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ABSTRACT 

This study addressed the need for an investigation of implementation and 

sustainability factors of Professional Learning Communities (PLC) in campus 

accountability and improvement.  The campus under investigation was a single rural, 

small elementary school with an “Improvement Required” (IR) rating from the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA).  The researcher employed a qualitative case study design to 

explore factors to be considered in the implementation of PLCs, strategies to consider, 

and what best practices to utilize by campus administration when implementing and 

sustaining PLCs in a rural, small school setting.  The findings of this case study provided 

a more in-depth look into factors and strategies that rural, small school campus 

administrators should consider when implementing PLCs.  

A qualitative survey, semi-structured interviews, and PLC and classroom 

observations were utilized to gather data from 18 participants which included teachers, 

campus and district administrators, and a Texas Education Agency Professional Service 

Provider.  Findings of the study revealed that factors such as strong leadership and 

campus structure, function, and processes should be considered when implementing 

Professional Learning Communities in a rural, elementary campus.  Furthermore, the 

teaching staff participating in the PLC process revealed that collaboration was critical and 

utilized when implementing the PLC process.  Other themes that emerged included 

teacher buy-in, educator empowerment, and development of a campus PLC vision and 

goals.   

Keywords: Professional Learning Communities; Rural Schools; School 

Improvement    
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

“Rural teaching is often an enigma, as each teacher can perceive the experience 

differently depending on his or her priorities.  Rural teachers’ perceptions can range from 

total commitment to their students, schools and communities, to a sense of personal and 

professional isolation.  This can lead to teachers wishing to stay for some time or 

desperately trying to transfer out to ‘preferred areas’ where they anticipate they will 

experience less isolation, both personally and professionally” (Jenkins, Reitano, & 

Taylor, 2011).  Non-rural schools and urban schools can be different from rural schools 

in many different ways (Hudson & Hudson, 2008).  Research focused on rural teaching 

has place attention on the sense of “transience”, as well as the challenges that teachers 

must overcome in rural communities (Cornish, 2009).  The attrition of teachers can be 

viewed as advantageous in metropolitan or urban schools because of the infusion of new 

teachers with new ideas and its benefits with school finance.  For many rural schools, 

replacing teachers can be often perceived as a disruption that jeopardizes the stability of 

the school and the community (Boylan et al., 1993).  

Teachers in every type of school are oftentimes faced with isolation among their 

peers and administrators and left to determine what successful practice looks like to best 

meet the needs of their students (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005).  One of the key 

organizational transitions many schools across Texas and the nation are utilizing is 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC).  PLCs represent a unique response to the 

increasing challenges that many school districts, campuses, administrators, and teachers 

are facing.  Before the development and introduction of PLCs, many teachers 
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experienced a sense of loneliness in the profession because isolation was the common 

culture of education. The research on PLCs and other forms of personal learning 

networks is becoming more abundant.  While there is literature supporting such structure, 

there is limited research outlining such practices in small rural school districts.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this research study was to explore factors that may support or 

inhibit professional learning community implementation in a rural elementary school in 

one school district in West Texas. The intention was to identify PLC implementation and 

sustainability strategies and best practices of campus administrators and teaching staff 

working in these elementary schools.  This information acquired in this study has the 

potential to guide the development and long-term sustainability of PLCs within rural, 

small school districts, while increasing the quality of professional development for 

teachers in rural school districts. 

Introducing Personal Learning Networks (PLN) 

A PLN is a group of networked individuals with shared interests that interact for 

collaboration, creation, contribution, and consumption of information for personal 

learning and development.  Many educators and campus leaders have started building 

PLNs in order to help reduce professional isolation (Bauer, 2010; Warlick, 2009; Way, 

2012).  PLNs can be developed and adopted within a local campus, such as a professional 

learning community (PLC), or through online communication.  The three main factors of 

a PLC are (a) anytime, (b) anywhere, and (c) active learning (Bauer, 2010; DuFour & 

DuFour, 2012; Way, 2012).  Through the online platform, teachers and administrators 

can communicate with and learn from other educators located anywhere in the world.  A 
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PLN is user created and allows professional development to occur anytime at the 

fingertips of the educator (Bauer, 2010).  Active learning can occur through personal 

experiences dependent upon on the needs of the learner (Bauer, 2010). 

