

 

Qualitative and 

Quantitative 

research 

performed on 

students in a 

teacher-

preparation 

program.  

Responses were 

recorded from 

questionnaires 

from a pre-survey 

and post-survey 

once students went 

through the 

teacher practicum. 

To determine the 

effect of the student-

teacher practicum 

experience on 

prospective teachers’ 

beliefs about schools 

as communities of 

inquiry to improve 

teaching and 

learning. 

Of major 

significance, 

participants’ 

perceptions 

following their 

preservice 

training were 

significantly 

lower than their 

expectations prior 

to the field 

placements. 
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Table 1. Continued 

Researcher, Date, 

and Title Research Methods 

Theory/ 

Framework Brief Findings 

Doolittle, G., 

Rattigan, P., & 

Sudeck, M. (2008) 

Creating 

professional learning 

communities: The 

work of professional 

development 

schools. 

 

Qualitative 

research gathered 

from the topic of 

creating a 

professional 

learning 

community within 

the school and the 

role of professional 

development 

Observations have 

been made that low 

performing schools 

tend to work in 

isolation from one 

another instead of 

colleagues in a PLC.  

Observations that 

many public schools 

lack practical or 
collaborative 

strategies that allow 

for refocusing 

energies and 

articulating priorities.  

Realization that 

schools need a 

framework to 

implement PLCs, 

this paper is a 

guideline and is 

informative on the 

strategies of creating 

a professional 

development school 

focused on PLCs. 

Graham, P. (2007) 

Improving teacher 

effectiveness 

through structured 

collaboration: A case 

study of a 

professional learning 

community. 

 

Qualitative 

research 

comprising of 

teacher interviews, 

and Quantitative 

research and a case 

study investigating 

the relationship 

between PLC 

activities and 

teacher 

improvement in a 

first year middle 

school.  Data were 

collected from core 

academic sixth, 

seventh, and eighth 

grade teachers 

using a 

professional 

development 

survey, teacher 

interviews, and a 

review of school 

documents. 

Teacher effectiveness 

can improve if the 

professional learning 

community is 

structured in a way 

that promotes 

collaboration, 

conversations, and 

that the PLC is 

organized and has 

proper leadership. 

Results 

demonstrated that 

PLC activities that 

comprised same 

subject, same grade 

teacher teams had 

the potential to 

achieve significant 

improvements in 

teaching 

effectiveness 

depending on a 

number of factors 

such as leadership 

and organizational 

practices, details of 

PLC activity 

meetings, nature of 

conversations, and 

development of 

community among 

PLC teams. 
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Table 1. Continued 

Researcher, Date, 

and Title Research Methods 

Theory/ 

Framework Brief Findings 

Hord, S. (2009) 

Professional learning 

communities: 

Educators work 

together toward a 

shared purpose. 

 

Quantitative 

research proposing 

best practices of 

implementing a 

PLC 

Student learning is the 

top priority of any 

school and the most 

significant factor in 

whether students learn 

well is teaching 

quality which can be 

improved through 

continuous 

professional learning 

promoted in PLCs. 

The author defines 

what happens in the 

PLC and what 

makes such 

communities 

possible. 

Nadelson, L. S., 

Harm, E., Croft, G., 

McClay, K., Ennis, 

K., & Winslow, R. 

(2012) 

It Takes a School: 

Exploring the 

Relationship 

Between 

Professional 

Learning 

Communities and 

Student 

Achievement 

Qualitative and 

qualitative research 

gathered from 145 

teacher surveys 

ranging from K-12 

grade teachers in 

the Pacific 

Northwest. 

 Development of a 

master teacher is a 

long process.  PLCs 

are perceived as a 

means to improve 

teaching pedagogy 

which can thus 

improve student 

achievement.  

research revealed 

positive perception 

of PLCs but no 

strong correlations 

or substantial 

evidence that PLCs 

were related to 

student achievement.  

Suggests further 

research is needed. 

Poekert, P. E. (2012) 

Examining the 

impact of 

collaborative 

professional 

development on 

teacher practice. 

 

Quantitative 

research gathered 

on schools 

implementing 

PLCs in Miami and 

looked at the 

correlation between 

PLC and 

improvement in 

instructional 

practice. 

PLCs can help 

teachers guide their 

own professional 

growth by 

collaboratively 

resolving their own 

dilemmas in their 

classrooms and 

improving their 

instructional practice 

through site-based 

inquiry 

supports the 

suggestion that PLCs 

can improve 

instructional 

practice. 
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Table 1. Continued 

Researcher, Date, 

and Title 
Research Methods 

Theory/ 

Framework 
Brief Findings 

Sinnema, C., Sewell, 

A., & Milligan, A. 

(2011) 

Evidence-informed 

collaborative inquiry 

for improving 

teaching and 

learning. 

 

Qualitative 

research gathered 

from 26 teachers 

before, during, and 

after a year-long 

research and 

development 

project.  Analysis 

of interviews, 

observation notes, 
teachers’ reports, 

and reflective 

journals were taken 

Evidence-informed 

collaborative inquiry 

is central to the 

improvement of 

teaching and learning 

for diverse students.   

research revealed 

how both 

engagement with 

outcomes-linked 

evidence and 

collaborative inquiry 

supported and 

challenged teachers 

to improve their 

classroom practice, 
and positively 

impacted on a range 

of outcomes for their 

learners.   

Treble, V. (2009) 

A love of teaching 

and learning: A case 

study of English 

teaching transformed 

through quality 

teaching and 

professional 

learning. 

 

A report on how 

one school 

implemented a plan 

to increase quality 

teaching and 

professional 

learning 

The case study school 

underwent a three-

year professional 

learning plan, based 

on an unwavering 

commitment to 

improving student 

learning outcomes, 

and developing and 

maintaining teacher 

quality at the school. 

This article explores 

the processes 

undertaken by the 

principal and her 

staff to achieve the 

cultural 

transformation.   

Visscher, A. J., &  

Witziers, B. (2004) 

Subject departments 

as professional 

communities? 

 

Qualitative 

research gathered 

from 

questionnaires, 

school level 

information, and 

teaching activities. 

investigation as to 

whether the level at 

which departments 

operate as 

professional 

communities is related 

to student 

achievement.   

Some characteristics 

of professional 

communities prove 

to be beneficial for 

student achievement, 

while others are not.  

Recommendations 

on how departments 

can develop into 

more professionally 

organized 

communities. 
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PLCs have been praised and implemented as a method for increasing teacher 

effectiveness and, thus, increasing student achievement (Chou, 2011; DuFour, DuFour, 

Eaker, & Many, 2010; Graham, 2007; Nadelson et al., 2012; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 

2008).  However, there is a lack of empirical research on PLCs, particularly with the 

primary focus that the communities take towards teacher development within the PLC 

and student achievement (Nadelson et al., 2012).  Becoming and developing teachers 

who are masters in their craft in ways that push student achievement higher takes time 

(Nadelson et al., 2012; Sternberg & Horvath, 1995).  It takes time for teachers to increase 

their effectiveness to the highest level, and it happens over years of practice and active 

involvement in professional learning opportunities (Nadelson et al., 2012; Opfer & 

Pedder, 2011).  

Implementing PLCs does not guarantee student achievement or that teaching 

quality will improve.  In fact, many schools label teachers’ meetings as PLCs, even when 

the focus is not on anything that will actually increase student achievement (DuFour & 

Reeves, 2016).  This literature review aims to (a) describe cultures conducive to 

organizational change; (b) show the importance of working collaboratively and building 

strong relationships; (c) describe and provide a rationale for PLCs, giving factors that 

contribute to their success and reasons why they fail; (d) list and describe qualities of 

effective leaders of PLCs; and (e) identify ways effective schools have implemented 

PLCs that have improved student progress and/or teacher effectiveness.  

Organizational Change 

Building a cohesive and collaborative staff is not possible without an 

organizational change leader.  An organizational change leader leads the staff to work 
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together in new ways and think differently about how to accomplish a task.  The staff 

should learn from each other by drawing from each other’s strengths.  This can only be 

done by a staff that has trust in each other and has a strong professional relationship 

(Wheatley, 1999).   

School districts and campuses across our nation face an ever-increasing 

accountability system that seems to get more rigorous and complex with time.  Schools 

have numerous challenges facing them every day from both internal and external factors, 

and effective leaders know how to deal with those challenges in meaningful ways (Duke, 

2010).  Many times, in order to deal with challenges and to make improvements, change 

is necessary.  Often, people are resistant to change.  Duke (2010) discussed the 

challenges of change and how it is important for effective school leaders to mentor 

people in the school system to fully implement organizational change.  Duke (2010) 

specifically stated that “Achieving meaningful change is unlikely unless changes occur 

with district personnel” (p. 231).  School leaders must have the support of district 

personnel to fully implement lasting change that can have a bigger or broader impact.  If 

the organizational change does not occur within the people that make up the school, or if 

personnel is working against the proposed change, it will be nearly impossible to 

implement system-wide changes for improvement.  Collaboration with district personnel 

with implementing organizational change is key, and effective leaders know how to 

collaboratively set goals by including educational stakeholders in the process of 

implementing change (Marzano & Waters, 2009).   

While principals and leaders of a campus or district want to have control and 

order in school, they simply cannot control every outcome or every external factor.  In 



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

21 

fact, school leaders often think they must control or micromanage the school to maintain 

order.  This is a misconception of order, and it may be advisable that school leaders avoid 

micromanaging everything in their schools.  Instead, school leaders should encourage 

collaboration among teachers and administrators to nurture healthy and productive 

responses to the ever-changing challenges perpetuated on schools by internal and external 

forces.  When referring to system changes, Wheatley (1999) suggests that entities cannot 

operate in isolation.  Wheatley further recommends that structures should be in place that 

facilitate change by suggesting that “None of us exists independent of our relationships 

with others.  Different settings and people evoke some qualities from us and leave others 

dormant” (p. 35).   

It is extremely difficult to gain a true and accurate view of any school-wide 

problem from the perspective of only one person.  Leaders must ensure they gather 

accurate information or perspectives in their organization from multiple stakeholders.  

Wheatley (1999) suggested for leaders to make sense of their organization they should 

gather data from all angles to include multiple views and interpretations.  In other words, 

the more participation a school has with organizational change the better sense it will 

have of reality, because of the various interpretations of observations.  Wheatley (1999) 

continued, “An organization rich with many interpretations develops a wiser sense of 

what is going on and what needs to be done.  Such organizations become more 

intelligent” (p. 67).  When stakeholders work together and share their observations to 

promote shared ownership in the outcome, they will support each other in their created 

outcomes and make the school overall better.  The more stakeholders involved in 
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developing a plan, the more likely that plan will be a success.  DuFour et al. (2010) 

stated: 

Collective inquiry enables team members to develop new skills and capabilities 

that in turn lead to new experiences and awareness.  Gradually, this heightened 

awareness transforms into fundamental shifts in attitudes, beliefs, and habits that, 

over time, transform the culture of the school. (p. 12) 

Developing professional relationships, facilitating processes, and fostering teacher 

growth are all dynamic activities of effective schools.  Schools should focus on the 

positive internal relationships among educational professionals to produce effective 

outcomes.  When the whole staff believes in a common method or approach, the 

likelihood of being successful drastically increases.  

Goal Setting 

Fullan (1993) emphasized starting with personal goal setting as it forces what is 

important to the school or individual to the forefront.  Part of the clear identity and vision 

a school has comes from collaborative goal setting that involves all relevant stakeholders.  

Hord (2009), and Marzano and Waters (2009) found initiatives for effective districts 

which include ensuring collaborative goal setting and establishing nonnegotiable goals 

for achievement and instruction.  It is important that every staff member knows the goals 

of the district and takes action to achieve those goals.  Bolman and Deal (2008) stated, 

“High-performing teams translate common purpose into specific, measurable 

performance goals” (p. 111).  Bolman and Deal (2008) went on to say that, without goals, 

team members become confused or continue to perform in the same manner as before.  

However, if goals are set with a team’s commitment, then they become powerful and 
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morph into the driving force of the school to attain peak performance to reach those goals 

(Bolman & Deal, 2008).  

The Importance of a Clear Identity and Vision 

Wheatley (1999) suggested schools need stability with their identity and cannot 

simply change with every fad or change at random.  Schools should have a clear identity 

and vision and should not be solely reactive to every factor affecting the school.  When a 

school knows its true purpose and image, purposeful change can occur when challenges 

are faced.  These changes can strengthen the school’s purpose and resolve.  Wheatley 

(1999) summarized this point by stating, “The presence of a clear identity makes the 

organization less vulnerable to its environment; it develops greater freedom to decide 

how it will respond” (p. 86).  She added that as a school remains open to change over a 

period of time, the school will become stronger and less likely to deteriorate because of 

external circumstances. 

It is hard for school leaders to give up control for fear of losing order.  Wheatley 

(1999) suggested the more freedom a self-organization has, the more orderly it becomes.  

She stated, 

Effective self-organization is supported by two critical elements: a clear sense of 

identity, and freedom.  In organizations, if people are free to make their own 

decisions, guided by a clear organizational identity for them to reference, the 

whole system develops greater coherence and strength.  The organization is less 

controlling, but more orderly. (p. 87) 

 
In order for a clear sense of identity and vision to take form, schools should be open to 

communication by allowing team members to point out inconsistencies in focus, thereby 

building mutual trust between the team of educators and the school administration (Hirsh 

& Killion, 2009).  It may be that leaders should not solely rely on their own opinions or 
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on a select few individuals they trust.  Leaders can benefit from fully committing to the 

involvement of a diverse range of people in tackling educational and academic issues of 

the school (Horton & Martin, 2013; Wheatley, 1999).  This clear sense of identity and 

vision comes from goal setting that involves multiple stakeholders of a campus or district.  

The goals set forth should be nonnegotiable goals for improving achievement and 

instructions and all relevant stakeholders should be involved in this process (Marzano & 

Waters, 2009).  If team members of a school are not guided by the clear identity or vision 

of the school, it will be difficult for them to make a commitment towards lasting change 

towards the identity or vision of the school.  “Change requires leaders who are committed 

to ensuring that those engaged in change have the necessary knowledge, skills, support, 

and opportunities to learn” (Hirsh & Killion, 2009, p. 466).  Leaders should embrace this 

thinking.  Leaders of organizational change cannot succeed fully in an autocratic way, but 

should work together with stakeholders to fully utilize all the personnel tools they have in 

schools to maximize their successes (DuFour et al., 2010; Wheatley, 1999). 

Collaboration and Relationships 

Schools should have a clear sense of identity and vision, and that does not come 

without a certain level of collaboration and trusting relationships.  Collaboration among 

teachers can be a major shift for most professionals accustomed to working in isolated 

settings (Wade, Welch, & Jensen, 1994).  Effective collaboration involves combined and 

mutual efforts from professionals in ways that require them to problem solve and work 

towards creative solutions to meet their student’s needs (Muronaga & Harada, 1999).  By 

collaborating, teachers can share their expertise and resources with each other that can 

ultimately meet the diverse needs of their students (Wade et al., 1994).  When trusting 
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relationships are in place, teachers can expand their content knowledge and pedagogy in 

inquiry-based collaborations with their peers without fear of being judged or exposing 

their weaknesses to each other (Bruce & Flynn, 2013).  

While collaboration has been shown to improve teacher effectiveness, this 

effectiveness depends specifically on the relationships or the development of community 

among the teachers involved in these collaborative efforts (Graham, 2007).  In fact, Hord 

(2009) discussed the importance of educators being a community of learners who 

“assume a focus on a shared purpose, mutual regard and caring, and insistence on 

integrity and truthfulness” (p. 41).  Building strong relationships that are supportive, 

respectful, caring, and trusting is imperative to the success of teachers working together 

in collaborative efforts (Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009).  Collaborative efforts in a learning 

community should have “organizational structures: supportive, shared leadership; 

collective creativity; shared values and vision; supportive conditions; and shared personal 

practice” (Doolittle, Sudeck, & Rattigan, 2008, p. 305).  It is clear that effective 

collaboration among teachers needs to have elements of collegiality, support, and trust in 

each other (Doolittle et al., 2008; Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009).  

The world is changing, and there is more focus on collaborative efforts all around 

the world.  “Even television has shifted responsibility for solving problems from Marcus 

Welby to The Practice, from Magnum PI to CSI, and from Survivor to Amazing Race” 

(Hirsh & Killion, 2009, p. 469).  Hirsh and Killion (2009) stated, “Best practices become 

better practices when teams, rather than individuals, conduct post-implementation 

analysis.  When this occurs, information transfers across classrooms and, ultimately, 

across schools.  Collectively, everyone gets better, rather than one person excelling at the 
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cost of others” (p. 469).  Schools need to get away from having a few superman teachers 

teaching in isolation and, instead, focus on spreading those teachers’ best practices to 

other teachers, making the whole school better.  One of the best ways to improve teachers 

is by having teachers work together in collaborative efforts built on trusting relationships 

aimed at improving teacher practices and student achievement (DuFour et al., 2010; 

DuFour & Mattos, 2013; Moirao, Morris, Klein, & Jackson, 2012; Nadelson et al., 2012). 

What is a Professional Learning Community? 

A professional learning community (PLC) has been called by numerous other 

names, such as a community of learners, a professional community, and a teacher team, 

but the common outcome, regardless of the name, is that PLCs promote a collaborative 

culture among professionals and teachers (Battersby & Verdi, 2015).  DuFour et al. 

(2010) described a PLC as a continuous process in which educators work together to 

attain greater outcomes for their students through action research and inquiry.  

Collaboration is an important aspect of PLCs in which common goals and visions are 

crucial. “A PLC is composed of collaborative teams whose members work 

interdependently to achieve common goals for which members are mutually accountable” 

(DuFour et al., 2010, p. 11).  An effective PLC embodies all the aspects of organizational 

change, creating a clear identity and vision, working in collaboration with members in 

which there is a relationship built on trust and a set of common goals.  An important 

aspect of the DuFour et al. (2010) version of PLCs is that they “operate under the 

assumption that the key to improved learning for students is continuous job-embedded 

learning for educators” (p. 11). 
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Rationale for PLCs 

Performance expectations that are set for students change constantly within the 

state of Texas.  State mandated tests are becoming more and more rigorous.  The Texas 

Education Agency (TEA) have raised the standards and thereby the expectations of 

student achievement to a higher level over the past decade.  Within the United States, the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2016 raised the standards for preparing and 

training high-quality teachers.  In fact, Fennell (2016) concluded the ESSA expanded the 

“use of Title II funds for ongoing, job-embedded professional development for teachers 

of every subject as well as all other school staff . . . for effective teachers to lead 

professional development for their peers” (p. 64).  Job-embedded professional 

development can be achieved through effective PLCs (DuFour et al., 2010).  Owens 

(2014) has claimed that teachers who plan together in a PLC often will change their 

teaching practices because of the learning they receive from each other during the PLC 

processes.   

In education, leaders want students to achieve at higher levels and teachers to 

grow in teaching effectiveness.  PLCs, a strategy that has been incorporated by many 

schools, has proven to be effective in improving student achievement and strengthening 

teacher quality and effectiveness (DuFour & Mattos, 2013).  Teachers work together 

outside the classroom in PLCs at improving a variety of variables affecting student 

learning.  Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) stated, “The hypothesis is 

that what teachers do together outside of the classroom can be as important as what they 

do inside in affecting school restructuring, teachers’ professional development and 
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student learning” (p. 66).  “At its core, the concept of a PLC rests on the premise of 

improving student learning by improving teaching practice” (Vescio et al., 2008, p. 82).  

Student learning and achievement is one of the ultimate goals in education.  

Teachers, principals, superintendents, and parents should all want students to succeed and 

achieve at high levels.  A teacher can often say he or she has taught the students a 

particular concept.  However, this is no assurance that the students learned the particular 

concept or met the expectation.  Teaching versus learning is completely different.  Every 

educator should be searching for ways professionals can improve their practice, for the 

improvement of student learning (Hord, 2009).  Marzano and Waters (2009) concluded 

from their research that the quality of teaching a student receives can improve student 

achievement by as much as 20 percentile points.  In fact, over the past decade, research 

has been consistent with identifying the teacher as the one that makes the most difference 

in student learning (Hattie, 2009).  Because of this, increasing teaching pedagogy is 

crucial to ensuring increasing student achievement (Long, Labone, & Nicholson, 2009, p. 

125).  Educational leaders may expect the efforts expended in improving schools and 

expanding teacher knowledge and skills will be rewarded with an increase in student 

achievement.  It is generally accepted that campus-wide change cannot be accomplished 

when teachers work in isolation or when the staff are divided, but it can be accomplished 

when teachers and leaders collaborate, interdependently working together to address their 

students’ needs (DuFour et al., 2010; DuFour & Reeves, 2016; Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 

1996; Vescio et al., 2008).  