Introducing Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 

Professional Learning Communities (PLC) have become a common term among 

many education organizations across the United States to address the challenges of 

student achievement, school improvement, and professional collaboration (DuFour, 

Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; Easton, 2008).  ”Schools who have adopted the learning 

community model have improved student achievement, increased teacher collaboration, 

and provided a reduction in the achievement gaps of students” (Scribner, Hager & 

Warne, 2002).  Such a model helps combat teacher isolation and facilitates involvement 

in teacher instructional practice.    

DuFour and Eaker (1998) identified the five characteristics of a PLC: 1) Shared 

and supported leadership; 2) Shared vision and values; 3) Collective learning; 4) 

Supportive conditions; and 5) Shared personal practice.  Furthermore, they argue that 

PLCs offer a revitalization of school organization and culture to promote teacher 

collaboration and student achievement.  DuFour and DuFour (2012) further contributed 

to these characteristics by establishing the four pillars of building shared knowledge 

within a PLC: 1) mission; 2) vision; 3) collective commitments; and 4) goals, each of 

which staff members understand and endorse (p. 10).    

Texas Education Agency Perspectives of Rural Schools  

 The Texas Education Agency (TEA) has classified Texas public school districts 

into community groups using factors such as enrollment, growth in enrollment, economic 
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status, and proximity to urban areas. A district or school is classified as rural if it does not 

meet the criteria for classification in any of the previous subcategories.  A rural district 

has either (a) an enrollment of between 300 and the median district enrollment for the 

state and an enrollment growth rate over the past five years of less than 20 percent; or (b) 

an enrollment of less than 300 students (Texas Education Agency, 2016, p. 1).           

Title VI, Part B - Rural Education Achievement Program 

 Few state and federal platforms exist that provide resource support for rural 

school districts needing to develop collaborative professional learning programs.  Title 

VI-B defines the Rural Education Achievement Program (REAP), which is composed of 

one flexibility program and the Small Rural Schools Achievement program (SRSA) and 

the Rural and Low-Income School program (RLIS).  The flexibility program states that 

“rural districts can reallocate grant funds among programs, with the exception of Title I 

funds” (Johnson, Mitchel, & Rotherham, 2014, p. 2).  Districts do not need to apply for 

this flexibility but must inform their SEA if they intend to use reallocated funds.  All 

schools in a district must have a National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) rural 

locale code and either have fewer than 600 students or reside in a sparsely populated 

region to be eligible (Johnson et al, 2014).   

Statement of the Problem 

The available research literature does not adequately define how to implement 

and successfully sustain PLCs in rural settings.  Studies concerning PLCs are primarily 

concerned with their characteristics and effectiveness rather than the implementation and 

sustainability practices.  According to Dooner, Mandzuk, and Clifton (2008), the problem 
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facing administrators today is how to create a campus culture with concurrent leadership 

practices that lead to effective implementation and sustainability of PLCs.   

Researchers have identified effective strategies for implementation within large, 

urban school districts.  However, more research is needed in dealing with implementation 

strategies in rural, isolated schools.  In addition, some campuses that have embraced the 

PLC structure, as described by DuFour et al. (2016), have been unable to sustain the 

vision.  A reason for this may be because the PLC model requires the restructuring of 

schools and the changing of the operating culture of the organization (DuFour et al., 

2016).   

However, the professional learning community model may not provide sustained 

growth and opportunities for teacher development (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  Senge 

(2006) stated that it was important for leaders to see working relationships among 

colleagues rather than cause-effect events and look at processes of change rather than 

snapshots.  Fullan (1993) supported Senge’s (1990) statement by adding that leaders must 

experience and consider educational change as a series of complex phenomena.  The 

problem has been with administrators moving from intention to action (Reeves, 

2009).  Administrator driven reform efforts fall short because educational leaders 

underestimate the power of a sustained, prevailing culture in undermining change 

(Reeves, 2009).   

Morrissey (2000) stated the process of establishing a PLC within a school district 

does not occur quickly.  Such establishment requires dedicated and committed effort on 

the part of the administration and teaching staff.  Researchers have shown that re-

culturing remained critical to effective change and PLC implementation. Furthermore, 
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Joyce and Showers (1995) stated that the development of a PLC creates a cultural change 

that will spawn many others. 

Further research is needed to determine how to successfully develop, implement, 

and enculturate PLCs into a rural school setting in a way that effectively accomplishes 

the four pillars of PLCs (DuFour et al., 2008).  In order for this to occur, the PLC must be 

implemented with fidelity and the four pillars must be addressed with integrity each 

day.  PLCs are created in schools to provide educators the opportunity to work with other 

professionals sharing a common purpose that is focused on student learning (Dexter et 

al., 2002).  Due to the limited number of teachers in each grade level and/or subject area 

in small rural schools, teachers are limited in the availability of professional 

conversations and development. 

Developed by Commissioner Mike Morath in 2016, the Texas Rural Schools Task 

Force (RSTF) was charged with identifying current challenges and best practices for rural 

school districts statewide (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  According to the RSTF 

report, Texas has 1,745 schools classified as being in rural areas (excluding discipline 

and alternative campuses).  Nationally, the state of Texas has more school districts in 

rural settings than any other state with more than 50 percent of campuses located in rural 

areas (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  Five percent of rural schools in Texas were rated 

as “Improvement Required” by the Texas Education Agency in 2017 (RSTF, 2018).  

However, of the 83 schools rated as “Improvement Required”, almost 75 percent of them 

are a distance of 90 miles or more from their region service center.  This makes 

accessibility for professional development for required school improvement difficult for 

these campuses.   
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Research Questions   

In order to achieve the purpose of the study, the investigation was guided by the 

following research questions: 

1. What factors should be considered when implementing PLCs in a rural, 

elementary campus setting? 

2. What strategies did elementary teachers utilize when mandated to implement 

PLCs in rural school settings? 

Significance of the Study 

School districts have utilized professional learning communities as a tool to 

enhance learning effectiveness with the ensured provision of continuous, job-embedded 

professional development for teachers that enhance classroom 

performance.  Administrators have embraced the implementation of professional learning 

communities because of their proven track record for success (DuFour & DuFour, 

2012).  However, campus and district administrators have been perplexed when facing 

the obstacles that have inhibited PLC implementation and practice.  

The findings of this study attempted to provide a more in-depth look into PLC 

implementation and sustainability within a rural, elementary campus currently rated as 

“IR” by the Texas Education Agency (TEA).  Studies have shown that Professional 

Learning Communities can play an important factor in positively impacting the culture of 

a campus resulting in improved student performance and achievement.  However, few 

studies exist that examine and document the implementation and sustainability factors of 

PLCs within a rural school setting. This study has the potential to inform the various 

stakeholders (e.g., campus and district administrators, teachers, state education agencies) 
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in acquiring a better understanding of the implementation and impact of professional 

learning communities in rural education settings.  

Researcher Bias 

My experience and previous employment on one of the campuses of the school 

district that was investigated may have contributed to participants withholding key 

information concerning their true opinions, beliefs and thoughts, thus negatively 

impacting the quality of the data.  In order to account for this possibility, I have made 

specific efforts to prevent any such negative and detrimental effect of the data.  For 

example, establishing uniform questions with clear parameters of the semi-structured 

interviews was implemented to reduce the probability for such bias and misinterpretation. 

Additionally, because I have been both a member and leader of a PLC, considerable 

effort has been made to prevent this personal knowledge and experience from 

invalidating the data collected in any way.   

My background being raised in this specific community and experience as a 

teacher, coach, and administrator for the majority of my career presents a unique dynamic 

to this study.  Serving as an educator for 12 years, all of my experience has been in a 

rural setting.  As a product of this community, having access to specific information and 

data for this study is a reality for me whereas it could be an impossibility for others.  

Many small, rural communities are known to be unwelcoming of outsiders (Collins, 

1999).  Having been born and raised in this community, it is important to me to see this 

school district succeed.  If this elementary campus under study continues to decline, the 

Texas Education Agency (TEA) could close the campus and district forcing it to 

consolidate given the current sanctions for low performing schools and districts in Texas.  
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If this were to happen, the community would decline because the school district is the 

largest employer in the town.     