In order for schools to continue to grow academically, educational leaders should 

ensure the quality of teaching is at a high standard.  According to Hord (2009), “The most 
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significant factor in whether students learn well is teaching quality.  Further, teaching 

quality is improved through continuous professional learning” (p. 40).  Research shows 

that U.S. students have historically performed better in primary grades compared to 

students of other nations, but U.S. students in Grades 8 through 12 fared worse than their 

international peers (Graham, 2007).  Graham (2007) continued, “Some researchers 

attribute this drop in achievement to teacher quality issues at the middle grades” (p. 2).  

For this reason, it is imperative secondary teachers are highly qualified, but many 

teachers are teaching a subject without the appropriate certification or degree in their 

subject.  Therefore, teaching quality is a factor in student learning and, thus, the 

leadership should provide and support an environment within the school that focuses on 

teacher improvement through collaborative efforts of the teachers working together in a 

learning community (Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009; Poekert, 2012; Sinnema, Sewell, & 

Milligan, 2011; Treble, 2009). 

Nadelson et al. (2012) explored the relationship between student achievement and 

PLCs when he surveyed 145 K-12 teachers that utilized PLCs.  Nadelson’s survey 

included questions that participants rated their PLC on a 5-point Likert scale on their 

effectiveness on many educational issues, questions that were free-response items over 

PLC focus, and state-level of achievement tests as a measure of student achievement.  

Nadelson’s findings suggest PLCs were being used to address a variety of issues facing 

education, with the two most dominant issues being student achievement and teacher 

preparation to use best teaching practices.  Nadelson et al. “contend[ed] that PLCs are an 

effective structure for influencing teacher preparation to influence student growth.  The 

likely association between teacher professional development and student performance 
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warrants ongoing investigation” (p. 404).  PLCs are a phenomenon in education, growing 

in popularity with the expectation they will improve teacher quality of instruction and, 

thus, impact student achievement in a positive way (Chou, 2011; Hairon & Dimmock, 

2012; Huffman & Jacobson, 2003; Hipp, Huffman, Pankake, & Olivier, 2008; Hoffman 

et al., 2009; Huggins et al., 2011; Schechter, 2010; Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004).  

Buchanan (2012) stated, “Opportunities for collaborative work have demonstrated value, 

and opportunities for such collaborations should be actively and creatively devised by 

teacher leaders in collaboration with other staff members.  Collaboration is an 

investment” (p. 350).  Participating in PLCs is important to teachers as they may have 

professional development that is “ongoing, job-embedded, and instruction-focused” 

(Cuddapah & Clayton, 2011, p. 65).  Moirao et al.’s (2012) research showed that, under 

normal conditions, less than 10% of what teachers learn in workshops are implemented in 

the classroom.  However, when schools implement the right kind of support for teachers, 

“the level of classroom implementation changes dramatically, from less than 10% to 

more than 90%” (Moirao et al., 2012, p. 33).  PLCs can offer support for teachers, if 

implemented and run correctly.  

Because research provided information that student learning and achievement is 

directly tied to the quality of instruction and suggests that PLCs directly impact the 

quality of instruction, then PLCs are a valid approach to improving student achievement.  

There is a need for further empirical research to be conducted to refine the structure, 

strategies, and techniques inherent to PLCs that promote the professional development of 

the teacher and student achievement (Nadelson et al., 2012). “Moreover, we know from 

the research literature that the development of professional learning communities in 
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schools can, when done well, contribute to successful school reform” (Maxwell, Huggins, 

& Scheurich, 2010, p. 181).  Identifying specific aspects that make PLCs effective at 

enhancing teacher development and student achievement is important, and these aspects 

and strategies of PLCs must be noted for the many schools that currently have PLCs and 

for those considering implementing PLCs on their campus.   

Theoretical Connections to PLCs 

Learning communities have been in place in other professions as well as 

education, and they have evolved over time into what is referred to as PLCs (Bitterman, 

2010).  Hord (2004) organized the characteristics of PLCs into five dimensions: (a) 

supportive and shared leadership, (b) shared values and vision, (c) collective learning and 

application of learning, (d) supportive conditions, and (e) shared practice (p. 7).  Hord 

noted that these five dimensions are not isolated, but they are each intertwined or 

connected to each other.  Hord further identified four interconnected factors that lead to 

improved student learning and are likely to be found when a school has implemented a 

PLC.  These four factors are: (a) student learning and clear goals of high-quality learning, 

(b) authentic pedagogy by which all students benefit, (c) organizational capacity to work 

well together, and (d) external support from district, school, parents, and others (p. 13).   

In more recent work, for example, DuFour et al. (2010) argued that PLCs can 

have a positive impact on teaching and learning.  DuFour offered three big ideas that 

should drive the work of a PLC.  These three big ideas are:  

1. The purpose of our school is to ensure all students learn at high levels.   

2. Helping all students learn requires a collaborative and collective effort.   
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3. To assess our effectiveness in helping all students learn we must focus on 

results--evidence of learning--and use results to inform and improve our 

professional practice and respond to students who need intervention or 

enrichment. (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 14) 

PLCs have the ability to contribute to improved teacher and student learning.  This study 

hopes to identify specific attributes of PLCs that contribute to the success mentioned 

above and how these attributes support increases in teacher and student learning. 

The Effective Professional Learning Communities questionnaire, developed by 

Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, and Thomas (2005), was created to help schools identify 

features of learning communities that either help or hinder teacher professional 

development and student learning achievement. There were four main themes that were 

evident in the Bolam et al. study: (a) learning trends, (b) organizational support for 

learning communities, (c) inquiry orientation, and (d) participation of nonteaching staff.  

Within these four main themes, learning trends consisted of professional development 

and learning about subject knowledge and student learning.  Organizational support for 

learning communities consisted of shared values and visions and glances at the whole 

organization to understand how the PLC operates.  Inquiry orientation consisted of 

aspects of the PLC that ensure consistent student learning was taking place (Bolam et al., 

2005).  The inquiry orientation theme included ways teachers stay up-to-date with best 

teaching strategies that produce higher levels of student learning, as well as the 

importance of collaboration among PLC members.   
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Limitations of PLCs and PLC Lite 

PLCs are not an easy fix that administrators can just implement to remedy all the 

issues of student achievement (DuFour & Reeves, 2016).  There are some limitations of 

PLCs working well in school.  Many limitations or issues arise in schools that affect the 

outcomes of PLCs on student achievement.  Masuda (2010) explained that teacher 

learning communities are a way teachers can collaborate to improve their teaching 

practices and help each other grow in specific areas of teaching, pedagogy and 

knowledge.  Data from Masuda’s research revealed that issues arose from participants 

during the observations.  The issues consisted of scheduling meetings convenient for all, 

having a safe place for professional growth, overcoming difficult days, becoming co-

learners, growing as thinkers as opposed to deliverers of mandated and regulated 

curriculum, and assuming ownership of their own professional development and learning.  

If these issues of PLCs are not addressed, it would be difficult to expect much growth 

from the PLCs.  

Other limitations of PLCs come from the implementation phase.  If a PLC is not 

implemented with fidelity or the focus of the PLC shifts to factors that do not truly help 

student achievement, the positive outcomes of the PLC will be limited.  DuFour and 

Reeves (2016) warned that collaboration alone will not improve a school.  For example, 

teachers who collaborate exclusively to complain reinforce a negative view of PLCs.  

PLCs are also starting to lose their focus across many schools that have implemented this 

process among teachers (Wells and Feun, 2008).  “Meetings that only address standards, 

that focus entirely on disciplinary issues and parent complaints, or that center on 

employee issues may be very interesting, but they do not represent the work of high-
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performing PLCs” (DuFour & Reeves, 2016, p. 70).  In many cases implementation of 

PLCs does not necessarily correlate to student gains in achievement because of lack of 

communication from leadership, lack of buy in from teachers, and other various reasons 

(Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006; Wells & Feun, 2008). 

PLCs are not always successful, nor do they live up to the expectations of 

educational leaders that want them to be successful.  Based on the research of Cherubini 

(2008), it is clear that teachers in training have high expectations of working 

collaboratively and focusing together on learning and professional development.  

Cherubini conducted mixed-methods research with 75 student-teachers in training in a 

one-year program.  He asked them a series of questions before the trainees started their 

practicum and again after they completed the practicum.  These student-teachers’ 

perceptions put things into perspective for educators.  The results of this study clearly 

showed that the participants had high expectations for PLCs to improve their teaching 

and learning before the one-year program began. However, after being involved in the 

practicum and involving themselves in the learning communities their expectations 

dropped unanimously (Cherubini, 2008, p. 10).  This implied the PLCs involved in this 

study actually had a negative impact on first-year teachers because their practicum 

experiences lowered their expectations for the school to be a PLC focused on student 

learning.  This has major implications for schools to consider, such as the kind of 

environment PLCs should create to foster collaboration and promote further teacher and 

student learning. 

Factors for the Success of a PLC 

Graham (2007) conducted a mixed methods case study investigating the 
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relationship between PLCs and teacher growth among core teachers at a middle school.  

Data were collected using a professional development survey that 15 teachers completed 

that taught a core subject in either Grades 6, 7, or 8.  Based on survey responses, ten 

purposefully selected teachers were selected for interviews.  In addition, Graham (2007) 

conducted a review of school documents. The results of Graham’s (2007) study found 

that PLCs had the potential to significantly improve teaching effectiveness, but the 

effectiveness was dependent on various factors such as “leadership and organizational 

practices, the substantive details of PLC activity meetings, the nature of conversations in 

PLC activities, and the development of community among PLC teams” (p. 1).   

In another study that examined factors for successful PLCs, Wells and Feun 

(2008) conducted a qualitative and quantitative study on six high schools and how PLCs 

affected those schools.  The researchers developed a survey based on the works of Hord 

(1997).  The results of their study found some growth with teachers but it was minimal.  

Wells and Feun (2008) found many factors hindered the growth in the PLCs they studied.  

Their study concluded how important the principal was to the success of PLCs.  They 

found that in order for PLCs to be more productive, principals must instill a shared vision 

for the PLCs.  In addition, principals must also support PLCs and continue to emphasize 

learning from each PLC member to improve educational practices (Wells & Feun, 2008).   

Vescio et al. (2008) shared five characteristics of PLCs that are essential to their 

success towards increasing teacher effectiveness towards student achievement.  These 

characteristics include (a) shared values and norms among PLC members, (b) a clear and 

consistent focus on student learning, (c) reflective conversations among PLC members 

about their curriculum and instruction and how their students are developing, (d) sharing 
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teaching practices among all PLC members, and (e) intentionally focusing on 

collaboration with each other to make each other better (p. 81).  With numerous schools 

implementing PLCs across the nation, DuFour and Reeves (2016) cautioned schools to be 

careful not to implement school reform by simply installing teams and calling them 

PLCs, because many schools are using this term to define groups or teams that do not 

exhibit the characteristics of a PLC.  Simply calling a grade-level or subject-level team a 

PLC will not bring about positive school change.  PLCs must be focused on the right 

work to effectively produce positive change (DuFour & Mattos, 2013; Vescio et al., 

2008).   

Ultimately, however, educators must critically examine the results of their efforts 

in terms of student achievement.  To demonstrate results, PLCs must be able to 

articulate their outcomes in terms of data that indicate changed teaching practices 

and improved student learning. (Vescio et al., 2008, p. 82)   

As teachers involved in PLCs continue to work together at improving student learning by 

looking at multiple sources of student data, inclusively assessing their student’s work and 

justifying its quality, and learning from each other while implementing new and best 

practices with the support of the PLC team, students will ultimately reap the rewards 

(Owen, 2014).  The success of PLCs depends on a multitude of factors: 

Even with the known benefits, the effectiveness of teacher teams is often 

contingent on clear expectations and support from school leaders, a strong 

commitment to shared improvement goals, the team members’ knowledge and 

skills related to effectively functioning as a collaborative group and, of course, 

time to meet, learn, and do.  All this goes by the wayside if teams don’t acquire 

new, relevant professional knowledge and skills, take decisive actions, and reflect 

about, recognize, and celebrate progress. (Darnell, 2015, p. 15) 

 
In order for PLCs to be effective in improving teacher and student growth, certain aspects 
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mentioned above must be in place.  

The work of Vescio et al. (2008) showed that when teachers participated in PLCs, 

student learning improved in a multitude of their studies.  Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi’s 

(2010) review of research 

found a strong association between PLCs and student achievement because the 

school culture focused on student learning and teachers’ pedagogy.  The presence 

of a well-functioning PLC accounted for 85% of the variance in student 

achievement across schools in this study. (p. 680) 

Another study showed when teachers are involved in PLCs in their schools, it attributed 

to students performing higher in those teachers’ classes and on national tests (Leithwood 

et al., 2010).   

There is hard work that must go into implementing PLCs on a campus.  The four 

questions in which DuFour and Reeves (2016) suggested that genuine PLCs must engage 

themselves are:  

1. What do we want students to learn?  

2. How will we know if they have learned it?  

3. What will we do if they have not learned it?  

4. How will we provide extended learning opportunities for students who have 

mastered the content? (p. 70) 

DuFour and Reeves (2016) suggested,  

Educators must focus on the four questions of PLCs as an integral part of their 

meetings, use common formative assessments in a way that has a specific effect 

on teaching and learning, and analyze data not as a way to humiliate teachers but 

rather as a way to elevate the learning of students and faculty members. (p. 71) 
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The success of PLCs is also dependent on the use of student assessment data and action 

that leads to changes and improvement in instruction immediately.  According to DuFour 

and Reeves (2016), “The best examples of data analysis lead to specific actions by 

teachers and administrators so that an examination of the data leads to interventions and 

changes in instruction, feedback, and support” (p. 71).  Student assessment data should 

always play a central role in an effective PLC so teachers and administrators can evaluate 

current practices and refine instructional techniques (Dougherty Stahl, 2015; DuFour et 

al., 2010; DuFour & Reeves, 2016).   

Dever and Lash (2013) identified numerous factors that contribute to the quality 

of a PLC, and their findings suggest there is no single factor or identifier that is more 

significant than another.  After completing their literature review, they concluded, “Many 

agencies and organizations have listed characteristics of effective professional 

development; however, they vary, and most of the supporting evidence is inconsistent 

and contradictory” (Dever & Lash, 2013, p. 12).  Findings like this is all the more reason 

that PLCs need further research to identify specific components or aspects that make 

PLCs effective at improving teacher practice and student achievement.  More focus 

should be on the components and structure of the PLCs in schools to maximize student 

learning (Doolittle et al., 2008; Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009; Poekert, 2012; Sinnema et al., 

2011; Visscher & Witziers, 2004). 

Principal’s Role in a PLC 

Huggins et al. (2011) found that principal leadership was one of the most 

important factors for increasing teacher and student learning within the PLC process.  

Duke (2010) suggested that improvement in schools often depends on instructional 
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leadership, access to student achievement, appropriate instructional materials, and 

targeted professional development.  Mullick and Deppeler (2011) explained one of the 

levers for change to increasing diverse students’ performance in school was reliant on 

leadership practices.  Research has shown that the quality of school leadership is second 

only to direct classroom instruction in considering all factors that contribute to student 

achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004).  Thus, when considering the principal’s role in a 

PLC, clearly the quality of the principal’s involvement in a PLC can impact the 

implementation of a PLC either positively or negatively towards its success in 

strengthening teachers and improving student achievement (Horton & Martin, 2013). 

School leader roles have evolved over time, and schools are now looking to leaders who 

have collaborative tendencies with which they can effectively collaborate with a diverse 

group of personnel to produce results (Herman, 2000).  Personnel will work with a 

collaborative leader and facilitator because of the respect they earn by respecting each 

individual member of the PLC and the strong desire to help all those involved grow and 

achieve to their fullest (Herman, 2000).  

When implementing PLCs, principals’ and other educational leaders’ actions and 

efforts will determine the effectiveness of the PLCs.  The principal plays a crucial role in 

the implementation and sustainability of PLC efforts on his/her campus (Mullen & 

Hutinger, 2008).  In order for PLCs to be more effective, the principal should model best 

practices in educational leadership by taking an active role in professional development, 

analyzing student data, and learning research-based teaching strategies demonstrated in 

the PLC (Mullen & Hutinger, 2008).   
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Principals who support the work of effective PLCs are not autocratic in nature, 

but rather they take on behaviors that are more of a quiet supporter who is encouraging 

(Leithwood et al., 2010).  Multiple studies show that the principal must be the one who is 

supportive of the PLCs, by providing the time for PLCs through creative scheduling and 

then protecting that time for teachers involved in the PLCs to collaborate (Leithwood et 

al., 2010; Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996).  “Schools can benefit from the effect of PLCs 

when principals support the work of teachers” (Leithwood et al., 2010, p. 681).  If 

principals support an environment conducive to growing the professionalism of teachers 

by implementing effective PLCs, this could end the issues associated with teacher 

isolation that many experience in schools today (Mullen & Hutinger, 2008).  

Principals need to understand the transformation process that needs to take place 

with the installation of PLCs (Lippy & Zamora, 2012).  Lippy and Zamora (2012) stated, 

The effective management of this process requires an understanding of the 

dynamic interaction of internal (e.g. personnel issues) and external forces (e.g. 

community pressure) that impact school improvement.  The leader is charged with 

the responsibility to navigate these potential obstacles while moving the school 

toward the institutionalization of PLCs. (p. 52) 

Principals are integral to the school’s belief systems, and their beliefs, coupled with the 

teachers’, play a crucial role in student achievement (Volante, 2009).  In fact, Huffman 

and Jacobson (2003) claimed that administrative leadership in schools plays such an 

important role in the success of PLCs, that many school reform efforts, such as PLCs, 

have been impeded by the lack of focus or the limited abilities of the school leaders.  

Principals and school leaders need to be involved in all the phases of the PLC 

implementation (Heirdsfield, Lamb, & Spry, 2010).   
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 Principals need to adopt a transformational leadership style when implementing 

PLCs because transformational leadership is a process that changes and transforms 

teachers and staff to accomplish more than what is usually expected of them (Northouse, 

2013).  Transformational leaders are strong role models who develop trust among 

teachers in the leader’s thinking and direction.  Other behaviors that are representative of 

a transformational leader involved with PLCs are that leaders show great competence, 

explains goals well and communicates high expectations, expresses confidence and 

stimulates motives, while the effects on the teachers would be belief in leader, 

acceptance, affection, obedience, emotional involvement, heightened goals, and an 

increase in confidence (Northouse, 2013).   

Teacher’s Role in a PLC 

Instructional leadership and developing teachers should not solely be the 

principal’s duty.  Principals must share those responsibilities with other teacher leaders, 

involving staff at all levels in ways that allow teachers to work together and take 

responsibility for helping each other learn and grow (Wanzare & Da Costa, 2001).  This 

type of leadership is characterized as an organizational change leader (Wheatley, 1999).   

PLCs are learning communities and thus their focus should be on the learning of 

each student and their own learning.  The teacher’s role in a PLC should first focus on the 

learning taking place in the classroom.  DuFour et al. (2010) explained that this 

commitment to the learning of each student is the very essence of a PLC, and stated, “A 

corollary assumption is that if the organization is to become more effective in helping all 

students learn, the adults in the organization must also be continually learning” (p. 11).  

Thessin (2015) surveyed 939 teachers across twenty school districts and found the high-
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functioning teams she surveyed reported their PLCs focused on supporting every student 

to a high level of achievement and this was one reason why their PLCs were high-

functioning teams.  For a PLC to reach the level of high-functioning, it must be 

“composed of collaborative teams whose members work interdependently to achieve 

common goals for which members are mutually accountable” (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 

11).  Interdependently means that each teacher is accountable to the others and all 

teachers rely on one another equally to achieve the goals set forth by the PLC.  Teachers 

in a high-functioning PLC must also focus on the evidence of student learning, and then 

mutually commit to improving the student learning based on the evidence and assessment 

data received (DuFour, 2014; DuFour et al., 2010; Thessin, 2015). 

PLCs have the potential to increase teacher development and quality and should 

have a direct impact on student achievement by meeting the needs of diverse learners 

(Cowley & Meehan, 2003).  Teachers in PLCs must de-privatize their practice and be 

willing to take part in reflective dialogue with their other PLC members (Visscher & 

Witziers, 2004).  In other words, teachers must be willing to share their teaching 

successes and their strategies that work best with student achievement.  Teachers in a 

PLC must overcome the obstacles of embarrassment and be willing to give and receive 

feedback that is meaningful, whether they are the teacher giving or receiving the 

feedback (Visscher & Witziers, 2004).  Trust and respect among teachers involved in 

PLCs is also crucial to the success of any PLC (Sheehy, Bohler, Richardson, & Gallo, 

2015).  When members of PLCs trust and respect each other, they are more “likely to 

take risks and engage in challenging discussions that push them to deepen understanding 

and attempt new practices that will reach more learners” (Whitcomb, Borko, & Liston, 



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

43 

2009, p. 210).  Teachers should convene on a regular basis, to be a true PLC, and engage 

in “collaborative planning, curriculum study, and learning assessment” (Servage, 2008, p. 