Limitations to the Study 

No research study is without its limitations (Gay et al., 2009).  This study was 

limited to a single school district and elementary campus in West Texas.  This limitation 

may have resulted in findings that will not or cannot be replicated on another campus 

(transferability).  Another limitation of the study was the window of time for data 

collection that represented a “snapshot in time.”  The gathering of imprecise data from 

interviews could be another limitation (credibility). The goal was to identify themes from 

the participants point of view and explain patterns of behavior (Creswell, 2014).  I 

recorded the PLC meetings with a digital tape recorder.  The transcription of field notes 

taken during both observations of PLCs and interviews with teachers and administrators 

provided additional information for the formulation of themes and interpretation of the 

findings. Notes from PLC and classroom observations were recorded in separate 

notebooks while the investigator documented discussion contexts, body language, and 

other observed behaviors.     

Delimitations to the Study 

Participants in this qualitative case study were limited to a purposeful sample of 

teachers and administrators selected from the participating elementary school. Teachers 

and administrators were selected based upon years of experience, grade level, and content 

area. Administrators were selected based upon their role and responsibilities within the 

PLC program. This campus was selected because of the current rating status with TEA 

and the current stage of PLC implementation.   
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Definition of Terms 

The following key terms were used throughout this study in the context in which 

they are defined below: 

Collaboration: a process where members of a team “work interdependently to achieve 

common goals” (Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002, p.11). 

Dispositions: professional attitudes, values, and beliefs demonstrated through both verbal 

and non-verbal behaviors as educators interact with students, families, and colleagues, 

and communities. 

Essential Learning: the critical skills, knowledge, and dispositions each student must 

acquire as a result of each course, grade level, and unit of instruction.  Essential learning 

may also be referred to as essential outcomes or power standards. 

Professional Learning Community: group of teachers with a shared focus on student 

learning and achievement, which consistently collaborates for continued school 

improvement and personal learning (Jackl, 2009; Reichstetter, 2006). 

Rural: as defined by the Texas Education Agency (TEA), a district receives a rural 

designation if it has either an enrollment of between 300 and the median district 

enrollment for the state and an enrollment growth rate over the previous five years of less 

than 20%; or an enrollment of less than 300 students (TEA, 2013). 

Social Capital: network or relationship among teachers that allows cooperation and 

collaboration for school improvement (Leana, 2011). 

Summative Assessment: assessments used to determine how much students have learned 

at a particular point in time in order to report achievement status (Ainsworth & Viegut, 

2006). 
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Teaching Skills: professional abilities to manage classrooms, plan, deliver, assess 

classroom instruction, and execute roles and responsibilities of the profession of teaching. 

Texas Campus/District Accountability Rating System: the accountability system for the 

state of Texas assigns ratings that designate acceptable and unacceptable performance for 

districts and campuses. The three rating levels include: met standard; met alternative 

standard; improvement required (TEA Accountability Manual, 2016).  

● The met standard rating indicates acceptable performance and is assigned to 

districts and campuses that meet the targets on all required indices for which 

they have performance data.   

● The met alternative standard indicates acceptable performance and is 

assigned to eligible charter districts and alternative education campuses 

(AEC) that are evaluated by alternative education accountability (AEA) 

provisions.  To receive this rating, eligible charter districts and AECs must 

meet modified targets on all required indices for which they have performance 

data.   

● The improvement required rating indicates unacceptable performance and is 

assigned to districts and campuses, including charter districts and AECs 

evaluated under AEA provisions, that do not meet the targets on all required 

indices for which they have performance data (Accountability Manual, 2016).  

Texas Campus/District Accountability Indices:  

1. Student Achievement - measures district and campus performance based on 

student achievement across all subjects for all students.   
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2. Student Progress - measures student progress in reading/English language arts 

and mathematics by student demographic categories: race/ethnicity, current 

and monitored English Language Learners (ELL), and special education.   

3. Closing Performance Gaps - emphasizes the academic achievement of 

economically disadvantaged students and the two lowest performing 

racial/ethnic student groups.  The specific racial/ethnic groups are identified 

for each district or campus based on prior year (2015) assessment results.   

4. Postsecondary Readiness - emphasizes the role of the elementary and middle 

schools in preparing students for the rigors of high school.  This index also 

emphasizes the importance of earning a high school diploma that provides 

students with the foundation necessary for success in college, the workforce, 

job training programs, or the military (Accountability Manual, 2016). 

Summary 

In summary, the PLC process has been an significant development that schools use 

to inform decision-making processes, positively impact teacher professional practice, 

improve student achievement, and enhance campus accountability.  The purpose of this 

chapter was to provide a preview of professional learning communities and show how 

and to what extent learning communities affect student learning.  This research study was 

based on contributions from scholars including DuFour (2004), Hord and Summers 

(2008), and Stiggins (2005).  Within the chapter, this preview of professional learning 

communities was followed by the purpose of the study and its significance. Research 

questions were presented followed by the researcher’s bias, limitations, and delimitations.  
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The intention of the study was to provide information concerning the teachers’ 

perception of PLCs and its relationship to improving students learning. Chapter Two of 

the study presents a review of the literature.  Chapter Three describes the methodology 

utilized for the study. Chapter Four provides a description of the significant themes that 

emerged during the process of the data collection and analysis.  Chapter Five provides a 

discussion on the findings as well as analysis of those findings based on the themes 

presented.    
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Theoretical Framework 

Schools are open systems as they constantly interact with their environments, even 

though the degree of interaction may vary.  According to the open system theory, schools 

need to organize themselves to deal with external influences in the world around them 

(Scott, 2008).  As a method of understanding and foreseeing the outcomes of any 

decision made, systems theory operates on the inside and outside of the organization 

(Ahrweiler, 2011). 

 Representative of Professional Learning Communities (PLC), an open system can 

be defined as a connected set of elements operating as a singular unit (Senge, 2006).  As 

depicted in Figure 2.1, an open system consists of five elements (Scott, 2008): inputs, a 

transformation process, outputs, feedback, and the environment.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1.  Open System 

Environment 

   

Organization 

Inputs Transformation Process Outputs 

Feedback 
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Inputs 

 Professional Learning Communities (PLC) use four types of resources from the 

environment: human, financial, physical, and information (Shaw, 2006).  Human 

resources include administration, staff and talent.  Financial resources are the investments 

and funds the district or campus uses to finance ongoing operations, which should include 

time to collaborate and professional development.  Physical supports are supplies, 

machinery, buildings, and equipment.  Information supports are curriculum, data and 

other kinds of evidence utilized by the PLC (Shaw, 2006). 

Transformation Process 

 The campus principal’s role involves coordinating these resources to reach the 

campus goals.  Interaction among teachers is part of the transformation process of the 

PLC (Shaw, 2006).  The expectations involved with the interaction of the teachers is 

established by the campus administrator.  Thus, work of some kind is conducted to 

produce the output.  The interactions of the teachers and leaders within the system 

provides an improvement element to the system in process (Shaw, 2006). 

 The transformation process also includes the internal function of the organization 

and its collective grouping of operational management (Shaw, 2006).  Some factors of 

the system of operational management include the understanding of the processes by 

school administrators and other staff, administrative strategies of activity, and their 

capability to adapt to change.  Work performed by school staff members within the 

organization’s system shall affect the campus’ productivity (Shaw, 2006). 
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Outputs 

 The campus administrator’s responsibility is to secure and use resources to the 

benefit of the PLC, transform the PLC, while considering external variables to produce 

outputs.  External variables can include the input from stakeholders and key community 

members.  Within open systems, the achievement of goals or objectives of the school 

district are represented by the products, results, outcomes, or accomplishments of the 

system (Shaw, 2006).  Although the kinds of results will vary for a specific school, 

administrators can expect to see growth and achievement levels of students and teachers, 

impact on student dropout rates, improvement of employee performance and turnover, 

school-community relations, and job satisfaction (Shaw, 2006). 

  A school must provide “satisfaction” to members of the PLC beyond the 

physiological needs (i.e. salary, job security; Herzberg, 2009).  School districts must 

provide for teacher’s needs for affiliation, acceptance, and value in order to maintain a 

motivated, committed staff capable of performing at a high level (Maslow, 1998).   

Feedback 

 Feedback is critical to the success of the teacher and the PLC (DuFour, DuFour, 

Eaker, Many, & Mattos, 2016).  Targeted feedback can be used to address performance 

needs in the transformation process.  This in turn will have an effect on the PLC and 

school’s future outputs (DuFour et al., 2016).  Feedback could include improvement to 

PLC team best practice in order to improve its effectiveness as a campus change agent.   

Environment 

 The environment surrounding the PLC includes the social, political, and economic 

forces that impinge on the organization (DuFour et al., 2016).  The environment in the 



Texas Tech University, Matthew Birdwell, August 2018 

17 

open system model takes on added importance today in the climate of accountability.  