64).  Teachers can align curriculum, improve and differentiate pedagogy to reach more 

diverse student populations, and align formative and summative assessments to achieve 

the ultimate goals of the curriculum while working collaboratively in a PLC.  

Teachers also need to have the ability to teach their subject matter effectively, and 

to this end they will often need expertise in the content area (Manross, 1994).  The 

pedagogical content knowledge a teacher has can depend on whether the teacher is an 

expert in the content she or he is responsible to teach.  Teachers who are experts in their 

content have the ability to reach diverse learners and implement various activities in 

greater detail than those who do not have expertise in the content area (Manross, 1994).  

Manross (1994) stated “Specific to instructional strategies, teachers of expert subject 

matter revealed a greater ability to accommodate a range of learner skills and abilities” 

(p. 14).  Manross continued by saying, “Differences between teaching an expert subject 

area and a nonexpert area also manifested in the quantity and variety of classroom 

learning activities” (1994, p. 14).  In light of these findings, PLCs are all the more 

important venue in which the more expert content teachers in middle schools can share 

their expertise, strategies, and activities with non-expert and new teachers to the field.  

While it is important to have content expertise, even the non-expert content teachers may 

have great ideas to share in PLCs that could make the whole PLC better.  

Benefits of PLCs and How They Impact Student Achievement 

Teachers play a crucial role in PLCs as they are all formatively and summatively 

assessing their student data and sharing their data on what is working and what is not 
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working with each other.  Chou (2011) conducted a qualitative study that explored the 

relationship with three in-service elementary English teachers learning to do action 

research when they were involved in a PLC.  Chou’s (2011) goal was to explore the 

relationship of how action research and teacher learning in PLC could contribute to their 

overall teacher development.  Chou (2011) concluded that PLCs are an effective way for 

teachers to share their action research and knowledge so that more teachers can learn 

from each other based on action research practices.  Teachers in Chou’s study were able 

to critically examine their teaching practices and were able to evaluate and strengthen 

their teaching.  A result from Chou’s study showed teachers were better able to learn 

from each other by better understanding their teaching practices of how their students 

learned content and, thus, their student achievement was improved.  

Collaboration is an important component of PLCs.  However, Barton and 

Stepanek (2012) recommend that for collaboration to be effective, there must be an 

intentional focus on what aspects of teaching are directly influential of student 

achievement.  PLCs give teachers the opportunity to focus on their student data and 

themselves as teachers.  “As a result of the continual focus on improved adult learning, 

student learning improved” (DuFour, 2014, p. 32).   

Another benefit of PLCs is that the collaboration and communication amongst 

teachers yields valuable information regarding what interventions are working on 

improving student learning.  Interventions are important to helping students who are 

falling behind.  PLCs allow for teachers to monitor student learning and effective 

interventions in a timely manner (DuFour, 2014).  If a PLC allows teacher learning and 

understanding to take place in order for teachers to provide assistance to their struggling 
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students in a timely manner, then student needs can be addressed by certain standards on 

a timely basis.  With teachers in a PLC collaborating and dialoging on teaching strategies 

that work the best, this can help the teachers grow professionally and promotes student 

growth.  Smith, Johnson, and Thompson (2012) asserted that using student academic data 

to improve student achievement is the cornerstone of PLCs.  When effective PLCs can 

meet often enough for teachers to look at assessment data together, group students 

differently, and share teaching strategies, students needs are better met and student 

achievement starts to rise (Smith et al., 2012).  For example, a study conducted by 

Newman and Rollison (2011) followed one district in Leland, NC.  This district 

implemented PLCs at a high school that was found to be underperforming in 2006 by 

their state assessments.  PLCs were modeled and founded on the principles of Richard 

DuFour and were installed in core subject areas.  This one high school showed that PLCs 

contributed to the rise in student performances on standardized tests as much as 29% to 

49% over a four-year period, 2006-2010 (Newman & Rollison, 2011).  Newman and 

Rollison (2011) found these improvements were a result of PLCs focusing on reflective 

teacher practice and interventions based on formative assessments.   

Ikhwan (2011) completed a qualitative ethnographic study in two early childhood 

educations schools by collecting field notes from 23 observations and 11 interviews to 

analyze and describe the inner workings of PLCs and how they contribute to student 

achievement.  Ikhwan (2011) stated, 

The evident value of PLCs is the need to improve student achievement.  The 

underlying and more repressed value, however, is the knowledge that is shared 

and gained by those who participate in learning communities.  When the 

individual members of a PLC collaborate to construct new meanings through their 
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shared experiences, the entire field of education stands to gain in knowledge and 

understanding. (p. 176) 

There is evidence in the vast research conducted that PLCs can benefit teachers and 

student achievement.   

The students themselves play an important role in a learning community.  PLCs 

can meet and plan for differentiation to foster success of all students, but Doolittle, 

Stanwood, and Simmerman (2006) found the factor that made the biggest difference was 

the teachers’ abilities to listen to all students, and thus instilling confidence in all learners.  

Teachers had to be intentional to not allow the more vocal students to overshadow 

everyone else and seek ways to get input from all students and base instruction on all 

student’s needs.    

STAAR and School Report Card Index 1, 2, and 3 

The State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) are 

standardized tests used in Texas public schools to assess student knowledge and 

achievement in particular grade levels and subjects (State of Texas Assessments of 

Academic Readiness, 2016).  The curriculum these assessments cover are the Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills, which is the required curriculum Texas public schools 

must teach in each grade and subject and include Mathematic, English Language Arts and 

Reading, Science, and Social Studies.  The STAAR tests replaced the Texas Assessment 

of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) in the spring of 2012.  In middle schools across Texas, 

Grades 6, 7, and 8 are required to take a reading and math assessment.  Additional tests 

are given in Grade 7 in writing and in Grade 8 in science and social studies.  Since 2012, 

there have been measures in place to increase the level of the passing standards in order 

to raise expectations of students in Texas (State of Texas Assessments of Academic 
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Readiness, 2016).  Texas has placed importance on raising their student performance in 

all grades and subjects.   

The Texas Academic Performance Report (TAPR) is a report that focuses on the 

performance of each school in the state of Texas based on various factors such as student 

groups, ethnicity, income status, student demographics, among others (State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness, 2016).  The Texas Education Agency gives four 

index reports on the School Report Card.  Index 1 measures student achievement in the 

various subjects and grade levels covered by STAAR.  Index 2 measures student 

progress, an average of each individual student’s progress based on achievement in 

previous years.  Index 3 measures how well the campus is closing performance gaps, 

which measures the performance of the school’s two largest subgroups (i.e., 

economically disadvantaged, and Hispanics).  It is important to note that STAAR data 

and School Report Card data are impacted heavily by student achievement, especially the 

achievement of the subgroups and student progress.  Schools across Texas, looking for 

ways to improve these data, will often first focus on the academic progress of students 

across all demographics and subgroups. To better equip teachers in the current era of 

accountability of STAAR, Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, and Orphanos 

(2009) stated: 

Improving professional learning for educators is a crucial step in transforming 

school and improving academic achievement.  To meet federal requirements and 

public expectations for school and student performance, the nation needs to 

bolster teacher skills and knowledge to ensure that every teacher is able to teach 

increasingly diverse learners, knowledgeable about student learning, competent in 

complex core academic content, and skillful at the craft of teaching. (p. 3) 

Thus, PLCs can be an effective way to bolster teaching effectiveness and increase student 

achievement and progress, all of which can increase the scores on STAAR and TAPR for 
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campuses and districts.  Data on the STAAR and TAPR are available for each subject and 

grade level.  PLCs in place for grade levels and subject matter have the ability to change 

and increase the quality of instruction at specific school levels, thus impacting teacher 

growth and, ultimately, student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009).  

With the possibilities of improvement in teacher growth and quality of instruction, PLCs 

could impact student achievement on STAAR as indicated on Indices 2 and 3 on the 

School Report Card.  

PLCs in Middle Schools 

There may be many teachers in need of developing their content expertise in 

middle schools across the United States in certain subject areas to maximize their ability 

to improve student growth.  Schempp, Manross, Tan, and Fincher (1998) conducted a 

qualitative study by interviewing ten middle school teachers four times each over a 

period of time to focus on the teacher’s familiarity with content areas in which the 

teacher was the expert in one content area and a nonexpert in the other content area.  

Interviews focused on teacher’s experiences teaching each of those subjects and found 

that teachers with expertise in their subjects had a better understanding of how to relate 

their discipline at higher levels and a better ability to connect their discipline with other 

topics.  In fact, Schempp et al. (1998) further stated:  

The findings suggest the existence of significant differences between teachers 

teaching subjects in which they had expertise and teachers teaching subjects in 

which they had little or no expertise.  These differences included: (a) the 

recognition of problems in student learning, (b) the level of detail in planning and 

organizing subject matter, (c) the ability to accommodate a range of learner skills 

and abilities, and (d) the comfort with and enthusiasm for teaching. (p. 353) 

PLCs in middle schools, if implemented correctly, can improve a campus’s ability to 

provide on-the-job training for all teachers, utilizing the collective expertise of all their 
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teachers to make each other better.  Fern (2006) believed that teachers need to be 

nurtured and strengthened so they are more capable of providing the best instruction 

possible for their students.  Fern (2006) added, “When educators are able to perform at 

their best capacity, then student achievement could possibly see its maximum growth” (p. 

68).  PLCs in middle schools provide the opportunity for teachers to perform at their best 

by utilizing the strengths of each other to make each individual better at delivering 

content, recognizing student learning problems, planning subject matter, and 

differentiating for diverse student populations (Schempp et al., 1998).  In fact, Lalor and 

Abawi (2014) conducted a phenomenological case study on three differing PLCs and 

found that teachers were emboldened by contributing to the growth of their PLC 

members in a way they were not able to before PLCs were implemented.  This sharing of 

ideas, teaching strategies, and suggestions on content made each teacher better and was a 

breeding ground for success.   

The goal of this study is to contribute to the body of knowledge about specific 

aspects and the frameworks of PLCs in middle schools.  If this research can help 

educators understand how teachers benefit and increase their knowledge of content and 

pedagogy through collaboration and shared learning, it may be central to helping 

educators understand how PLCs in middle schools can impact and increase student 

learning and achievement.  The goal of this research is to identify specific aspects of 

PLCs in middle schools that lead to improved teaching practice and specific aspects of 

PLCs that lead to increased student learning and achievement.   
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Summary of the Literature Review 

The following are the highlighted findings and conclusions gleaned from the 

review of literature completed for this study: 

1. There is power in working together in schools, sharing observations, and 

supporting each other to create solutions. 

2. Organizational change occurs through a shared vision to achieve goals 

established by all stakeholders. 

3. Collaboration among staff who have built trusting relationships is crucial to 

solving problems effectively around a shared purpose.  We see this trend of 

collaboration all around us now. 

4. The vast body of literature on PLCs suggests that, when implemented 

correctly, PLCs can be effective at improving teacher and student learning. 

5. While PLCs have had mixed results in research, the association between 

teacher professional growth in PLCs and student performance warrants 

ongoing investigation. 

6. It is important to link instructional change in practice to PLCs and increased 

student learning and achievement. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

This chapter will outline the methods and procedures utilized in this study.  There 

have been numerous studies over the descriptions and focus of professional learning 

communities (PLCs) along with teacher perceptions and characteristics of PLCs.  

“However, relatively little research examines the specific interactions and dynamics by 

which a PLC constitutes a resource for learning and innovations in practice” (Jacobs & 

Yendol-Hoppey, 2010, p. 98).  There is a need for further empirical research to be 

conducted in order to refine the structure, strategies, and techniques involved in PLCs 

that promote the development of teachers and increase student achievement.  The review 

of literature for this study identified the importance of organizational change, having a 

clear identity and vision, collaborative and trusting relationships, and goal setting.  These 

are all the building blocks of effective PLCs that can bring about lasting changes on a 

campus.   

This study will use a mixed methods approach, utilizing the strengths of both 

quantitative and qualitative research, to best answer the research questions.  Because this 

study hopes to understand the personal experiences of people involved in PLCs, the 

qualitative portion of this research will require a phenomenological lens based on (Mills 

& Birks, 2014) the description of phenomenology as a “study of the lived experience” (p. 

181).  The lived experiences in PLCs will be the key data collected for this study.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to describe the methods used to answer the research questions 

guiding this study.  First, the research questions guiding this study will be provided.  

Second, the quantitative research methods used in this study will be discussed.  Third, an 
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overview of the qualitative research methods used to further answer the research 

questions will be explained.   

Research Design 

This researcher utilized a mixed methods approach to conduct a case study to 

answer the research questions.  This research focused on nine middle schools willing to 

participate in a study on how their PLCs are implemented and maintained, including the 

impact on teacher development and student achievement.  This study had four specific 

questions to answer.  The questions are:  

1. What are educator’s perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? 

2. What are the educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on 

student learning in Grades 6 through 8 core subjects? 

3. In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation in a 

PLC, and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes?   

4. What specific aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student 

learning and achievement? 

The focus of this research was on core academic teams that met and functioned in PLCs 

on a regular basis and showed high mean scores on the survey instrument in the four 

areas (i.e., learning trends, organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching 

support staff) of effective PLCs.  This study examined individual experiences, content 

data, and overall feelings and attitudes of the participants’ PLCs and their usefulness.  

Gall, Gall, and Borg (2007) described four different contributions of research to 

the knowledge about education, which are description, prediction, improvement, and 
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explanation.  This research described the improvements in education that resulted from 

the PLC and offered explanations as to what aspects of the PLC contributed to those 

improvements.  This study was an explanatory sequential mixed methods design, which 

has been used extensively by researchers, and this method involves first collecting and 

analyzing quantitative data and then collecting and analyzing qualitative data in two 

consecutive phases (Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006).  See Appendix H for a visual 

diagram of this study mapping out the explanatory sequential mixed methods approach 

that guided this process.  During the first phase of this research, a quantitative survey of 

individuals working in core subject PLCs was conducted to gain insight and knowledge 

of core subject educators’ perceptions and opinions on the effectiveness of their PLC and 

how aligned the characteristics of their PLC were to Hord’s (2004) characteristics of 

PLCs and other characteristics of PLCs presented in the literature review of this research 

(Battersby & Verdi, 2015; Bitterman, 2010; Darnell, 2015; DuFour, 2014; DuFour, 

DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; Graham, 2007).  The survey utilized was specifically 

used to answer research questions 1 and 2.  After analyzing these perceptions and 

opinions reflected in participants’ survey responses, the researcher then identified 

individuals involved with highly effective and less effective PLCs.   

The second phase of this research involved the qualitative portion of this study.  

Individuals identified as members of a highly effective PLC and those identified as 

members of a less effective PLC then became the focus of the phenomenological case 

study investigation.  In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with those 

involved in the identified highly effective and less effective PLCs.  Individuals 

interviewed were teachers, one content coach, and one administrator.  Content coaches 
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are school district personnel that help supervise a certain core subject’s content and help 

teachers with trainings.  They are considered coaches because they coach or help train 

teachers with curriculum and teaching strategies.  These semi-structured interviews were 

conducted to explore the perspectives of those involved to identify certain structures, 

strategies, aspects, and techniques of their PLC that contributed to teacher growth and 

student achievement.  The interview data was specifically used to answer research 

questions three and four that guided this study.  The researcher then analyzed the 

qualitative interview data collected to gain a deeper understandings and greater insight 

into what aspects could potentially support positive changes in teaching pedagogy and 

increase in student achievement.   

Mixed Methods as a Research Method 

This mixed methods research design allowed the researcher to best interpret the 

data to link certain aspects of PLCs to student achievement or teacher growth.  According 

to Briggs, Coleman, and Morrison (2012), “Mixed research is the paradigm that 

systematically combines aspects of quantitative and qualitative research methods into a 

single study to take advantage of each paradigm’s strengths” (p. 122).  There are 

strengths and weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative research.  Using a mixed 

methods research design does not always guarantee better results, as the quality of the 

research hinges on the researcher’s ability to purposefully combine the two styles to 

“complement each other for specific research purposes” (Briggs et al., 2012, p. 123).  

This research pulled from the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research to 

better answer the research questions, contributing to the body of literature with the hope 

for more substantial results and correlations.  This type of research is what Briggs et al. 
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called pragmatism.  Pragmatism is a mixed research philosophy that allows the researcher 

to mix the research components of qualitative and quantitative in a way that works best to 

address the real-world (Briggs et al., 2012).  

Setting and Participants 

The focus of this research was PLCs in core subjects in Grades 6–8.  This case 

study involved nine middle schools in West Texas that had effective PLCs in place.  

Schools in Regions 17 and 18 whose campus scored the minimum scores to meet the 

standard on Indices 1–3 were purposefully selected to participate in the study.  Indices 1–

3 were used as a qualifying factor for campuses because Index 1 refers to overall student 

achievement on all tests.  Index 2 refers to student progress made from the previous year, 

and Index 3 refers to how well the campus did at closing performance gaps in certain 

demographics.  These indices were utilized because the PLC work is to attain greater 

student achievement and progress, all of which are measured in Indices 1–3.  The 

researcher gained access to the campuses first through the superintendents or through the 

principals of each campus.  Emails were sent to superintendents or principals of schools 

that had campuses with PLCs built into their school day.  After attaining the 

superintendents’ or principals’ approval to conduct research on their campuses with their 

staff, the researcher provided them an explanation of the research goals and interview 

questions via email.  The email sent to principals and superintendents can be found in 

Appendix A.  Teachers, content coaches, and administrators involved in core content 

areas on each middle school campus were then recruited via email (see Appendix B).  

The researcher surveyed core teachers in middle schools as well as others 

involved in their PLCs (i.e., content coaches and administrators).  Based on the survey 
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responses, a subsample of teachers, content coaches, and administrators who had high or 

low mean scores in the four categories of the contextual design (learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and participation of nonteaching staff) on the 

survey were identified for participation in the second phase of this research.  Six PLC 

participants identified for this phase were asked to volunteer for the in-depth interview 

portion of this research.   

Participants were assured that neither they nor their school would be identified by 

name in the dissemination of the research findings.  Participants’ confidentiality was 

maintained throughout the study.  Participants were provided an information page for the 

survey and for the interview before securing their consent for the survey and interview 

(see Appendices C and D).  

Data Collection 

During the initial phase of this research study, campus-level data were collected 

before the survey and interview phase of the research.  After campuses were chosen, a 

survey (see Appendix E) was developed to send out to all voluntary participants.  The 

survey was originally developed by Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, and Thomas (2005) and 

revised by Bitterman (2010).  At the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked to 

participate in an interview.  The survey provided meaningful data that helped answer the 

research questions pertaining to effective PLCs, but this research entailed a more in-depth 

study of effective PLCs through in-depth interviews.  Because PLCs were implemented 

in various ways across campuses in West Texas, this research study sought to survey nine 

schools involved in this study to help make generalizations applicable to other educators 

and schools.  After the initial data collection of the surveys, the researcher sought 
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volunteers to do a more in-depth interview, four were perceived to be working with 

highly effective PLCs and two were perceived not to be working with highly effective 

PLCs, based on the quantitative survey responses.  These participants were chosen to 

bring both perspectives of PLCs into the interview questions and to help validate the 

findings and conclusions.  Interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed by the 

researcher.  The data from the interviews were grouped by effective and less effective 

PLCs and then responses were analyzed.  

Quantitative Measures 

Campus-level data were collected before the survey and interview phase of this 

research.  The type of quantitative data used in this research was campus-level data from 

the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) in Indices 1, 2, and 3 

from the Texas Education Agency.  Campuses chosen to participate in this research met a 

certain level of competency in the first three indices of STAAR, an indication that they 

had met the minimum qualifications for each of the first three indices.  This adds to the 

validity of this research by showing trends in campus improvement and reaching the 

state’s annual goals of achievement and improvement because Indices 1–3 measure 

overall student achievement, growth, and closing performance gaps. 

Findings from the data taken from the survey in the quantitative phase of this 

research may be generalized to a group or population, which is important when 

addressing a problem of practice that affects a larger society (Gall et al., 2007).  Surveys 

also allow for the breakdown of certain variables in order to describe certain situations 

and relationships between those variables.  In investigating PLCs to identify the aspects 

that contribute to improved teacher instruction and maximized learning for students, it is 
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important to attain honest and candid responses from participants.  Surveys that allow 

participants to provide anonymous or confidential responses encourage participants to 

answer candidly.  The survey, developed by Bolam et al. (2005) and later revised by 

Bitterman (2010) for this proposed study, allowed the researcher to utilize the 

quantitative piece of the initial survey to ask PLC personnel to provide their human 

perspectives on the effectiveness of their PLCs.   

The quantitative data collected in this research were used specifically to inform 

the analysis of the qualitative data.  The survey used also helped the researcher identify 

specific PLC themes that were common among the participating schools and helped the 

researcher determine which individuals would be interviewed for the qualitative portion 

of research.  The quantitative portion of this research helped answer research questions 1 

and 2.   

Briggs et al. (2012) stated, “Survey research is particularly suited for asking 

research questions about issues relating to: quantity, opinions and attitudes, relationships 

between variables, and perceived behaviours” (p. 141).  Using the Likert scale allowed 

this researcher to gather data from participants on the extent to which they agreed or 

disagreed with particular aspects of the PLC of which they were a member.  The 

relationships between these variables and questions were analyzed and interpreted to gain 

a better understanding of effective PLC structures.   

Survey 

The instrument used to collect data in the survey was taken from the work on 

PLCs compiled by Bitterman (2010).  Bitterman slightly modified her survey from the 

original survey developed and used in England, titled creating and sustaining Effective 
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Professional Learning Communities (EPLC): A Questionnaire for Schools (Bolam et al., 

2005).  A factor analysis was used by Bolam et al. (2005) to determine the validity and 

reliability of their survey instrument used in their study.  A factor analysis is a technique 

of data reduction and is desired to reduce the overall complexity.  “Factor analysis 

attempts to produce a few factors (linear combinations of the original item variables) that 

can represent a majority of the variability that was present in the original item variables” 

(Bolam et al., 2005, p. 38).  The results of Bolam et al.’s research identified four factors 

represented in Part 1 of the survey that had a rather significant reliability score (α > 0.7).  

The four factors that loaded and were analyzed from the survey are: (a) professional 

learning trends, (b) organizational and managerial support for PLC, (c) internal and 

external inquiry orientation, and (d) participation of non-teaching staff in a PLC (Bolam 

et al., 2005, p. 38).  These factors “are consistent with the constructs in literature on 

professional learning communities” (Bitterman, 2010, p. 46).  

Internal validity and contextual issues were also examined with the instrument by 

using post hoc tests (Bolam et al., 2005).  Bitterman (2010) stated, 

The results of the internal validity check showed that the general school responses 

in part one do not conflict with those from part two.  There were four factors 

resulting from survey part one, including: Factor 1, professional and pupil 

learning ethos (r = 0.952); Factor 2, school policy, management, and support (r = 

0.853); Factor 3, enquiry orientation (r = 0.788); and Factor 4, participation of 

non-teaching staff in professional learning communities (r = 0.793).  These results 

reported that the schools responding to the survey were consistent and provided 

evidence to show an acceptable level of internal consistency and highlighted 

important links between specific characteristics and factual items collected by 

other data sources. (p. 46) 

Bolam et al.’s (2005) study supports the four themes or factors that emerged, and these 

factors support the basic structures and elements of PLCs and their impact on teacher and 

student learning.  The four factors were found to be statistically significant in relation to 
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the support of PLCs, being consistent to show internal validity and having additional 

relationships that supported the validity of the findings.  It is clear these four factors 

aligned with the components of PLCs and this survey instrument was found to be 

statistically significant and valid.  

The survey consisted of three parts.  Items in Part 1 of the survey asked personnel 

involved in PLCs to rate their beliefs and behaviors about PLCs using a 5-point Likert-

type scale (see Appendix E).  For this section, participants chose one of five possible 

rankings, ranging from strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree, to 

indicate their level of agreement with each statement as it related to their school as a PLC 

currently.  The use of a Likert scale in this survey was a better choice than yes or no 

questions or ranking questions (Briggs et al., 2012).  Part 2 of the survey was comprised 

of five open-ended questions that allowed for participant comments.  Part 3, the final 

section of the survey, collected brief demographic data that were used to identify patterns 

or trends with certain participant responses.  

Quantitative Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed two different types of data in the quantitative phase: (a) 

STAAR data on Indices 1, 2, and 3 for each participating campus; and (b) survey results.  

The quantitative data were analyzed during the first phase of this research. STAAR data 

from participating campuses were analyzed first to ensure a satisfactory campus was 

surveyed.  The overall performance and growth of students for each campus that 

participated in this research met the minimum requirements of a met standard campus 

and met the minimum score required by Texas Education Agency in campus report cards 

for Indices 1, 2, and 3 during the 2016–2017 school year.  Participating schools met the 
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target score of at least 60 for Index 1, 30 for Index 2, and a 26 for Index 3.  After 

verifying each participating campus as a qualifying campus to participate in this research 

study, the quantitative data phase continued in the form of a survey.  Survey results from 

campuses chosen were then analyzed to identify PLCs that participants perceived to be 

functioning at a high level and to have contributed to teacher and student growth at a 

higher level.   

Surveys collected from participating campuses were collected using the Qualtrics 

survey system.  The researcher conducted a comprehensive visual analysis of all surveys 

completed to determine which participants rated their PLC higher on the Likert scale in 

Part 1 of the survey.  Short answer responses were then analyzed to look for strong 

correlations between effective PLC perceptions and the participants’ answers to Part 1 of 

the survey.  Survey responses were organized into answers with the highest PLC 

effectiveness into one group and answers with the lowest PLC effectiveness into another 

small group.  Survey answers from Part 1 were organized similar to the way Bitterman 

(2010) and Bolam et al. (2005) organized their results.  Categories and tables were 

created using the following areas from Part 1 of the survey and how high participants 

rated those areas: (a) learning trends as important to their school’s PLC, (b) 

organizational support as important to their school’s PLC, (c) inquiry orientation as 

important to their school’s PLC, and (d) participation of nonteaching staff as important to 

their school’s PLC.  The emerging themes and responses from participants were then 

categorized based on the demographic data provided by each participant.  Tables were 

created to display results using mean scores for participants’ agreement with each 

question in Part 1 of the survey.  This concluded the quantitative phase of this research, 
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and the data collected from the surveys specifically answered research questions 1 and 2 

that guided this study, as well as these results helped guide this research into the 

qualitative phase.   

Qualitative Measures 

This study was guided by an explanatory sequential mixed methods design that 

moved into the interpretive research approach known as interpretivism.  The quantitative 

data were used to inform the analysis of the qualitative data.  Key features of 

interpretivism are the processes in which the researcher tries to gain meanings of 

phenomena from the perspective of the research subjects (Briggs et al., 2012).  

Interpretivism and qualitative research both rely heavily on the research participants’ 

perspectives and thoughts.  They both look at the meaning of what a participant thinks 

and feels.  In qualitative research, as well as interpretivism, the researcher must often 

interpret the participants’ interviews in ways that accurately account for what the research 

participants have said or represented (Briggs et al., 2012).   

The purpose of utilizing qualitative data after quantitative data is to triangulate the 

data to link results and look for common themes.  “Triangulation is a rationale for using a 

mixed design when a researcher is interested in studying a particular phenomenon with 

multiple methods and is hoping for converging results” (Briggs et al., 2012, p. 130).  This 

research study utilized multiple collection methods, surveys and interviews, to enable 

triangulation in order to make generalizations that are applicable to other contexts within 

education with respect to PLCs.  With this case study design approach, this research 

intended to benefit from in-depth understandings of PLCs in West Texas middle schools 

to make generalizations from a small sample to a larger population.  The surveys in the 
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quantitative piece of this research helped guide the qualitative research in a way that 

allowed the researcher to narrow the focus to participants who either felt they were a part 

of a highly effective PLC that contributes to teacher and student learning or a less 

effective PLC that does not.  The qualitative portion of this research study focused on 

answering research questions 3 and 4.   

Participants who either scored a mean average on the low end of the spectrum or 

on the high end of the spectrum of effective PLCs were asked to participate in an 

interview so the researcher could gain perspectives from both extremes of the quantitative 

data to answer the research questions and validate the findings.  Four members of 

identified high functioning PLCs and two members of identified low functioning PLCs 

were interviewed individually to gain a sense of what contributes to the perceived 

development of the teachers involved and increase in student achievement.  In-depth 

interviews were conducted with educators at their home campuses or by telephone.  The 

interviews were semi-structured so that questions could be posed to keep the interviewees 

focused on answering the research questions, but open enough to allow the researcher to 

gather more meaningful perceptions during the interview.  Interviews were then 

transcribed and analyzed to find specific answers as to what specific components of the 

participants’ PLCs have contributed to teacher growth and increase in student learning 

and achievement. 

The researcher then compared and analyzed the data for correlations between 

survey short-answer responses and interview answers of members of high- and low-

functioning PLCs.  These correlations allowed the researcher to answer the questions of 
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what specific parts of the PLC supported increased student learning and achievement and 

what parts affected a positive change in teacher practice.   

Interviews 

The method used in the qualitative portion of this study was semi-structured 

interviews.  Since this researcher wanted to dig deeper in certain areas to obtain thick 

descriptions that captured participants’ responses, information gathered in one-on-one 

interviews only enriched and expanded the data to be explored.  In order to learn through 

a phenomenological lens, it is important to interview people who have lived through the 

experiences (Priest, 2002), in this case educators who had experienced and participated in 

effective and minimally effective PLCs.  Participants chosen for interviews were 

purposefully selected based on the quantitative data collected in the survey.  Interviews 

focused on questions that helped explain and support why and how each participant’s 

PLC could have impacted teaching practice and student learning and achievement.  

According to Mills and Birks (2014), phenomenological interviews should be “in-depth 

interviews, most often semi-structured in nature, and featuring open-ended questions 

carefully chosen to elicit the desired information” (p. 188).  Interviews were conducted 

one-on-one, either in-person or by telephone, audio recorded, and then transcribed by the 

researcher.   

The information gathered from the literature review conducted for this study 

guided the researcher in selecting and crafting interview questions that would target the 

PLC aspects and practices that have been shown to produce teacher growth and increased 

student achievement.  Interviews were needed to answer the research questions 3 and 4, 

solve problems of practice in a deeper sense, and generate data that were triangulated 
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with the quantitative data from the surveys (Briggs et al., 2012).  The interview process 

for this study was a semi-structured format, as it allowed for more in-depth answers and 

follow-up questions based on the participant’s answers.  During the survey portion of the 

data collection, a question was posed to assess the participant’s willingness to further 

participate in an interview, as a follow-up to the survey.  The interviews were used to 

gain a better understanding of what makes the participant’s PLC successful in growing 

teachers and increasing student achievement.  Utilizing interviews in triangulation helped 

validate the quantitative data collected in this mixed methods study (Briggs et al., 2012).   

This researcher intended to strengthen the reliability of the study by using 

multiple methods.  “There is advantage in using more than one kind of source of data in 

relation to a particular criterion: [i.e.] triangulation” (Bennet, Glatter, & Levacic, 1994, p. 

218).  Utilizing the interviews after gathering the quantitative data from surveys added to 

the reliability and validity of the findings of the present study (Briggs et al., 2012).  

According to Hartas’s (2010) definition of validity, there is a link between validity and 

trustworthiness: validity is “a criterion for the integrity of a study in terms of accuracy of 

inferences and the trustworthiness of results” (p. 451).  The interview protocol of this 

study was developed, with most of the questions developed from Bitterman’s (2010) 

interview questions and a few original questions developed by the researcher.  Interview 

questions, aligned to the literature review over effective PLCs, helped enrich this study 

by narrowing the data to answer the original research questions 3 and 4 posed by the 

researcher.  The interviews dove deeply into participants’ perceptions and practices of 

their PLCs on their campuses to help identify specific components of their PLCs that 

supported teacher growth and improved student learning and achievement.  Questions 
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asked during the interview were open-ended and allowed the participants the opportunity 

to share important information about their PLCs that expanded on the survey responses 

and feelings expressed by the participants. 

Member checks were completed for each of the six participants involved in the 

interviews to ensure for reliability and validity.  One way for the researcher to member 

check is to send each of the participants interviewed their transcribed answers to each 

question to allow them the chance to check their statements for accuracy and to ensure 

their thoughts were interpreted correctly.  Member checks have been regarded as an 

integral part of validation in qualitative research (Koelsch, 2013).  Each of the six 

participants in this research were asked to read through their interview transcription to 

make sure their thoughts and statements were represented with accuracy and their 

intention was made known.  Each participant responded to the member check and agreed 

the transcription sent to them represented their thoughts correctly.   

Qualitative Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed interview responses for the qualitative portion of this 

research.  Members of identified high- and low-functioning PLCs were interviewed 

individually to gain a sense of what contributes to the perceived development of the 

teachers involved and increase in student achievement.  The researcher then compared 

and analyzed the data for correlations between survey responses and interview answers of 

members of high- and low-functioning PLCs.  These correlations allowed the researcher 

to answer the questions of what specific parts of the PLC supported increased student 

learning and achievement and what parts affected a positive change in teacher practice.   
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Interview responses were organized by themes of professional learning trends, 

organizational support, and inquiry orientation.  Certain aspects became prevalent in 

participant responses, and the emerging themes and responses from participants were 

then categorized based on those components and aspects of PLCs.   

Summary 

Chapter III described the detailed methods and procedures used for this study.  

This chapter began by detailing the research design and the justification for using a mixed 

methods research design to answer the research questions.  This chapter continued with 

descriptions of the participants of this research and how the data were collected and 

analyzed, both quantitatively and qualitatively.  The analysis between the STAAR indices 

scores, the survey results, and interview transcripts were thoroughly examined for 

correlations between aspects of high functioning PLCs with teacher growth and increased 

student learning and achievement.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

This study was designed to examine educator perceptions about their professional 

learning communities (PLCs).  More specifically, the researcher wanted to determine the 

educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on student learning in Grades 6 

through 8 core subjects.  To do this, a major part of this study was to survey schools 

about the characteristics of effective PLCs.  The purpose of the survey (see Appendix E), 

was to generate descriptive data on the features of PLCs in various schools across West 

Texas in Regions 17 and 18.  Based on the quantitative and qualitative findings from the 

survey, specific participants were chosen to be interviewed to examine the ways teaching 

practices change as a result of participating in a PLC.  The researcher wanted to dive 

deeper into what aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student learning and 

achievement.  Chapters I, II, and III of this dissertation provided an introduction of PLCs, 

a review of literature significant to PLC research, and a description of the research 

methods and procedures used during this study.  This chapter describes the data collected 

from the survey and interviews, how the data were analyzed, and presents the findings 

from the study. 

Two instruments were used to collect data for this study.  The survey (see 

Appendix E) and the interview questions (see Appendix F) were utilized to find common 

themes about the perceived effects of teaching and learning in the schools studied based 

on the efforts of their PLCs.   
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Study Participants 

The participants for this study consisted of sixth- through eighth-grade, core 

(mathematics, science, English, and social studies) teachers, content coaches, and 

administrators from nine middle schools in West Texas located in either Region 17 or 18.  

The nine middle schools surveyed ranged in grades taught with some having Grades 6 

through 8 and others having only Grades 7 through 8.  The smallest campus in this study 

had 607 students, and the largest campus had 1,063 students.  All nine campuses met the 

inclusion criteria for this study by meeting the standard in place for the 2017 

accountability summary on Index 1 (Student Achievement), Index 2 (Student Progress), 

and Index 3 (Closing Performance Gaps).  The campuses chosen have all had PLCs in 

place on their campuses to help their educators in increasing student achievement.   

Ninety-one educators participated in the survey.  Out of the 91 participants, 12 

were excluded from taking the survey because they indicated they were not involved in 

any way with a PLC of a core subject in Grades 6 through 8.  Of the remaining 79 

participants who met the inclusion criteria of the survey, 17 participants did not complete 

any of the survey once they gained access to Part 1.  This left 62 participants that 

completed Part 1 of the survey and either portions or all of Part 2 and 3 of the survey.  

The number planned was to have 75 participants.  There were not enough middle schools 

in West Texas to take part in this study because many of them did not meet the inclusion 

criteria on their accountability summary, many did not have PLCs on their campus 

because of their smaller campus size, and others ignored all correspondence from the 

researcher in the recruitment phase of this study.  Because of these factors, the nine 

middle schools participating in this study produced a sample size of 62 participants who 
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completed all of Part 1 of the survey and provided meaningful data on the survey to 

answer the research questions.  Of the 62 participants, the demographics portion of the 

survey provided the researcher with each participant’s position, the approximate number 

of years they had worked at their current school, and the number of years they had been 

teaching their subject area.  The results showed five participants were administrators, 

three were content coaches, 43 were teachers, and 11 did not declare their position.  The 

number of years participants had been working at their current school ranged from 1 to 

22 years.  The number of years they had taught ranged from 1 to 43 years.  

Results of the Survey Part 1 

The survey used for this study (see Appendix A) consisted of three parts.  Part 1 

was comprised of 43 items, and they were statements to which participants were asked to 

indicate their level of agreement, using a 5-point Likert scale (Strongly Agree = 5, Agree 

= 4, Neutral = 3, Disagree = 2, and Strongly Disagree = 1).  Part 2 of the survey 

consisted of five questions.  These questions asked the participants to assess their PLC on 

how it aligned to this study’s working definition of a PLC, as well as its feasibility and 

relevance.  Part 3 of the survey consisted of three demographics questions that asked 

about each participant’s position in the school, how many years he or she had worked in 

that school, and how many years he or she had taught altogether.  The final question in 

Part 3 asked participants if they would be willing to be contacted by the researcher to 

partake in a short interview to extend this research.  Participants who answered Yes to the 

last item were allowed to provide their contact information so the researcher could 

contact them if they were chosen for an interview.  
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Research Question 1 

What are educator’s perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? 

Survey, Part 1.  The 43 items in Part 1 of the survey could all be tied to one of 

four themes or factors representative of their PLC.  The items were categorized by the 

same common themes found in the Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, and Thomas (2005) 

research.  The four themes or factors of a PLC considered in this study were professional 

learning trends, organizational and managerial support for PLC, internal and external 

inquiry orientation, and participation of nonteaching staff in a PLC.  The results of the 

survey Part 1 helped the researcher answer the first research question.   

Tables 2–5 display results about how educators responded to the survey items in 

Part 1 as they relate to each of the four themes mentioned above.  Among the four themes 

or factors, the participating staff identified professional learning trends as most important 

to their school’s PLC (see Table 2).  The researcher categorized all statements from Part 

1 of the survey that aligned to the professional learning trends and ranked the statements 

in order of the highest percentage of staff that agreed with each statement.  The data 

showed that over 90% of the educators agreed or strongly agreed that they have high 

expectation of students; take collective responsibility for pupil learning; learn from each 

other; share a common core of educational values; routinely collect, analyze, and use data 

and evidence to inform their practice; and create conditions for pupils to feel the 

confidence to learn.   
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Table 2  

Percentage Who Identified Aspects of Learning Trends as Important to PLCs 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree/Agree % 

Neutral 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree/Disagree % 

1. Have high expectation of 

students 

93.75% 3.13% 3.12% 

2. Take collective responsibility 

for pupil learning 

93.75% 1.56% 4.69% 

3. Learn from each other 92.19% 1.56% 6.25% 

4. Share a common core of 

educational values 

90.63% 4.69% 4.69% 

5. Routinely collect, analyze and 

use data and evidence to 

inform their practice 

90.63% 4.69% 4.69% 

6. Create conditions for pupils to 

feel the confidence to learn 

90.60% 6.25% 3.12% 

7. Take responsibility for their 

own professional learning 

87.51% 6.25% 6.25% 

8. Base their approach to change 

on good evidence 

87.50% 7.81% 4.69% 

9. Regularly monitor the learning 

and progress of individual 

students 

87.31% 3.17% 9.52% 

10. Learn together with colleagues 85.94% 7.81% 6.25% 

11. Share responsibility for 

student learning 

85.94% 4.69% 9.37% 

12. Give priority to learning more 

about subject knowledge 

85.94% 6.25% 7.81% 

13. Ensure students receive 

constructive feedback about 

their work 

85.72% 9.52% 4.76% 
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Table 2 Continued 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree/Agree % 

Neutral 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree/Disagree % 

14. Routinely share information 

with parents and community 

84.38% 7.81% 7.81% 

15. Regularly discuss teaching 

methods 

82.82% 6.25% 10.94% 

16. Share my experiences and 

success 

82.82% 10.94% 6.25% 

17. See the school as stimulating 

and professionally 

challenging 

79.69% 14.06% 6.26% 

18. Experiment and innovate 

about new curriculum 

78.13% 10.94% 10.94% 

19. Set learning targets for 

individual students 

76.56% 10.94% 12.50% 

20. Give priority to learning more 

about student learning 

75% 15.63% 9.38% 

21. Are involved in seeking 

solutions to problems facing 

the school 

68.76% 25% 6.25% 

22. Learn about their own 

learning 

60.31% 25.40% 14.28% 

 

Among the four themes or factors, the participating staff ranked organizational 

and managerial support for learning second in importance to their school’s PLC (see 

Table 3).  The majority of educators, 84.38%–87.51%, reported that they have some 

protected time for joint planning and development, have opportunities for professional 

development, and actively contribute to the school as a PLC. 
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Table 3  

Percentage Who Identified Aspects of Organizational Support as Important to PLCs 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree/Agree % 

Neutral 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree/Disagree % 

1. Have some protected time for 

joint planning and 

development 

87.51% 6.25% 6.26% 

2. Have opportunities for 

professional development 

85.94% 7.81% 6.26% 

3. Actively contribute to the 

school as a professional 

learning community 

84.38% 9.38% 6.26% 

4. Are satisfied with their job 78.13% 15.63% 6.25% 

5. Are members of at least one 

professional team 

75.00% 21.88% 3.12% 

6. Have opportunities to take on 

leadership roles 

74.60% 15.87% 9.53% 

7. Receive training in how to 

work and learn in teams 

68.75% 15.63% 15.63% 

8. Have dedicated time to be 

mentored in a new role 

51.57% 23.44% 25.00% 

9. Think their work load is too 

heavy 

50.01% 29.69% 20.32% 

10. Say they experience undue 

stress in their job 

50.00% 34.38% 15.63% 

11. Have time dedicated to 

classroom observations 

43.76% 23.44% 32.81% 

12. Engage in team teaching 43.75% 25.00% 31.25% 

13. Have opportunities for work 

shadowing 

25.00% 43.75% 31.25% 

 

The descriptive data for the third theme of this research, percentage of educators 

who identified internal and external inquiry orientation as important to their school’s 

PLC, can be found in Table 4.  The level of educator agreement with these statements 
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was quite a bit lower than that of the first two themes.  For example, with respect to 

inquiry orientation, only 75% of participants indicated that they seek out and use external 

research that is relevant and practical to inform their work.  Furthermore, 65.63% of 

educators responded that they use professional/subject associations for professional 

learning, while only 53.12% reported they actively seek ideas from colleagues in other 

schools.  