The social, political, and economic contexts in which campus administrators operate are 

identified by pressures at the local, state, and federal levels to raise student achievement 

levels.  Other pressures include graduation/dropout rates, attendance and discipline, as 

well as the annual yearly progress (AYP) report (DuFour et al., 2016).  As a result, 

principals today find it necessary to develop internal processes while concurrently 

monitoring the campus and responding to external demands.    

Review of Literature 

The purpose of this literature review was to provide a context for this specific 

study, including evidence of gaps and how this study could potentially fill those gaps, and 

demonstrate why, according to literature, PLCs were important for the campus being 

investigated. Search terms such as “rural schools,” “professional learning communities,” 

“teacher collaboration,” and “school improvement” were used to develop the literature 

review.   

Perceived Issues of Rural Schools 

 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2016) data has shown that 34% 

of public schools in America are located in the rural setting (para. 1).  The U.S. Census 

Bureau, as well as the U. S Department of Education, have defined rural as “outside 

urbanized areas in open country or in communities with less than 2,500 inhabitants or 

where the population density is less than 10 inhabitants per square mile” (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010, p. 3).  The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 (U.S. Congress, 

2001) further defined rural schools as having fewer than 600 students in average daily 

attendance (ADA) or located in counties having a population density of fewer than ten 
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persons per square mile.  In a 1997 report published by the U.S. Department of 

Education, the cutoff enrollment for a “small district” was one having fewer students in 

membership than the sum of a) 25 students per grade in the elementary grades it offers 

(typically K-8) and b) 100 students per grade in the secondary grades it offers (typically 

9-12).  This definition allowed a threshold of 625 in total enrollment or about 50 students 

per grade level (U.S. Department of Education, 1997, p. 4).  

 Newmann and Wehlage (1995) specifically identified PLCs as an option to 

improving the organizational capacity and function of campuses.  However, little 

research exists to guide rural schools toward the development of professional learning 

communities (Morrissey, 2000).  Many successfully integrated PLCs shared the 

characteristics of high-performance workplaces, collaboration, and a shared sense of 

direction for the organization (Anrig, 2013).  The Center on Organization and 

Restructuring of Schools conducted a study that analyzed data from over 1,500 

elementary, middle, and high schools throughout the United States as well as field 

research in 44 schools across 16 states.  The researchers found that schools successful in 

linking their improvement initiatives with improved student learning practiced the 

principles of PLCs. These principles included: 

● A collaborative vision of what students should learn. 

● Teaching that requires students to think, develop in-depth understanding, and 

to apply academic learning to meaningful, realistic problems.   

● Schools that function as professional learning communities in which leaders 

are guided by a clear, shared purpose for student learning (DuFour, et al., 

2008). 
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Ballou and Podursky (1995) ascertained advantages to teaching in rural 

communities from data obtained from a 1992 survey of 80,300 teachers and campus 

leaders.  Although dated information, the advantages noted included closer personal 

relationships with students, lower student/teacher ratios, and more teacher autonomy and 

control (Ballou & Podursky, 1995). Additionally, rural educators tended to live within the 

communities they taught in, educated their own children in the same district, and 

established close relationships with staff and community members.  These teachers were 

perceived as more “subject-matter specialists”.  The social interactions between the 

educators and the community directly contributed to teacher effectiveness and student 

achievement (Ballou & Podursky, 1995).  Ballou and Podursky (1995) described the rural 

teacher as one who experienced teaching multiple grades or subjects, sponsored multiple 

student organizations, and adjusted to professional isolation.       

Rural teaching is often viewed in terms of its shortfalls (Collins, 1999). A primary 

reason teachers leave rural areas is isolation.  This can be identified as social, cultural, or 

professional isolation (Collins, 1999).  As novice teachers secure rural teaching 

appointments as their first employment opportunity, it is imperative to consider their 

viewpoints of a rural position. Specifically for these novice teachers, a lack of 

experienced colleagues as potential mentors within their campus was a concern.  Other 

consequences included working with students from different cultural and socio-economic 

backgrounds, lack of curricular supports, and difficulties accessing professional 

learning.  Furthermore, coping with student behavioral difficulties plus the complex 

dynamics of multi-age and multi-grade classroom settings was a concern (Sharplin, 