Table 4  

Percentage Who Identified Aspects of Inquiry Orientation as Important PLCs 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree/Agree 

% 

Neutral 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree/Disagree 

% 

1. Seek out and use external 

research that is relevant and 

practical to inform their work 

75.01% 10.94% 14.06% 

2. Use professional/subject 

associations for professional 

learning 

65.63% 18.75% 15.63% 

3. Actively seek ideas from 

colleagues in other schools 

53.12% 26.56% 20.32% 

4. Systematically give feedback of 

external courses to colleagues 

37.51% 32.81% 29.69% 

5. Use private consultant for 

professional learning 

25.01% 42.19% 32.81% 

 

Nonteaching support staff was the fourth theme of this research.  Nonteaching 

support staff included participants not teaching in the classroom such as content coaches, 

teacher aides, administration, clerical, and custodial staff.  Table 5 shows a high 

percentage of educators agreed that the participation of nonteaching support staff is 

important to their school’s PLC.  Just under 90% of educators indicated that nonteaching 
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support staff are valued by teachers, while just over 70% responded that nonteaching 

support staff actively contribute to the school as part of a PLC.  These data show that a 

large majority of educators involved in this study value the nonteaching support staff, but 

fewer of them actually see them contributing to their PLC or sharing responsibility for 

student learning.   

Table 5  

Percentage Who Identified Aspects of Nonteaching Support Staff as Important to PLCs 

Item 

Strongly 

Agree/Agree 

% 

Neutral 

% 

Strongly 

Disagree/Disagree 

% 

1. Non-Teaching Support Staff are 

valued by teachers 

89.83% 10.17% 0.00% 

2. Non-Teaching Support Staff 

actively contribute to the school 

as a professional learning 

community 

70.49% 19.67% 9.84% 

3. Non-Teaching Support Staff 

share responsibility for student 

learning 

67.22% 14.75% 18.03% 

 
Results of Survey Part 2 

Research Question 2 

What are the educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on student 

learning in Grades 6 through 8 core subjects? 

The survey (see Appendix E) in Part 2 had a total of five items to rate or provide a 

short answer about how they viewed several areas of a PLC.  The first item had 

participants rate the stage of development at which they perceived their PLC to be.  The 

provisional working definition of a PLC for this survey instrument was as follows: 
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Usually a school attempting to develop a professional learning community is set 

up so that teachers work in collaborative teams to develop, plan, and implement 

lessons that are innovative and promote student learning. 

A majority of respondents, 30 to be exact, reported their PLC was a developing PLC, 

while a little over one quarter of the respondents (16) reported that their PLC was a 

mature/established PLC (see Table 6).  Nine respondents reported their PLC was starting 

the journey to become a PLC; three indicated their PLC was working to re-establish what 

they once had, and four did not respond.  Therefore, the survey findings will reflect the 

perceptions of participants who perceive their PLCs to be mostly a developing or a 

mature and established PLC.   

Table 6  

Percentage of Participants Reporting Different Stages of PLC Development 

Stage Overall % 

Mature/established PLC 25.8% 

Developing PLC 48.4% 

Starting the journey to become a PLC 14.5% 

Working to re-establish PLC 4.8% 

No response 6.5% 

 

For the four additional questions in Part 2, participants were asked to provide a 

written response.  The first question allowed participants to change the working 

definition of a PLC if they chose to or agree that the definition was complete as is.  The 

next question then asked how useful is the idea of a PLC for their school and personnel.  

The last two questions asked, what do you see as the main facilitators to becoming and 

sustaining a PLC and what did they see as a challenge to becoming and sustaining a PLC.   
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Of the 62 participants who responded to the question of how they would change 

the working definition of a PLC, 49 stated they would not change the working definition 

or left the answer blank, thus not providing a different working definition.  There were 13 

participants who gave a different definition by slightly changing part of the working 

definition or indicating how they felt about the changes of their PLC over the years.  Of 

the ones who added to the working definition or changed the definition, many of them 

added and emphasized the word time in their definitions.  The answers they gave added 

the word time to the definition, such as teachers given time to work in PLCs.  These 

participants felt that the working definition should include a piece about time given to 

teachers to do the work of the PLC.  They felt this was a crucial part of the PLC process 

to make it effective.  Some added words such as evaluation to the list after develop, plan 

and implement lessons in the working definition.   

Question 46 in Part 2 of the survey asked educators how useful is the idea of a 

PLC for their school and pupils.  There were 34 participants who gave a short answer to 

this, while 28 chose to not answer this question either due to survey fatigue or they did 

not want to answer this particular question.  Questions skipped over at this point of the 

survey were more than likely due to participant fatigue.  At this point in the survey, most 

of the questions have been addressed, and participants chose not to write out an answer to 

some of the last few short answer questions.   

Four main themes or factors of a PLC that were evident in Part 1 and Part 2 of the 

survey were: (a) professional learning trends, (b) organizational and managerial support 

for PLC, (c) internal and external inquiry orientation, and (d) participation of nonteaching 
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staff in a PLC.  All of these themes were consistent with the findings in the study 

conducted by Bolam et al. (2005) and Bitterman (2010).    

Professional Learning Trends 

Professional learning trends were found to be a significant component to a 

successful PLC, according to participants.  Over 90% of participants agreed or strongly 

agreed that they (a) routinely collect, analyze, and use data and evidence to inform their 

practice; (b) learn from each other; (c) take collective responsibility for pupil learning; 

and (d) create conditions for pupils to feel confidence to learn.  According to Hord 

(2009), continuous professional learning is crucial to improving teacher quality, and the 

student’s success is dependent on that teaching quality.  Therefore, the leadership should 

provide and support an environment within the school that focuses on teacher 

improvement through collaborative efforts of the teachers working together in a learning 

community (Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009). 

Over 80% of educators reported aspects of professional learning trends to be 

important in a PLC for 16 of the 22 questions related to the topic.  When asked how 

useful the idea of a PLC was for their school, one educator stated, “I think it is very 

useful. I am always learning new ways to improve instruction.”  Another reported, “I 

believe it is very useful, especially as a learner myself; I have learned new things that I 

am using in class from the teachers I collaborate with.”  Another reported PLCs are “very 

useful and needed to grow teacher and student learning.”  Another educator stated, “I am 

so grateful that I do get to be a part of a PLC. It allows me to explain my ideas and gain 

more knowledge,” and another reported, “I think it is a great support system to build 
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ideas and to develop plans that work for individual students as well as a group or grade 

level of students.” 

Organizational and Managerial Support 

The organizational support for change and the leadership’s role in bringing about 

positive change were themes that were developed through this research.  In fact, support 

and managerial support is important to the success of a PLC (Duke, 2010).   

The organizational and managerial support for PLCs provided by the campus 

leadership can greatly contribute to the overall success of PLCs in their efforts to increase 

student achievement (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  The 

participants in this study also described the importance of having organizational and 

managerial support from their administration as well as the support needed from within 

their PLC with a climate conducive for learning.  One educator explained they thought 

their PLC was “very useful, as it assists in sustaining a shared vision and positive school 

culture and climate, improving instruction, and promoting student learning.”  Others said 

they knew the usefulness of a PLC, but were discouraged when the supports were not in 

place because it rendered the PLC ineffective.  One educator explained that a PLC is 

“very useful, but the more we implement, the more spread out we become.  We are 

becoming the jack of all trades, but masters of zero.”  When asked what the main 

facilitators are to becoming and sustaining a PLC, many responded that teachers need 

more time, more training, trust, and support from leadership to maximize the potential of 

the PLC.  In fact, one educator stated that their need was “having a campus and district 

plan and expectations, sticking to expectations, not giving teachers too many changes all 

at once.” Another reported their PLC needed “time, support, and patience.”  
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When asked what challenges they see to becoming and sustaining a PLC, many 

participants responded some PLCs are not supporting each other for various reasons: 

apprehension about being honest in a community with inflated egos, poor communication 

between PLC members, and not enough time or support given from administration.  Time 

was a recurring theme in participants’ answers to this question.  This means most 

participants agree the organizational structure of a PLC, given enough time, can 

overcome the challenges of a PLC.  

Internal and External Inquiry Orientation 

Collaboration among members of a PLC and seeking outside resources were 

frequently discussed by participants in this study.  Many participant educators reported 

that collaboration inside the PLC was important to their growth and their students’ 

growth.  When asked about their PLC, one educator stated, “I think it is extremely useful 

when you have a good team and they are all dedicated to searching out and implementing 

new ideas.”  One educator asserted the lack of opportunity for “teachers to attend 

professional development outside of the campus during the school year prevents the PLC 

configuration at this district from developing further.”  When asked about what they saw 

as facilitating to becoming and sustaining a PLC, one educator identified “administrative 

support and knowledge of new and innovative ideas, growth mind–set, and allowing 

collaboration with other districts.”  

Participation of Nonteaching Staff 

Nonteaching staff includes administration, instructional aides, content coaches, 

and any other staff involved in a PLC that do not necessarily teach a class.  Of all the 

nonteaching staff that could have been discussed in the answers, administration personnel 
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were discussed the most and how they impact the effectiveness of a PLC.  When asked 

what the main facilitators are to becoming and sustaining a PLC, many reported the 

leadership or administrative staff are pivotal in the success of campus PLCs.  Many stated 

the principal, specifically, should set clear expectations and monitor the PLCs to ensure 

they are adhering to those expectations. One educator affirmed, “Our principals are 

visible in our PLCs and have kept us going in the right direction.”  Many others reported 

support and guidance from their administration was a big contributor to becoming and 

sustaining their PLCs.   

There were others who discussed the importance of the nonteaching staff on their 

campus.  When participants were given an opportunity to restate the working definition 

of a PLC, one educator thought the participation of nonteaching staff was extremely 

important.  This educator stated,  

I would change the definition above to incorporate all professional faculty to be 

part of the teams. Everyone on campus needs to be invested in student growth and 

learning. I think the statement as is limits the responsibility to only core teachers. 

(Participant 28) 

Results of Survey Part 3 

Participants who completed the survey were: administrators (5), content coaches 

(3), teachers (43), and undeclared (11).  All but six participants had worked in their 

school for two or more years, indicating that most participants had been involved in PLCs 

on their campus for multiple years.  In addition, all but two participants stated they had 

been teaching in their subject area for at least two years.  Knowing the answers provided 

in this research were mostly from educators that have been teaching or serving in 
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education for multiple years, and in fact at the same campus for multiple years, helps the 

validity of their answers when looking at the nine campuses selected for this survey.  On 

the final question, 19 participants stated they were willing to be contacted by the 

researcher for an interview to extend this research. 

Of the 19 participants willing to be interviewed, the researcher sorted them by 

how they ranked in overall quantitative data on the Likert-scale items from Part 1 of the 

survey.  Five was the highest response to the survey questions in Part 1, which meant the 

participant strongly agreed with the statement about their PLC.  Total averages of all 

answers were taken, and any participant who had an average of over 4.0 was thought to 

agreed or strongly agreed with most to all of the statements in Part 1 of the survey about 

their PLC.  Of the 62 participants, six participants were chosen to be interviewed for the 

qualitative portion of this research (see Table 7).  Four participants who were in the top 

22 overall averages for Part 1 of the survey were selected as a sample of participants who 

perceived themselves to be a part of a highly effective PLC.  Two participants who were 

in the bottom seven overall averages to Part 1 of the survey were selected as a sample of 

participants who perceived themselves to be a part of a minimally effective PLC.  The 

sample of participants chosen for the interview represented all three positions of the 

participants: (a) teacher, (b) content coach, and (c) administrator.  The goal of the 

interview selection was to obtain multiple perspectives from different positions and levels 

of PLC effectiveness.  The six educators chosen for the interview ranged in experience 

from 3 to 25 years at their current position or teaching their current subject.  Exact years 

of experience for those interviewed were two participants had 3 years of experience, two 

had 8 years of experience, one had 16 years of experience, and one had 25 years of 
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experience.  In addition, the range of years each of these interviewees had at their current 

school was between 1 and 6 years.  Exact years of experience at their current school were 

one participant had 1 year, two had 3 years, two had 4 years, and one had 6 years.    

Table 7  

Participants Who Volunteered and Were Selected for Interview 

Participant Number Position Total Avg. Overall Rank from Part 1 Scores 

78 teacher 4.72 4 

5 teacher 4.62 6 

15 teacher 4.47 12 

8 administrator 4.09 22 

2 teacher 2.99 57 

6 content coach 1.87 62 

 

The range of experience, positions, and levels of PLC effectiveness from the six 

participants chosen for the interview allowed for better insight for answering the research 

questions of this study. 

Educator Interview Results 

Selection for interviews were based on educators’ survey responses.  The 

interviews of each of the six participants who volunteered for this phase of the study were 

audio recorded and transcribed.  The data collected from the interviews were added to the 

data collected and analyzed in Part 1 and Part 2 of the survey.  Part 3 of the survey helped 

the researcher determine a sample set of interviewees that gave this study a wide range of 

perspectives by position, years of experience, and how they ranked their PLCs on 

effectiveness from Part 1 of the survey.  Six educators were chosen for an interview, and 

all six who were invited participated in the interview.  The educator interview (see 

Appendix F) consisted of 13 questions about learning communities, collaboration, PLC 
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structures, the use of data, and student learning.  The purpose of the interviews was to 

gather information from participants on how their PLCs affected the way they taught and 

how that impacted their students’ learning.  Participants from high- and low-functioning 

PLCs were chosen to provide insight on the differences of PLCs at different levels of 

effectiveness.  Interviewees were encouraged to describe their perceptions of their PLCs 

and how they contributed to teacher growth and learning and, ultimately, students’ 

growth and learning.  These data collected from the interview, in addition to the data 

collected from the survey, were compared and analyzed in order to answer the last two 

research questions guiding this study.  

Research Question 3 

In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation in a PLC, 

and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes?    

Research Question 4 

What specific aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student learning 

and achievement?  

In this study, three themes were found from the interviews: (a) professional 

learning trends, (b) organizational and managerial support, and (c) internal and external 

inquiry orientation.  Interviews were conducted with six educators to obtain their 

perceptions of: (a) PLCs; (b) clear goals for instruction and learning; (c) the importance 

of communication and working well together; (d) collective learning and application of 

learning; (e) data, results, and how they inform professional practice; and (f) 

organizational support of their PLC.  These components were described by Hord (2004) 

and DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many (2010) as important characteristics or factors of 
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effective PLCs.  These questions allowed the researcher to better understand educator 

perceptions of PLCs, how they perceived them as improving their teaching practices, and 

how their PLC has increased student learning and achievement.  Interview data also 

helped the researcher understand the attitudes and feelings of each individual educator as 

they pertain to their PLC.   

Educators reported their perceptions about their PLCs as they relate to the themes 

found in this study.  The results of this study and interview items were similar to those 

found in the Bolam et al. (2005) study.  However, only three main themes of this study 

were found in the interviews.  The main themes were professional learning trends, 

organizational support for learning community, and inquiry orientation.  These three 

themes are described separately below.  It is the researcher’s belief that the theme of 

participation of nonteaching support staff did not develop from the interviews either 

because the teachers were not as exposed to the participation of the nonteaching staff or 

the contributions of the nonteaching staff did not have a strong effect on the teachers’ 

learning or the student outcomes within their PLCs. 

Professional Learning Trends 

Bolam et al. (2005) identified professional learning trends as a main theme found 

in his study, with results pointing to the importance of colleagues learning together, 

experimenting with new curriculum with a priority on student learning.  Hord (2004) 

characterized effective PLCs as those that focus on collective learning and the application 

of that learning, shared practice, and clear goals of high quality learning.  Participants 

reported that professional learning within their PLC was needed in order for educators to 

continue to grow individually and collectively to have the greatest impact on their 



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

87 

students’ success.  For example, when asked how they know their teaching practice has 

changed as a result of their PLC, one educator said,  

That is where we share our teaching practices and how we would present it.  How 

we would teach other teachers, and I have learned a lot from that.  I mean, 

sometimes we will divide and conquer too.  We have to get this accomplished and 

this accomplished.  And we are each going to take a part and then meet back and 

present what we’ve come up with.  Sometimes we just got to find a solution to 

this.  I’ve tried this, and you’ve tried this, and let’s do some research. And then 

we will meet back and see if we can come up with another way of presenting 

materials to kids. (Participant 78)   

Another educator stated, “Learning from each other is how we grow, and I think that is 

how the PLC contributes to student success—is teachers learning from each other, 

collaborating, and growing from each other’s experiences” (Participant 8).   

DuFour et al. (2010) described three main ideas that should drive the work of a 

PLC, and the first big idea was a school’s purpose is to ensure all students learn at high 

levels.  It was noted by participants in the survey that, in order to ensure students learn at 

higher levels, it is crucial PLC members learn together on how to best teach their 

students.  For example, one educator reported,  

When the teachers are prepared, for example in my PLCs we talk a lot about the 

content and how they are teaching it.  So, when I have a brand-new teacher or 

young teacher that is not really sure how to approach this, then it is giving us the 

opportunity to fix that before going into the classroom and then impacts the 

student.  They are not having to be retaught again later what should have been 

taught right the first time. (Participant 6)   

Another stated,  

When we are on the same page and we find out what works as a unit, when we 

come in here and we teach, that it is more effective for the student.  When we 

meet as a team and we get those ideas and we are all on the same page, and we 

come and implement that in here, it allows us to reach the students.  That is the 

bottom line, the whole purpose of a PLC is so we can get more student success.  

And so, it helps us to align to each other so we can reach those students. 

(Participant 5)   
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Success of the students is the ultimate goal of a PLC, as one teacher stated,  

I think it helps in the fact of being able to talk to other teachers about what has 

worked in the past and what they feel has been successful to share so you can 

continue on and share their success and/or your success with their students . . . so 

everybody can be successful off the things that have worked in the past. 

(Participant 15).   

Even though one participant rated her PLC as less effective because of the level of 

trust, this teacher did state,  

I happen to be working in a PLC right now with two members who have a very 

different approach to classroom instruction than I do.  So, I think that it gives me 

a very different perspective than what I am accustomed to, and I have tried some 

things in the last two years that I have never tried before.  I think having a PLC 

kind of helps us to evaluate what we are doing and helps us branch out and try 

new things. (Participant 2)   

Even though this teacher’s PLC was perceived to be less effective, learning new things 

and experimenting with new ideas can benefit members of a PLC even when trust is not 

at a high level.  Learning is the main goal, as one teacher stated,  

We are mainly focused on the success of the kids.  To us, if we are doing a good 

job of planning, intervention, working in our PLCs, then it will show up in our 

students and their better success.  If that is not happening, then we know 

somewhere we are dropping the ball on what we are supposed to be doing. 

(Participant 78)   

Many participants agreed that learning is a priority of both the teachers in the PLC and 

the students in their classes.   

Organizational and Managerial Support for Learning Community 

The researcher found organizational and managerial support for the PLC to be one 

of the major factors educators perceived as essential to their PLCs.  These supports come 

in many forms, and the literature reviewed for this study discussed the importance of 

school culture, climate, collaboration, and communication.  Other traits Hord (2004) 

identified as important to the success of a PLC are supportive and shared leadership, 
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shared values, supportive conditions, and the organizational capacity to work well 

together (p. 13).  DuFour et al. (2010) recognized the importance of PLCs working well 

together, as his second main idea that should drive the work of a PLC is that helping all 

students learn requires a collaborative and collective effort (p. 14).  Educators reported 

their thoughts about school culture and climate.  For example,  

When we collaborate and we talk to each other, it opens more doors for me as far 

as how to teach it, how to gain information, and then how to teach that 

information.  I really like talking and meeting with them and then seeing how 

some of them has many years of experience.  That to me is invaluable.  I think it 

is awesome, and I think collaboration is extremely important. (Participant 5)   

When one administrator was asked about how his PLCs had changed over the last two 

years that contributed to their success, he replied,  

I think the growth mind-set and trust has grown within the campus over the past 

several years.  I think teachers are, teachers enjoy their PLCs and strive to learn 

more.  We have more teachers going to other PLCs now to collaborate. 

(Participant 8)  

 

The content coach reported,  

I think that they [teachers] have become more open with each other, more trusting 

with me in the room, more trusting with the fact it is a safe place to tell when you 

are weak and communicate when you are strong.  They are each giving their own 

opinions about ways to make it better.  The lines of communication are just better, 

and I think that is the biggest piece. (Participant 6)   

Educators reported the importance of collaboration and trust within their PLC as a 

contributing factor to their success and improvement.  It is clear that effective 

collaboration among teachers needs to have elements of collegiality, support, and trust in 

each other (Doolittle, Sudeck, & Rattigan, 2008; Graham, 2007; Hord, 2009).  One 

teacher, who perceived her PLC was less effective, stated,  

I’ve worked in PLCs before where I feel really comfortable walking into another 

teacher’s room unannounced without a scheduled meeting and just asking for 

help.  And those have been some of the most beneficial PLC meetings I’ve ever 
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had.  And then there are other times, like in my current situation where we 

struggle to communicate with one another, that it does require a little more 

formality. (Participant 2)   

Another educator reported the most important aspect of his PLCs that has increased 

students’ learning is “trust and collaboration amongst the teachers.  Over the years, 

teachers have opened up and collaborated and sought new information, and we have seen 

an increase in test scores” (Participant 8).  When members of a PLC trust and respect 

each other, they are more likely to have thought-provoking discussions that will enable 

PLC members to take risks and attempt new strategies to improve their instruction to 

strengthen student outcomes (Whitcomb, Borko, & Liston, 2009).   

Teachers in a PLC must overcome the obstacles of embarrassment and be willing 

to communicate in a meaningful way, whether they are giving or receiving the 

communication (Visscher & Witziers, 2004).  Communication within a PLC was 

identified as a main contributor to the success of a PLC by all interviewed participants in 

this research study.  One teacher reported, “I believe that communication is the key to 

any type of success.  The biggest thing I enjoy the most is the communication, so you can 

feed off that experience and what worked and what didn’t work” (Participant 5).  When 

asked about how communication contributes to the success of their PLC, one 

administrator stated, “Communication contributes because there is no collaboration 

without communication, but you have to have trust between the teachers in order to have 

effective communication, not just talking” (Participant 8).  When asked to identify the 

most important aspect of their PLC that contributes to their success, one teacher 

confirmed that the informal communication and collaboration at various times during the 

day are the most successful for him.   
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Lack of communication within a PLC can also hinder the success of a PLC, 

according to some participants.  One teacher stated,  

We have spent a lot of time over the last couple of weeks talking about how we 

can work better together.  I’ve already mentioned how communication is a 

struggle for us.  We have discussed that as a PLC.  We have talked about it.  And 

I don’t know if we have come to any clear conclusion on how to fix the problem, 

but I think everyone in the group is aware of it.  And then having a common goal 

to work towards it, that, in and of itself, has a big impact on our ability to meet 

those challenges. (Participant 2)   

When the researcher asked Participant 2 to expand further on the importance of 

communication, she responded,  

I think it is a struggle for us.  Like I said, we have very different personalities in 

our PLCs, and we communicate in very different ways.  I would venture to say 

that probably everyone sitting in my PLC would agree that communication is the 

most challenging part.  A lot of times our different styles and the ways we 

approach communication is the barrier we have to break down to be successful. I 

think that the format of your original question is that communication inevitably 

impacts the success in the classroom.  I think when groups communicate well 

with one another and with ease, then there is a lot of collaboration that occurs and 

you see an increase in student success.  I’ve been in PLCs like that before where I 

can communicate with people very easily and that collaboration piece comes 

second nature and is not a struggle.  Currently, the PLC I am working in, it is a 

struggle for us to communicate with one another because we have different 

perspectives and ideals about the system and what our goal is here.  That 

inevitably impacts our communication, and I can see it also impacts our success in 

our classroom because sometimes we miss those collaboration pieces because we 

struggle to communicate better. (Participant 2) 

One educator had experienced a shift in communication in her PLCs over the years from 

being poor at communications to now being a strength.  This educator stated,  

I think when I first started working in PLCs, the teachers were very standoffish 

with me and with each other.  And so, they were quiet, and the PLC wasn’t 

productive, and now I am starting to see where they are starting to be comfortable 

with each other and comfortable with each other’s opinion. Now, we are to the 

point where . . . we have teachers that are moving in the right direction. They are 

kind of arguing it out, not in a bad way, but in a way where they can each get their 

side told and make the best decision for the kids. (Participant 6)   
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When this respondent was asked what causes the communication to be more standoffish, 

she said,  

I think it was trust between me, because being a coach, they didn’t really trust me 

and then . . . they were not willing to open that line of communication for fear of 

not being as smart as someone else or didn’t do something right or there is still 

that leader and they always wanted to do what the leader wanted to do.  So, it just 

created kind of a closed off or this is a closed-minded session where there was 

this one leader and the one leader lead it all, and then because of trust and fear of 

looking incompetent, it caused that noncollaboration. (Participant 6) 

   

When this participant was asked what the most important aspect is in a PLC, she 

specified, “Trust and communication and being able to be open with each other” 

(Participant 6).  This participant’s PLC experience was vast across numerous PLCs 

because she is a content coach for several grade levels.  When she discussed her effective 

and less effective PLCs, it was evident that her opinion is that trust and communication 

are the most important aspect of a PLC in order for it to be successful for students and 

teachers.    

 Structure was a theme found in participants’ answers as being important to the 

success of the PLC.  While answers varied on how many days and times are best for 

conducting PLCs, five out of six interviewees agreed that having a PLC meet at least 

twice a week was the most beneficial.  Some thought it could be better if they were given 

more structured time during the school day versus before or after school because of all 

the distractions of students coming in for tutorials or coaches being gone in the afternoon.  

When asked how often PLCs should meet, one teacher stated, “I think minimum two 

times a week.  If you can meet at least three or more, it is even better” (Participant 5).  

Another teacher responded,  
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I think PLCs should meet daily.  Now having said that, PLCs doesn’t necessarily 

have to have a time limit.  I know the teacher next door and I, we meet several 

times a day but it is very informal.  It may be just at the door walking out between 

passing periods mentioning what happened or what we did.  And so, truthfully, 

PLCing the only reason to have a set time is for those people that don’t have a 

similar schedule to meet frequently.  I think as much as they can, people should 

discuss what they are doing.  Setting a time limit or setting a specific date and 

time is good if they don’t have a schedule that is conducive for them to frequently 

talk.  The more the better. (Participant 15)   

 

Another teacher explained,  

We had previously done it where we met after school.  This year our school has 

started, we actually have a PLC time built into every single day.  That has been 

absolutely wonderful because it gives us more time and immediate feedback from 

that day’s activities and the problems we see right away.  I don’t know if most 

schools can do that . . . you have to stay on top of things in your classroom such 

as things kids are having difficulty with or things you need help with.  If you wait 

too long, you will forget. (Participant 78) 

 

Inquiry Orientation 

 According to DuFour et al. (2010), PLCs must focus on results, evidence of 

learning, and use those results to inform and improve the professional practice to assess 

the PLC’s effectiveness in helping all students learn.  PLCs must engage and seek ideas 

from each other and, thus, collaborate with one another to help inform their practice to 

help with planning based on data.  For a PLC to be successful, effective collaboration is 

often reported as being a crucial component (DuFour et al., 2010; Graham, 2007).  

Educators participating in this research frequently reported the need for effective 

collaboration in a PLC and the impact this has on the success of the PLC.  For example, 

one teacher reported, “Collaboration is very important because when you are by yourself 

you are limited to what you are thinking.  With collaboration, you are bringing other 

people’s ideas in, other people’s thinking, and other people’s experiences” (Participant 

15).  In fact, this teacher also reported that collaboration is one of the most important 
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aspects of his PLC that improves teacher growth and student learning.  Even the teacher 

who was perceived to be in a lesser effective PLC affirmed the importance of 

collaboration on the effectiveness of a PLC.  She claimed, “It [collaboration] takes us out 

of our comfort zone and challenges us to do better.  So, the PLC challenges us in ways 

that wouldn’t challenge us if we were working independently” (Participant 2).  She went 

on to report,  

I think it depends on the PLC you are in, but I think that when we sit in a PLC 

with people who really challenge us to see things differently or think about things 

differently, then we tend to try new things we normally wouldn’t try.  And 

sometimes that benefits our students because we get so wrapped up in a certain 

learning style that we think is beneficial, that there are kids in our room that we 

miss.  So, when we have somebody that challenges us that sees things differently, 

then we reach some of those kids that we wouldn’t normally reach. (Participant 2) 

This teacher knew the value of collaboration and how it can make teachers better and, 

ultimately, the students better.  Another teacher reported that collaboration is the most 

important aspect of the PLC that improves learning and stated, 

I have tried doing every trick I knew, every way of conveying information to our 

students, and I knew there were other ways.  I just knew that is what I could come 

up with.  It has been very exciting to me to be in a team with teachers who are all 

qualified and to hear their ideas and just realize, “Oh my gosh! Why in the world 

did I not think of that?”  I would say the collaboration to me is the most exciting 

part of the PLC. (Participant 78) 

Participant 5 reported communication and collaboration between teachers is the most 

important aspect of his PLC that improves teacher and student growth.  He claimed he 

knew that collaboration and communication between his PLC helped him and his 

students grow because the results of implementing curriculum and strategies that others 

have had success with in his PLC improved his lessons and, ultimately, his students’ 

success.  Without being able to collaborate with them, he would have used a weaker 
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lesson and strategy that was not as effective because that is all he knew to use before the 

PLC. 

 Data to inform practice is another factor PLCs must inquire about, and they must 

focus on the evidence of learning in their results to improve their professional practice 

(DuFour et al., 2010).  Utilizing data to help with planning and teaching is a major part of 

inquiry orientation and a theme found in the responses of the participants in this research.  

All participants reported using common based assessments and looking at data to help 

their PLCs determine their students’ success and teaching effectiveness.  When an 

administrator was asked in the interview what part of the PLC supports learning that 

changes teaching practice, he stated, “The data and the strategies used and discussed 

[support learning that changes teaching practice].  The data drives the direction and the 

focus.  The strategies that are used to obtain the data should help teachers change and 

alter their teaching” (Participant 8).  Another teacher reported, “The data drives what we 

teach.  . . . With more data, the better you are able to critique your teaching in order to be 

more successful” (Participant 15).  Teachers interviewed were consistent with their 

answers about how common based assessments or the data they analyze in PLCs have 

been effective in guiding future lesson planning and teaching strategies.  One teacher 

claimed, “They [common based assessments] are actually very effective in guiding our 

lesson plans” (Participant 2).  In fact, when she was asked what the most important aspect 

of her PLC that has increased student learning, she stated,  

I think our data digs.  After our CBAs [common based assessments], we complete 

a data dig where we look at the results and see our success.  And from there, it 

leads to conversations about “How did you do that differently?” or “How did you 

approach that?” or “What curriculum did you use to teach that because my kids 

completely missed it?”  I think it is hard to argue with the numbers, so it makes it 
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a powerful tool. . . . I have to constantly reevaluate myself and how I am 

approaching things in the room based on the data that we see. (Participant 2) 

Another teacher reported they use data to analyze their curriculum to see “if it has a gap 

or is missing something.  Then, we fill in the gap” (Participant 78).   

Inquiry orientation, which includes seeking ideas from others, analyzing data to 

help with planning, and utilizing common assessments so educators can analyze the same 

data, is an important theme found to be beneficial at making PLCs effective at increasing 

teacher growth and student learning, according to those interviewed in this research.  

Educators partaking in reflective professional inquiry was vital to the work in a PLC 

(Bolam et al., 2005).  Bolam et al. (2005) continued, “This includes analyzing 

achievement and examination data, ongoing conversations about educational issues, . . . 

joint planning and curriculum development” (p. 136).  

Summary of Survey and Interview Results 

This research consisted of four specific questions it intended to answer.  The first 

type of data used to answer the first two research questions was the survey (Appendix E), 

and the second type of data used to answer the last two research questions was the 

interview questions (Appendix F).  Part 1 of the survey consisted of 43 questions 

educators rated using a 5-point Likert scale.  Part 2 of the survey consisted of five 

questions about educator perceptions of their current PLCs.  Four main themes or factors 

of a PLC that were evident in Part 1 and Part 2 of the survey are: (a) professional learning 

trends, (b) organizational and managerial support for PLC, (c) internal and external 

inquiry orientation, and (d) participation of nonteaching staff in a PLC.  All of these 

themes are consistent with the findings in the study conducted by Bolam et al. (2005) and 

Bitterman (2010).   
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Interviews were conducted with six educators (four teachers, one content coach, 

and one administrator) to inquire about their perceptions of their PLCs.  Four educators 

were chosen for interviews because they were perceived to be members of a highly 

effective PLC, while the other two educators were chosen because they were perceived to 

be members of a less effective PLC.  Interviews consisted of 13 questions about learning 

communities, collaboration, PLC structures, the use of data, and student learning. The 

results of this study and interview items are similar to those found in the Bolam et al. 

(2005) study.  However, only three main themes of this study were found in the 

interviews.  The three themes found from the interviews in this research are: (a) 

professional learning trends, (b) organizational and managerial support, and (c) internal 

and external inquiry orientation.  The interview questions allowed the researcher to better 

understand educator perceptions of PLCs, how they perceived them as improving their 

teaching practices, and how their PLCs have increased student learning and achievement.   

 The data collected in the interviews provided specific information about the 

perceptions of educators involved in PLCs in middle schools.  The administrator, content 

coach, and four teachers described their perceptions and observations of their PLCs, and 

shared specific practices and certain aspects of their PLCs that contributed to their 

success.  The findings from the interviews suggest a strong need for colleagues to share 

and learn together with a priority of focusing on student learning and the success of all 

students.  In addition, those interviewed agreed there is a need for effective 

communication built on trusting relationships with a supportive climate and culture from 

all involved in the PLC process.  Finally, the data showed there is a need for members of 

PLCs to use data from multiple sources (especially common based assessments) to drive 



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

98 

their instruction, and they should seek ideas and strategies from members of the PLC and 

others to ensure their growth as individual teachers and as a group.   

Summary 

 This chapter reviewed the findings from the data from the survey and the 

interviews.  The researcher has identified three significant themes common to both the 

survey and interviews: (a) professional learning trends, (b) organizational and managerial 

support for PLC, and (c) internal and external inquiry orientation.  The most significant 

theme found among those interviewed is organizational support for a learning community 

with a focus on effective communication built on trusting relationships with a supportive 

structure.  Summaries and conclusions found in this study will be reported in Chapter V. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Chapter V begins with an overview of the purpose and structure of this study.  

After that, major findings and conclusions of the study are detailed, and findings are 

presented for each of the four research questions.  A discussion, implications, and 

limitations of this study are offered.  The concluding section of this chapter addresses the 

possible directions for future professional learning community (PLC) research.   

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to describe the components that make up effective 

PLCs, those components that enhance teacher development and student achievement in 

core academic classes in middle grades across West Texas.  To fulfill this purpose, this 

study involved an examination of the specific aspects of PLCs that support changes in 

teaching practices and quality instruction in nine select middle schools in West Texas.  

Nadelson et al. (2012) have claimed that the PLC is an effective vehicle for preparing 

teachers to positively influence student outcomes and the connection between teacher 

development and student outcomes should be investigated further.   

Based on the literature reviewed in this study, the researcher utilized a conceptual 

framework on PLCs that came from the work of Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, and Thomas 

(2005).  The researcher slightly modified the Bitterman (2010) survey and interviews, 

which were modified versions of the Bolam et al. survey and teacher interviews, to 

collect data for this study.  There were four research questions developed by the 

researcher that guided this study: 
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1. What are educators’ perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? 

2. What are the educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on student 

learning in Grades 6 through 8 core subjects? 

3. In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation in a PLC, 

and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes?   

4. What specific aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student learning 

and achievement? 

The researcher selected nine middle schools in West Texas, all of which were 

assessed as a met standard campus according to their 2017 Texas Education Agency 

report card data, to examine the perceived effects of the PLCs on the teachers’ teaching 

and learning.  For campuses to achieve a met standard rating, they had to meet a 

minimum score required by Texas Education Agency in campus report cards for Indices 

1, 2, and 3 during the 2016–2017 school year.  Participating schools met the target score 

of at least 60 for Index 1, 30 for Index 2, and a 26 for Index 3.  Index 1 measures overall 

student achievement, Index 2 measures student progress, and Index 3 measures how well 

the campus has done with closing performance gaps.  When the PLC is involved, 

increasing student outcomes in these three indices is important.  This study utilized a 

mixed methods research design.  After data were collected on the nine schools to ensure 

they met the inclusion criteria for this research, the first phase of this study was the 

quantitative phase in which data were taken from the surveys.  Survey data were 

thoroughly examined, and descriptive statistics were gathered and analyzed.  The 

participants for this study consisted of teachers, Grades 6–8, teaching core subjects (i.e., 
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mathematics, science, English, and social studies), their content coaches, and school 

administrators.  An emphasis on middle school PLCs was the focus of this study, and 

only teachers, content coaches, and school administrators involved in Grades 6–8 took 

part in this research.  There was a total of 62 completed surveys used in this research.  

Out of the 62 participants, six were purposefully chosen to participate in an interview 

based on their survey responses.  All six participants chosen for interviews agreed to 

participate and completed an interview with the researcher.  This study was guided by an 

explanatory sequential mixed methods design, as the quantitative data were used to 

explain the findings of the qualitative analysis.  

Major Findings and Conclusions 

 From the 1990s to 2017, the United States of America’s focus on education has 

continued to intensify.  Because of this, the need for greater accountability and 

responsibility of schools has also increased.  Student learning is such a great focus of 

educators right now that schools are constantly looking at their teaching practices to see 

how they are affecting their students’ learning.  This study has provided data on how 

teachers, content coaches, and administrators from nine middle schools across West 

Texas perceive PLCs are providing the training teachers need to be more effective and 

how this translates to an increase in student learning.  

 The researcher identified numerous components in the literature reviewed for this 

study to give a more comprehensive understanding of PLCs and how they can be helpful 

at improving outcomes.  In the literature reviewed, specifically in the works of Bolam et 

al. (2005) and Bitterman (2010), four primary components were found to be present.  

These four components were also present in this research, though at different levels of 
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importance than those of previous studies.  These four components are professional 

learning trends (e.g., learning together with colleagues, experimenting with new 

curriculum, taking responsibility for professional learning of self and team members, and 

holding students to high expectations of student learning), organizational and managerial 

support for the learning community (e.g., protecting time scheduled for joint planning 

and development, creating a supportive culture and climate for PLCs, and providing 

training for how to work within PLCs), internal and external inquiry orientation (e.g., 

seek ideas from others, utilize data to help with planning, and use of common 

assessments for teams), and participation of nonteaching staff (i.e., valued by teachers, 

share responsibility for pupil learning, and actively contribute to the school’s PLC).  In 

the Bolam et al. study, these four components were evident and discussed.  However, in 

the Bitterman study, little importance was attributed to the fourth component of 

participation of nonteaching staff.  While the survey results of this study indicated that 

the involvement of support staff was perceived as important to the PLC, the responses 

gathered in the interviews did not.   

 This section presents the major findings and conclusions derived from the data 

collected from the surveys and interviews of this study.  The rest of this section is broken 

into four parts, each addressing one of the four research questions and the corresponding 

emergent themes.  Finally, a conclusion is offered for each of the research question’s 

findings.   

Research Question 1 

What are educators’ perceptions of their PLC as it relates to learning trends, 

organizational support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff? 
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Findings from Research Question 1.  Perceptual data suggested that 

professional learning trends, such as (a) have high expectations of students; (b) take 

collective responsibility for pupil learning; (c) learn from each other; (d) routinely 

collect, analyze, and use data and evidence to inform their practice; and (e) create 

conditions for pupils to feel the confidence to learn, were considered the most important 

to successful PLCs in this study.  Participating educators largely agreed their PLCs take 

responsibility for their own professional learning and they learn together with their 

colleagues.  The second most important aspect of PLCs was perceived to be the 

organizational and managerial support participants received for student learning.  

Participants reported their effective PLCs had protected time for joint lesson planning and 

development, provided opportunities for professional development, and actively 

contributed to the school as a PLC.  The descriptive data for the third aspect of this 

research, internal and external inquiry orientation, showed most educators agreed that 

their PLCs seek out and use external research that is relevant and practical to inform their 

work.  Also, a majority of participants reported they sought ideas from each other and 

colleagues in other schools.  Participating educators’ perceptions of nonteaching support 

staff was the fourth aspect found in the surveys.  This research found nonteaching support 

staff are valued by teachers and actively contribute to the school as valued members of 

the PLC.   

The data gathered from the survey gave the researcher important information 

about participants’ PLC attributes and how their PLC operates.  The perceptual data 

obtained helped the researcher select individual participants to be interviewed.  The data 

gathered from Part 1 of the survey—attributes of participants’ PLCs—helped the 
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researcher select for interview four participants who were perceived as having an 

effective PLC.  Also selected, based on their answers to the items in Part 1 of the survey, 

were two participants who were perceived as being members of struggling PLCs.   

Research Question 1 conclusion.  The findings of this study indicate that 

educators perceive their PLCs have high expectations for student learning, while taking 

collective responsibility for their learning.  Educators also believe their PLC members 

learn from each other and they routinely collect, analyze, and use data to inform their 

practice.  Effective PLCs are perceived to have protected time for joint lesson planning 

and development while providing opportunities for educators to seek out information and 

ideas from each other and from resources outside their PLC.  Even though other 

components of the PLC are valued higher, participants acknowledge the contribution 

made by the nonteaching support staff to not only the PLC but also to student learning.  

Research Question 2 

What are the educators’ perceptions of PLCs’ impact on teaching and on student 

learning in Grades 6 through 8 core subjects? 

Findings from Research Question 2.  Over 74% of participants characterized 

their PLCs as a mature/established PLC or at a developing stage of a PLC when asked if 

their PLC works collaboratively to develop, plan, and implement lessons that are 

innovative and promote student learning.  Some participants reported their PLCs to be 

very useful for learning new ways to improve their instruction, and they affirmed that 

collaborating with colleagues was helping them grow as teachers and increase their 

student learning.  Another perception found was that educators enjoy having a shared 

vision and feel PLCs improve the culture and climate of the school, which improves 
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teacher instruction and promotes student learning.  Participants felt a greater impact on 

teacher and student learning when supportive conditions were in place and noted some 

PLCs were less effective when proper supports were not intact.  Participant educators felt 

being provided time during the school day for engaging in the PLC is the most important 

contribution to the effectiveness of their PLCs in improving teacher and student learning.  

Participant educators also felt when PLCs do not support each other for various reasons, 

such as apprehension about being honest, inflated egos, and poor communication among 

PLC members, the PLC is less effective overall at improving teacher and student 

learning.   

 Collaboration between PLC members was found to significantly contribute to the 

success of the PLC at improving teacher and student learning.  Forty-eight participating 

educators reported that seeking out and using external research that is relevant and 

practical to inform their work in their PLCs fostered their growth and their students’ 

growth.   

 Based on the survey responses, administrators were found to be the ones with the 

greatest potential for having a positive impact on the effectiveness of a PLC.  Many 

participants reported support and guidance from their administration was a big 

contributor to the development and maintenance of their PLCs.  

Research Question 2 conclusion.  From the findings derived from the survey 

short answers, the researcher concluded that educators perceive their PLCs to be very 

useful in providing a way for teachers to improve the instruction they deliver and, thus, 

increase their student learning.  Educators agree that when collaboration and proper 

supports are in place, the PLC’s impact on teaching and student learning can be positive.   
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Research Question 3 

In what ways do teaching practices change as a result of participation in a PLC, 

and what aspects of the PLCs support these changes?   

Findings from Research Question 3.  Participants in this research confirmed 

their teaching practices have changed as a result of their PLC and these changes have 

been supported by collaboration and communication between colleagues about best 

teaching practices and specific teaching strategies to use throughout different lessons.  

One participant felt that when multiple PLC members conduct research and gather 

information about a topic to share with each other, they all benefit.  This kind of 

collaboration and communication between members allows teachers to increase their 

teaching skills and grow as professionals.   

 Participants shared anecdotes of PLC members teaching junior or first-year 

teachers strategies to use with certain lessons, strategies they might not otherwise have 

learned had it not been for the collaboration within the PLC.  The participants in this 

research expressed that the PLC is a great way to improve teaching practices of newer 

unexperienced teachers.  In addition, they also reported that the newer and unexperienced 

teachers had shared great ideas, contemporary practices they had learned from their 

studies, from which veteran teachers could benefit.  PLCs were seen as a give-and-take, 

an environment in which all members could benefit from the experiences and expertise of 

others.  One teacher claimed that sharing past successes with students helps teachers 

adopt those strategies and lessons to maximize their student success.  Another teacher 

shared her struggles with teaching in isolation for many years; she further testified that it 
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was not until she had the support of a PLC that she improved certain teaching methods 

and styles, which increased her effectiveness as a teacher.   

 Differences within a PLC were also seen as beneficial.  Even though sometimes 

differences can be challenging to overcome, those differences in opinion or teaching 

styles changed one teacher’s perception on how to teach certain skills.  After trying some 

of those strategies, this teacher admitted to reaching some students she would not have 

reached otherwise.   

 When participating educators were asked about the structure of their PLCs, five 

out of the six interviewees stated their PLCs should meet at least twice per week.  They 

also agreed that scheduled time during the day is better because distractions are more 

prominent before and after school.  A certain aspect of PLCs that was found to support 

teacher growth is having support on your campus to meet multiple times per week during 

the school day to maximize the learning taking place by the teachers. 

Research Question 3 conclusion.  Participants in this study agreed that 

improving themselves as a teacher is the main focus of their PLCs.  Based on this finding, 

the researcher concluded that teacher learning in PLCs is supported by the collaboration 

of teachers at high levels and their willingness to try new things based on those 

collaborative discussions in PLCs.  This finding suggests that communication and 

collaboration are the essential components of a PLC that contribute to increasing teaching 

effectiveness.   

Trust between colleagues was also found to be important.  When PLC members 

trust each other and view their PLC as a safe place, then collaboration and 

communication can be maximized to contribute to teacher success and improvement.  
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When trust is present, educators can maximize their potential as teachers and learn from 

each other’s differences and experiences.  This was confirmed by one teacher in a PLC 

who was struggling with communication.  Because the PLC was struggling with 

communication and collaboration due to their differences or lack of trust, the PLC was 

characterized as less productive, and the teacher, consequently, deduced that she was 

missing out on maximizing her growth.   

Another important aspect of a PLC found in this study was the use of student data 

to inform and change the teaching practices among teachers in a PLC.  Educators agree 

that utilizing data in a PLC, from common based assessments or informal student data, 

informs their discussions on how effective their lessons have been in the past and how 

their current lessons are increasing student achievement.  The findings of this study 

indicate that PLCs are ideal environments in which to analyze data to inform current 

teaching methods and strategies. From this data analysis, members of a PLC are urged to 

adapt and change their teaching practices to address the weaknesses identified.  Data 

analyzed in PLCs drives the PLC discussions and, in turn, teaching practices.  

Teachers’ need consistent and steady support. Teachers are best supported when 

PLCs meet multiple times per week at designated times during the school day. With 

adequate time to engage in a PLC and organizational and managerial support from 

administrators and nonteaching staff, teachers are likely to experience professional 

growth. 

Research Question 4 

What specific aspects of middle school PLCs support increased student learning 

and achievement? 
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Findings from Research Question 4.  Participants in this study agreed that 

student success is the most important goal of a PLC.  Participants in this study concurred 

that teachers who grow and learn from each other can contribute to their students’ 

success.  In fact, the researcher found that participants knew in order to ensure student 

learning at higher levels, it is crucial PLC members learn together on how to best teach 

their students.  They were confident that if they could address content issues and best 

teaching practices within the group, then lessons could be presented to students in a way 

that would maximize their learning and achievement.  Educators in this study also stated 

that when they collaborate together and are in agreement with respect to content, lesson 

delivery, and strategies, then the students benefit from these more effective lessons.  One 

teacher explained that when her PLC does a good job with planning lessons and with 

planning interventions, then the result is that her students demonstrate an increase in 

learning and success.   

 Trust and collaboration was identified by the administrator interviewed as the 

most important aspect of a PLC that increases student learning.  Trust and respect among 

teachers involved in PLCs is crucial to the success of any PLC (Sheehy, Bohler, 

Richardson, & Gallo, 2015).  While collaboration has been shown to improve teacher 

effectiveness, this effectiveness depends specifically on the relationships or the 

development of community and trust among the teachers involved in the collaborative 

efforts (Graham, 2007).  The administrator interviewed attributed increases in test scores 

to PLCs that have great trusting relationships, which result in effective collaborations.  

One teacher confirmed this perception based on her feelings of distrust in her current 

PLC.  She admitted that barriers to effective communication, based on a lack of trust, 
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have had an adverse impact on the success in their classrooms.  This was a notable 

statement given the fact that this teacher had mentioned being in effective PLCs in the 

past that communicated with ease and had seen those results on student achievement.  

When there is mistrust among PLC members, it can wreak havoc on teacher development 

and school accountability.  Thomas, Zolin, and Hartman (2009) found when employees 

distrust each other, they are more likely to spend time watching out for themselves and 

second-guessing others’ actions and directions.  This time and effort by teachers is 

counterproductive to their overall PLC growth, and it diminishes the level of 

communication that could occur if there were more trusting relationships.   

 Collaboration among teachers and the seeking of ideas from each other was 

another aspect of a PLC that was perceived to increase student achievement, according to 

those interviewed in this study.  A few teachers described instances in which they were 

either teaching in isolation or were perplexed as to how to best teach a certain lesson to 

improve their students’ learning, and it was not until they were a part of a PLC that 

collaborated on different and best teaching strategies that they saw their students’ 

learning increase in those areas.  One teacher admitted knowing for years there must be a 

better way to teach a certain lesson in which her students were having difficulty, yet she 

could only implement what she knew or could find.  It was not until she collaborated with 

a PLC, years later, that she has received lesson ideas and strategies in those areas that 

have increased her students’ success.  Another teacher claimed to have implemented 

lessons and strategies he had learned from his PLC recently, and his students’ success 

had improved as a result of that collaboration.  He admitted that without that 

collaboration, his lessons would have been weaker and less effective for his students.   
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 All participants reported using common based assessments and looking at these 

results and other data to help their PLCs evaluate their students’ success.  One teacher 

claimed their data analysis was the most important aspect of her PLC that she was 

confident had increased their student learning.  Another teacher talked about how her 

PLC analyzed data to look for gaps in their instruction.  Once identified, they could then 

address those gaps as a PLC to improve their student outcomes in those weaker areas.   

Research Question 4 conclusion.  Once participants in this study agreed that 

student achievement is the most important goal of a PLC, it was then necessary to 

investigate their perceptions on what aspects of their PLCs support increased student 

learning and achievement.  PLCs that contribute to the professional growth of teachers 

have a direct impact on their students’ learning.  Trust and collaboration among PLC 

members maximize the potential for teacher and student growth.  Collaborating about 

teaching strategies or the most effective lessons not only increases teacher growth, but 

also contributes to the increases in their students’ learning and achievement.  Finally, 

analyzing data in PLCs is important to increasing student achievement.  The data analysis 

helps guide PLC discussions that allow educators to address weaker areas and increase 

their students’ learning.  

Discussion 

 The original conceptual framework that guided this study was the equivalent 

framework on PLCs utilized by Bolam et al. (2005).  Bolam et al. stated that it is 

important for a PLC to have eight characteristics to be effective: (a) shared values and 

vision; (b) collective responsibility for pupils’ learning; (c) reflective professional 

inquiry; (d) collaboration focused on learning and group as well as individual; (e) 
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professional learning; (f) inclusive membership; (g) mutual trust, respect, and support; 

and (i) openness, networks, and partnerships.  The researcher in this study found evidence 

from the surveys and interviews that suggest that all of the characteristics mentioned 

above are important for PLCs to be effective.  Certain components were more prevalent 

and evident in this research that aligned to Bolam et al.’s work.  When answering the four 

research questions that guided this study, the most prevalent themes of this research 

found were:  

• PLCs share values of high expectations for student learning.  

• PLC members learn from each other. 

• PLC members believe they are useful at improving teacher and student learning. 

• Effective communication is crucial to PLC success. 

• Mutual trust and support are needed to maximize the potential of teacher and 

student growth. 

• Collaboration focused on professional learning and reflective inquiry is important. 

• Data analysis focused on reflective professional inquiry and student learning 

closes gaps and improves student outcomes.   

This study was aligned and found agreement with the original conceptual framework that 

guided this study.   

 Current research supports the findings from this research as well as reinforces this 

study’s conceptual framework.  There were also some gaps in this research as well.  

Ingram (2017) found multiple PLC practices that resulted in enhanced PLC effectiveness.  

PLCs need to: (a) have a shared mission with a refined focus, (b) provide evidence of the 

necessity for change, (c) explain the components of PLCs, (d) generate shared values and 
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commitments, (e) structure its processes, (f) adhere to shared leadership, and (g) schedule 

time for reflection and the open sharing of personal practice (p. 51–52).  While this 

researcher found themes in this study, including collaboration, mutual trust, effective 

communication, dedicated time with proper supports, and the effective use of analyzing 

data, all of which agree with current literature, this research study does have gaps with 

respect to shared leadership.  Shared leadership was not a prominent finding in this 

research like it was found in Ingram’s (2017) work or that of Hord’s (2004).  Participant 

educators felt there was a correlation between strong principal leadership and support for 

PLCs and their PLC effectiveness, but shared leadership was not found to be significant 

for participants within this research.   

Administrative Level Recommendations 

 Administrators at the district and campus levels may implement certain supports 

to maximize their PLC effectiveness to increase teacher and student learning.  The 

administrators are seen as the ones with the greatest potential for having a positive impact 

on the effectiveness of a PLC.  It is important for principals to recognize that their 

contributions and guidance towards PLC implementation is directly related to their 

campus’s PLC effectiveness.  “Schools can benefit from the effect of PLCs when 

principals support the work of teachers” (Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010, p. 681).  If 

principals support an environment conducive to growing the professionalism of teachers 

by implementing effective PLCs, this could end the issues associated with teacher 

isolation that many experience in schools today (Mullen & Hutinger, 2008).  Based on 

this research and current literature, implementing PLCs at the middle school level can 

help teachers and students grow as learners.  In order to maximize the PLC’s effect on 
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learning, certain supports should be in place.  Administrators should focus their attention 

on training and modeling certain PLC attributes to increase effectiveness.  This training 

should first start at the administrative level to ensure their level of competence before 

implementing or sustaining PLCs.  “Given the vital importance of the principalship to the 

effective implementation of the PLC process, it only makes sense that district leaders 

would devote time and resources to developing the capacity of principals to lead the 

process” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010, p. 214).  Administrative supports 

include promoting a shared vision of high expectations for all students, implementing 

PLC training to build mutual trust between members of PLCs, supporting reflective 

inquiry and collaboration among all members of the PLC, incorporating data analysis to 

focus on student outcomes, and scheduling dedicated time weekly during the school day 

for PLCs to meet.  Given adequate administrative support, training, and modeling, these 

specific aspects of a PLC could increase teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom and 

ultimately student learning.   

 Administrators should adopt a transformational leadership style discussed in the 

literature review of this research.  Administrators should lead and learn the structures and 

aspects of highly effective PLCs to show great competence, explain PLC goals, 

communicate high expectations, and express confidence in PLCs while stimulating 

teacher motivation (Northouse, 2013).  A transformational leader may have effects on 

their teachers in PLCs to (a) believe in PLCs, (b) accept and uphold the PLC process, (c) 

invest emotionally in the PLC process, (d) accept heightened goals of the PLC, and (e) 

maintain confidence in the PLC process.     
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 Transformational leaders are strong role models who develop trust among 

teachers in the leader’s thinking and direction.  Trust was an important aspect this 

research found to be extremely important to the success of PLCs.  Gray, Kruse, and 

Tarter (2016) found collegial trust was one of three important antecedents to the 

development of a PLC.  Enabling PLCs allow the principal to build trust and place 

importance on differences in order to support learning.  In fact, Gray et al.’s (2016) study 

showed a need for and the “importance of enabling school structures and collegial trust” 

(p. 887).  Enabling school structures are those that are characterized as having authentic 

communication between teacher and administrators and PLC rules that help teachers do 

their job better.  In order to have collegial relationships, trust between PLC members is 

essential (Gray et al., 2016).  Hoy (2012) claimed, “Faculty trust was conceived as the 

collective belief that the word and promise of another individual or group could be relied 

upon, and further, that the trusted party would act in the best interest of the faculty” (p. 

79).  Administrators should encourage training of PLCs to allow all members of the PLC 

to take on leadership roles, leaving them with the understanding that they are equals and 

should rely on each other to accomplish tasks.  DuFour et al. (2010) encouraged PLCs to 

develop norms upon which all members can agree.  Developing norms within a PLC that 

encourage and insist upon members being honest and open with each other can increase 

trust among members when these norms are followed.  Educators who view their PLC 

members as “honest, open, competent, reliable, and professional will tend to have more 

trust in their colleagues” (Gray et al., 2016, p. 879).  Arroyo (2011) found that school 

leaders can be supportive and have shared leadership within PLCs by providing multiple 

leadership opportunities within the PLC and not mandating from above but delegating 
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authority among PLC members.  Arroyo continued that in order to provide supportive 

relationship conditions within PLCs, PLCs should balance work and celebration while 

providing emotional support to PLC members.  Arroyo also found when PLCs promote 

equality among all members by openly distributing needed information, and when PLCs 

build trust, new members are more included in PLCs.    

 Finally, once the PLC direction is clearly established, modeled, and trained on, 

principals and administrators should regularly monitor PLCs and check for the specific 

aspects listed in this study that produce effective PLCs.  According to DuFour et al. 

(2010), “Merely announcing new priorities, strategies, or goals does nothing to improve a 

school or district” (p. 210).  However, principals must be attentive to monitoring the 

progress of the PLC implementation in their schools, respond when PLCs are not moving 

forward, and be personally involved in the PLC process to improve results (DuFour et al., 

2010).                                                   

Teacher Recommendations 

 Teachers have a great responsibility to contribute to their PLC in a way that 

benefits all members of the PLC.  Based on the literature reviewed and the research 

findings from this study, teachers should focus their PLCs on the success of their 

students.  DuFour et al. (2010) explained that this commitment to the learning of each 

student is the very essence of a PLC.  However, in order for students to increase learning, 

the educators involved in the PLC must also be willing to learn and grow (DuFour et al., 

2010).  Mutual trust among PLC members was perceived as crucial to the success of a 

PLC for improving teacher and student growth.  The work of Sheehy et al. (2015) 

supports this finding of mutual trust among PLC members.  Graham (2007) and Hord 
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(2009) both agreed that building strong relationships that are supportive, respectful, 

caring, and trusting is imperative to the success of teachers working together in 

collaborative efforts.   

 Teacher collaboration was also found to be important for PLC success.  Teachers 

who maintain an open line of communication with other members have more effective 

PLCs for improving instruction and student learning.  If teachers can build on their 

mutual trust; focus on meaningful conversations; collaborate about teaching strategies, 

content concerns, and best practices; and look at student data together, then the PLC 

could benefit greatly with improved lessons and student outcomes.  Multiple studies 

support this recommendation in that they all agree one of the best ways to improve 

teachers is by having teachers work together in collaborative efforts built on trusting 

relationships aimed at improving teaching practices and student achievement (DuFour et 

al., 2010; DuFour & Mattos, 2013; Moirao, Morris, Klein, & Jackson, 2012; Nadelson et 

al., 2012).  

Limitations 

 This research has limitations that may have affected the results of this study.  The 

small sample size of 62 participants may have affected some of the generalizations found 

in this study.  Participants lived and worked in schools located in a small region, West 

Texas.  Because the participants all came from a small region of West Texas, this limits 

the transferability of the findings.  This researcher acknowledges that perceptions may 

differ from what actually happened.  Some participants were known by the researcher; 

thus, some answers could have been affected because of lack of anonymity.  
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Implications 

 This study was conducted to identify what components make up effective PLCs 

that enhance teacher development and student achievement in core academic classes in 

middle grades across West Texas.  This researcher found four themes (professional 

learning trends, organizational and managerial support for PLC, internal and external 

inquiry orientation, and participation of nonteaching staff in a PLC) that need continued 

focus within schools with PLCs to maximize their potential for teacher and student 

learning.  Among the four themes found, there was strong evidence for certain aspects of 

PLCs that contribute to teacher and student growth: (a) ongoing collaboration on content 

and strategies, (b) mutual trust among PLC members, (c) effective communication and 

open dialog within PLCs where teachers learn together, (d) dedicated weekly time with 

supports set up for PLCs to meet with minimal interruptions, and (e) the effective use of 

analyzing data to improve instruction and inform the work of the PLC.  

 The findings in this study can provide a focus for PLC implementation and offer 

support for educators on how to sustain effective PLCs when created for their school.  

Once PLCs have been implemented in a school and members have been trained on a 

shared vision of learning and how to build and maintain mutual trust among PLC 

members, then the work of the PLC should focus on collaborating about the content they 

teach, the most effective strategies to teach the content, and incorporating data-driven 

decision making when creating lesson plans on a weekly basis.  When these aspects are in 

place, PLCs can truly begin the work of increasing teaching effectiveness and student 

learning.  Based on this study and the literature reviewed, the researcher offers multiple 
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recommendations on how educators can utilize PLCs to achieve their maximum potential 

for changing teaching practices for the better and improving student outcomes.   

 The findings from this study should point educators to focus more on building 

trusting relationships within each PLC.  Implementing PLCs and training teachers only 

about what they should discuss and analyze is not enough to guarantee the maximized 

effects of PLCs on a campus.  PLC members from the same campus that had the same 

supports, trainings, and guidance had very different levels of effectiveness on teacher and 

student learning because of the lack of trust among certain PLC members.  Thus, 

continued support and training to build mutual respect and trust among members of each 

PLC is just as important as any other aspect of a PLC.  This research found that with 

mutual trust and respect, communication and collaboration were more effective at 

impacting how teachers changed their teaching practices for the better.  This finding 

should change the way educators implement PLCs on campuses.  Trainings should focus 

on team-building exercises meant to build mutual trust and respect between PLC 

members before digging into the communication and collaboration on content and data 

analysis.  The implications of this study can provide educators with certain aspects of 

PLCs that are the most important to train and build upon to ensure their effectiveness on 

campuses at improving teacher and student learning.   

Direction for Further Research 

 A PLC’s main function is to improve teaching practice so that student learning 

may be improved (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008).  The results of this study describe 

certain aspects of a PLC that can produce both teacher growth and improved student 

learning.  In fact, the themes found in this research can aid future research on PLCs.  



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

120 

Additional research should be broadened to include how PLCs affect learning at 

elementary schools and high schools as well as middle schools.  Future research should 

also focus on what ways schools can implement PLCs to promote and sustain the aspects 

found to be crucial to PLC effectiveness identified in this research (i.e., building mutual 

trust and support within each PLC, incorporating effective collaboration focused on 

content and teaching strategies, and utilizing data to inform the work the PLC does on 

creating effective lessons).  Studies could also be broadened in future research to include 

larger portions of Texas or the nation and engage a larger population size.   

Conclusion 

 When implemented and sustained successfully, there are several components and 

aspects of PLCs that have the likelihood of increasing teacher effectiveness and student 

learning.  Simply implementing a PLC on a campus will not automatically increase 

teacher effectiveness and student learning.  PLC effectiveness will vary from one school 

to the next.  Even when implemented with fidelity, the level of PLC effectiveness will 

vary from one PLC to the next on the same campus because each PLC has unique 

dynamics based on its members.  Because mutual trust and openness to collaborate with 

each other were found to be important themes in this study, PLCs on the same campus 

could have different levels of trust and collaboration taking place.  However, if 

implemented with sustained efforts focused on bringing about these aspects in each and 

every PLC on a campus, then PLCs are more likely to experience success with teacher 

effectiveness and improved student learning.     

 The primary assumption found in the literature—PLCs can impact teaching and 

learning—was confirmed by the results and evidence of this study.  Based on the findings 
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of this research, it is crucial for PLCs to incorporate and maintain the following 

components:  

• PLCs share values of high expectations for student learning.  

• PLC members learn from each other. 

• PLC members believe they are useful at improving teacher and student learning. 

• Effective communication is crucial to PLC success. 

• Mutual trust and support are needed to maximize the potential of teacher and 

student growth. 

• Collaboration focused on professional learning and reflective inquiry on content 

and teaching strategies is important. 

• Data analysis focused on reflective professional inquiry and student learning 

closes gaps and improves student outcomes.   

When these aspects of a PLC are in place, educators are likely to improve their teaching 

and students are likely to improve their learning.  
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APPENDIX A 

RECRUITMENT MATERIALS – EMAIL TO ADMINISTRATOR  

Date:  

 

Dear (Name of Superintendent or Principal) 

 

I am a doctoral student at Texas Tech University conducting a research project as part of 

my dissertation.  The title of my dissertation is “Exploring the Relationship Between 

Professional Learning Communities and the Growth in Teaching Quality and Student 

Achievement,” and I would like to conduct my research by surveying supplied to your 

classroom teachers, content coaches, and administrators at your middle level school(s).  

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are a widespread phenomenon in K-12 

education, as they are perceived as a mechanism for enhancing teacher effectiveness and, 

therefore, student achievement.  As a principal and doctoral student at Texas Tech 

University, I would like to know more about how your campuses implement certain 

aspects of their PLC to develop teachers in their capacity and to ultimately impact student 

achievement.   

 

I would like to ask your core teachers, content coaches, and administrators involved in 

PLCs to answer a survey that I will send to you directly via email.  If I have your 

permission, I would then request that you forward the email I send you with the survey 

link to your staff (teachers, content coaches, and administrators of Grades 6-8).  

Participation in this survey is voluntary and the answers provided on this survey will 

provide a significant amount of data for my dissertation. The responses your staff provide 

and their identities will remain confidential.  At the conclusion of the survey, participants 

will be asked if they would be willing to partake in a short follow-up interview.  If a 

participant chooses to partake in the interview portion, their identity will then only be 

known by the researcher, but I will assure them that I will maintain confidentiality.  I 

appreciate your willingness to assist me in examining teacher development in PLCs and 

student achievement. 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 

christopher.dulin@ttu.edu or call Christopher Dulin at 432-770-9477. 

 

My dissertation advisor and primary investigator and I look forward to your reply, and if 

you allow me to conduct my research in your school district, please reply to this email 

stating “Approved.”   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Christopher G. Dulin 

Director of Special Services, Andrews ISD 

Doctoral Student, Texas Tech University  

mailto:christopher.dulin@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX B 

RECRUITMENT MATERIALS – EMAIL TO STAFF 

Date:  

 

Dear (Staff Member): 

 

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are an integral part to many public schools 

today to develop teacher’s abilities and to increase student achievement.  I am trying to 

learn more about how schools implement PLCs to increase teacher quality and student 

achievement in middle grades in West Texas.  I am seeking to survey any teacher, 

content coach, or administrator who partakes in a PLC in Grades 6-8 in the West Texas 

region in Region 17 or 18 of West Texas. 

 

Included below is the link to the online survey in Qualtrics; this short survey may help us 

gain better understanding of how these relationships tie together.  No information will be 

gathered that could personally identify you.  Your survey responses will remain 

confidential through all phases of the study.  Your district superintendent and school 

principal will not know if you participate or do not participate in this study.  Qualtrics 

participates in the EU-U.S. Privacy Shield framework and retained the American 

Arbitration Association/International Centre for Dispute Resolution.  Qualtrics is 

dedicated to protecting all customer data using industry best standards.   

 

This survey will take no more than 15 minutes of your time to complete.  Your 

participation is completely voluntary, and no compensation is being offered to you for 

your participation.  You may stop participating at any time.  You may skip any question 

that you do not want to answer.  By clicking on the link and completing the survey, you 

may help us better understand how PLCs are incorporating staff development to increase 

student achievement.  Thank you for your time and consideration in helping us answer 

these valuable questions. 

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 

christopher.dulin@ttu.edu or call Christopher Dulin at 432-770-9477.  You may also 

contact the principal investigator, Dr. Fernando Valle at f.valle@ttu.edu or call him at 

806-834-3670. 

 

The link to the online survey in Qualtrics is found below: 

 

(INSERT LINK TO SURVEY HERE) 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

mailto:christopher.dulin@ttu.edu
mailto:f.valle@ttu.edu
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Christopher Dulin 

Doctoral Student at Texas Tech University  

432-770-9477 
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM – INFORMATION PAGE FOR SURVEY 

What is this project studying? 

This study is called “Exploring the Relationship Between PLCs and Growth in Teaching 

Quality and Student Achievement.”  This study will help us learn how PLCs structure 

meetings and what teachers are actually learning in PLCs that impact student 

achievement and professional growth.  What we learn from this study may help educators 

plan for the most productive PLC structures to maximize teacher learning for increased 

student achievement.   

 

What would I do if I participate in this survey? 

In this study, you will be asked to complete a survey.  Some questions will be about your 

experiences in PLCs and the time devoted to professional development or teacher 

trainings.  Some questions will be about how you feel the PLC structure is impacting 

student achievement.  After the survey, you will be asked if you would like to participate 

in a follow-up interview.  This portion is also completely voluntary. 

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, absolutely.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  Christopher Dulin and the 

Institutional Review Board have reviewed the questions and think you can answer them 

comfortably.  You may skip any question you do not feel comfortable answering.  You 

can also stop answering questions at any time.  You are free to stop the survey any time 

you wish.  Participating is your choice.  However, we do appreciate any help you are able 

to provide.  

 

How long will participation take? 

We are asking for approximately 15 minutes of your time for the survey.   

 

How are you protecting privacy? 

The questions in this survey will not request any personal information to protect your 

privacy. Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this material 

in reports, publications or presentation will never be associated with participants in this 

study without permission.  No one other than the researchers associated with this project 

will have access to the raw data.  Qualtrics participates in the EU-U.S. Privacy Shield 

framework, and retained the American Arbitration Association/International Centre for 

Dispute Resolution.  Qualtrics is dedicated to protecting all customer data using industry 

best standards.  

 

How will I benefit from participating? 

You will be providing a valuable amount of information for research that directly reflects 

PLC structures and student achievement.  As educators understand how specific aspects 

of PLCs can impact student achievement, this can then lead educational leaders to 

making better and more informed decisions about structuring PLCs on their campuses.   
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I have some question about this study.  Who can I ask? 

The study is being conducted by Christopher Dulin from the College of Education at 

Texas Tech University.  If you have questions about this study, you can call Christopher 

Dulin at 432-770-9477. 

 

TTU also has a Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) that protects the rights of 

people who participate in research.  If you have questions about your rights as a 

participant in this study, you may call the HRPP office at 806-742-2064.  You can also 

mail your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can email 

your questions to www.hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

Print and keep a copy of this Information Sheet for future reference should you have 

questions or need to contact the researcher (Christopher Dulin), the principal investigator 

(Dr. Fernando Valle), or the TTU HRPP Office.   

 

  

mailto:www.hrpp@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM – INFORMATION PAGE FOR INTERVIEW 

What is this project studying? 

This study is called “Exploring the Relationship Between PLCs and Growth in Teaching 

Quality and Student Achievement.”  This study will help us learn how PLCs structure 

meetings and what teachers are actually learning in PLCs that impact student 

achievement and professional growth.  What we learn from this study may help educators 

plan for the most productive PLC structures to maximize teacher learning for increased 

student achievement.   

 

What would I do if I participate in this interview? 

In this study, you will be asked to complete an interview either in person or by telephone.  

Some questions will be about your experiences in PLCs and the time devoted to 

professional development or teacher trainings.  Some questions will be about how you 

feel the PLC structure is impacting student achievement.   

 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, absolutely.  Your participation is completely voluntary.  Christopher Dulin and the 

Institutional Review Board have reviewed the questions and think you can answer them 

comfortably.  You may skip any question you do not feel comfortable answering.  You 

can also stop answering questions at any time.  You are free to stop the interview at any 

time you wish. Participating is your choice.  However, we do appreciate any help you are 

able to provide.   

 

How long will participation take? 

We are asking for approximately 20 minutes of your time for the follow-up interview. 

 

How are you protecting privacy? 

Since you are participating in an interview, your identity will only be known to the 

researcher and will remain confidential. 

 

How will I benefit from participating? 

You will be providing a valuable amount of information for research that directly reflects 

PLC structures and student achievement.  As educators understand how specific aspects 

of PLCs can impact student achievement, this can then lead educational leaders to 

making better and more informed decisions about structuring PLCs on campuses.   

 

I have some question about this study.  Who can I ask? 

The study is being conducted by Christopher Dulin from the Department of Education at 

Texas Tech University.  If you have questions about this study, you can call Christopher 

Dulin at 432-770-9477. 
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TTU also has a Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) that protects the rights of 

people who participate in research.  If you have questions about your rights as a 

participant in this study, you may call the HRPP office at 806-742-2064.  You can also 

mail your questions to the Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice 

President for Research, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can email 

your questions to www.hrpp@ttu.edu. 

 

 

 

By signing below, you are saying that you understand your involvement in the research 

project and you have been properly informed and comprehend the research requirements 

involved.  Furthermore, you are volunteering to participate in this research study. 

 

________________________________________  ___________________ 

Name        Date 

  

mailto:www.hrpp@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX E 

SURVEY 

Professional Learning Communities 

Part 1: 

A Professional Learning Community is designed so that teachers are provided with an 

opportunity to work in collaborative teams to develop, plan, and implement lessons that 

are innovative and promote student learning. 

 

 

In completing this section, please indicate whichever of the following best reflects 

your position. 

 

For each statement, please select one answer only that best reflects your position. 

 
Scale        

How does this apply to you?      

5. Strongly Agree       

4. Agree        

3. Neutral        

2. Disagree        

1. Strongly Disagree       

 

Staff in your professional learning community     

            

      Scale: How does this apply to your PLC? 
1. Take collective responsibility for pupil learning.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

2. Base their approach to change on good evidence.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

3. Create conditions for pupils to feel the confidence  1    2    3    4    5    

to learn. 

 

4. Learn together with colleagues.    1    2    3    4    5    

 

5. Ensure students receive constructive feedback  1    2    3    4    5    

about their work. 

 

6. Actively seek ideas from colleagues in other   1    2    3    4    5    

schools. 

 

7. Set learning targets for individual students.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

8. Routinely collect, analyze and use data and   1    2    3    4    5    

evidence to inform their practice. 
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9. Have high expectation of students.    1    2    3    4    5    

 

10. Seek out and use external research that is   1    2    3    4    5    

relevant and practical to inform 

their work. 

 

11. Have time dedicated to classroom observations.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

12. Regularly monitor the learning and progress of  1    2    3    4    5    

individual students. 

 

13. Use professional/subject associations for   1    2    3    4    5    

professional learning. 

 

14. Share a common core of educational values.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

15. Think their work load is too heavy.    1    2    3    4    5    

 

16. Are involved in seeking solutions to problems  1    2    3    4    5    

facing the school. 

 

17. Are members of at least one professional team.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

18. Regularly discuss teaching methods.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

19. Share my experiences and success.    1    2    3    4    5    

 

20. Experiment and innovate about new curriculum.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

21. Receive training in how to work and learn in  1    2    3    4    5    

teams. 

 

22. Have opportunities to take on leadership roles.  1    2    3    4    5    

 
23. See the school as stimulating and professionally  1    2    3    4    5    

challenging. 

 

24. Routinely share information with parents and  1    2    3    4    5    

community. 

 

25. Learn from each other.     1    2    3    4    5    

 

26. Take responsibility for their own professional  1    2    3    4    5    

learning. 

 

27. Give priority to learning more about student   1    2    3    4    5    

learning. 

 

28. Have dedicated time to be mentored in a new  1    2    3    4    5    

role. 
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29. Have opportunities for work shadowing.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

30. Engage in team teaching.     1    2    3    4    5    

 

31. Learn about their own learning.    1    2    3    4    5    

 

32. Have some protected time for joint planning   1    2    3    4    5    

and development. 

 

33. Say they experience undue stress in their job.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

34. Use private consultant for professional learning.  1    2    3    4    5    

 

35. Systematically give feedback of external courses  1    2    3    4    5    

to colleagues. 

 

36. Give priority to learning more about subject   1    2    3    4    5    

knowledge. 

 

37. Share responsibility for student learning.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

38. Have opportunities for professional    1    2    3    4    5    

development. 

 

39. Are satisfied with their job.     1    2    3    4    5    

 

40. Actively contribute to the school as a   1    2    3    4    5    

professional learning community. 

 

 

Non-teaching support staff in this school: 
 

Non-teaching support staff would be anyone who is not teaching in a classroom. This could 

include administration, clerical and/ or custodial staff members. 

 

41. Are valued by teachers.     1    2    3    4    5    

 

42. Share responsibility for student learning.   1    2    3    4    5    

 

43. Actively contribute to the school as a   1    2    3    4    5    

professional learning community. 
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Part 2 

 
The idea of the school as a professional learning community is relatively new and the purpose of 

this research is to investigate its feasibility and relevance. The provisional, working definition 

used in this research is: 

 

“Usually a school attempting to develop a professional learning community is set up so that 

teachers work in collaborative teams to develop, plan, and implement lessons that are innovative 

and promote student learning." 
 

44. What is your overall assessment of the school's current position in relation to the above 

working definition? 

 

Overall this school is: (please read all categories before checking one box) 

 

a mature/established professional learning community …………………………      

 

a developing professional learning community ………………………………… 

 

starting the journey to become a professional learning community…………….. 

 

working to re-establish what we had previously achieved as a 

professional leaning community ……………………………………………….. 

 

not yet started on becoming a professional learning community ………………. 

 

 

45. How would you change the working definition? What is your definition? 

 

46. How useful is the idea of a professional learning community for your school and pupils? 

 

47. What do you see as the main facilitators to: 

a. becoming a professional learning community? 

 

 

b. sustaining a professional learning community? 

 

 

 

48. What do you see as a challenge to: 

a. becoming a professional learning community? 

 

 

 

b. sustaining a professional learning community? 
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Part 3 Factual Information 

 

About You 

 

49. Please indicate your position in this school. 

 

50. Approximately how many years have you worked in this school? 

 

51. How many years have you taught your subject area? 

 

52. Would you be willing to be contacted by the researcher to partake in a short interview to  

 extend this research? 
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. How does your PLC help teachers you prepared for classroom instruction? 

2. How does your PLC contribute to your students’ success? 

3. What parts of your PLC support your learning that ends up changing your 

teaching practice? 

4. Why do you feel collaboration is an important part of PLCs? 

5. How do you think communication within your PLC contributes to its success? 

6. How often do you feel PLCs should meet and why?   

7. How does your PLC document minutes/information and distribute to the group? 

8. Does your PLC use common assessments, and if so how do they help you to 

develop lesson plans for instruction? 

9. How does data help your PLC when deciding lessons for upcoming units? (re-

teaching, follow-up lessons, etc.) 

10. How has your PLC changed at your school over the past two years? 

11. What are some aspects of your PLC that you don’t really care for? 

12. What data does your PLC examine to help determine the success of your PLC?  

13. What would you say is the most important aspect of your PLC that you know has 

increased your students’ learning? 
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APPENDIX G 

PERMISSION TO USE SUREY AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 



Texas Tech University, Christopher Dulin, May 2018 

145 

APPENDIX H 

VISUAL MODEL FOR EXPLANATORY SEQUENTIAL DESIGN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Quantitative Data Collection: Middle school administrators, content coaches, and teachers in West 

Texas were given the revised survey, originally titled Creating and Sustaining Effective Professional 

Learning Communities (EPLC) a questionnaire for schools (Bolam et al., 2005), digitally through 

Qualtrics software. 

 

Quantitative Data Analysis: The data were analyzed utilizing mean scores of each survey question as 

reported by participants.  Teachers, administrators, and content coaches gave answers on a 5-Point 

Likert scale on their agreement level with each statement. Percentages of agreement were organized by 

the four themes of the first research question guiding this study. 

Quantitative Results: Results were then grouped by professional learning trends, organizational 

support, inquiry orientation, and nonteaching support staff to reveal mean frequency scores to identify 

importance to participants’ PLC. 

Qualitative Participant Selection: Teachers, a content coach, and an administrator were purposefully 

selected based on the quantitative data findings.  Six participants were involved in semi-structured 

interviews that were developed into descriptive narratives built on the quantitative data findings.  Four 

teachers, one administrator, and one content coach were selected for interviews.  Four of them were 

identified to be a part of a highly effective PLC, and two of them were from a minimally effective 

PLC.  This was done to get both perspectives and to assist with data analysis and triangulation. 

Qualitative Data Collection: Five face-to-face and 1 phone interviews were conducted.  Questions for 

the semi-structured interviews from Bitterman’s (2010) were revised and developed and posed to the 

six participants.  These questions were developed around answering the qualitative research questions. 

Qualitative Data Analysis: The data from the administrator, content coach, and four teacher 

interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed by the researcher, and member checked by all six 

participants through email correspondence. 

Qualitative Results: The results were coded, organized by themes, and three themes emerged from the 

data. 

Findings: The final data analysis yielded multiple aspects of PLCs that can maximize the PLC’s effect 

on strengthening teacher growth and student achievement.  
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