2002).   
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Researchers found that 42% of long-term rural teachers stated that challenges 

relating to the workplace were their greatest source of dissatisfaction (Boylan et al., 

1993).  This conclusion was made from data collected for a two-year quantitative study 

that included a sample group of 1100 teachers.  Many of the rural teachers’ concerns did 

not result from the students that they taught, but rather included relationships with other 

teachers and executive staff, as well as work related matters, such as administration 

duties and program development (Boylan et al., 1993).  Many rural administrators and 

principals manage several different responsibilities, including attendance, discipline, 

curriculum, and personnel. Overseeing such responsibilities simultaneously can keep 

administrators from effectively facilitating teacher instruction in the classroom (Boylan et 

al., 1993).  

 Data collected from 424,089 teachers, including 104,969 beginning teachers from 

a quantitative study reported that rural school teachers often experienced struggles in 

maintaining separation between their personal and professional lives (Miller, 2012).  

Professional work often infringed on their lives to the extent that teachers and staff 

members often felt under constant scrutiny.  Examples include attending the same church 

or other community organization with parents of their students.  As a result, although 

working in a rural context provided leadership opportunities to those teachers seeking 

early promotion, others were intimidated by having to accept extra responsibilities in 

addition to carrying out expected classroom duties (Miller, 2012).      

 Difficulties focusing on the professional growth of teachers in isolated 

communities has been recognized for some time (Roberts, 2004)  One campus-level 

activity was improving access to professional learning/collaborative opportunities 
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(Boylan et al., 1993).  Active rural teachers sought structured collaborative opportunities 

in order to facilitate mentoring practices and instructional support regardless of matters of 

distance and a shortage of personnel in order to facilitate relieving classroom teachers so 

that they could access professional learning opportunities (Boylan et al., 1993). 

History of Professional Learning Communities  

 Professional learning communities have continued to gain increasing 

acknowledgment as more state and local education personnel work to implement them as 

a recommended aspect of school improvement and professional development efforts.  

PLCs are important to a school’s success.  However, effective implementation of PLCs 

can be challenging (DuFour et al., 2006).  Campus administrators need accessible and 

specific resources to help them effectively lead the PLC process in their school.  There 

are significant challenges that need to be navigated during the implementation process.  

In today’s educational domain, many teachers feel isolated and alone (Thompson, Gregg, 

& Niska, 2004).  The combination of increased expectations with a reduction in staff and 

resources has resulted in both rural teachers and administrators finding themselves in a 

difficult situation (Dunklee & Shoop, 2006).  There are so many expectations and 

responsibilities and nobody can do it alone.  This is the area where PLCs can be utilized.  

In order to successfully complete these daunting and required tasks, teamwork is not only 

desirable but essential.  Researchers of PLCs (DuFour et al., 2006; Marzano et al., 2005; 

Reeves, 2006; Schmoker, 2006; Senge, 1999; Wenger, 1998) believe that in order to 

complete all of the necessary work and expectations, a school must create and implement 

a system that promotes teamwork and shared responsibility. 
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 PLCs allow teachers to view the educational process as learner-centered 

participants (English & Larson, 1996).  To understand this process, knowing the history 

of professional learning communities is important.  Outside the logical change found 

within PLCs, many campuses operate with the understanding that human nature remains 

the same everywhere despite differing settings and situations.  As a result, education 

should remain the same for everyone (English & Larson, 1996).  Goals within this 

distinct theory have been grounded in the idea of transmitting a predetermined basis of 

understanding to all individuals with a concentration on academic themes (English & 

Larson, 1996).  Within this philosophy, seeing education as the process to teach academic 

content and cultural literacy is essential (English & Larson, 1996).   

 Of the many different changes that the American education system experienced, 

this philosophy of shared responsibility was seen with the publication of A Nation at Risk 

(U.S. Department of Education, National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983). This document identified the need for education to become more subject-centered 

and emphasized English and mathematics (Bennett, 1987).  Hirsch (1987) advocated for 

teaching core knowledge that emphasized specific content for students to learn.  He 

described a “lasting body of knowledge, which includes such topics as the basic 

principles of constitutional government, mathematics, and language skills, important 

events in world history, and the arts” (O’Neil, 1999, pp. 28-31).  He also emphasized that 

the goal of the school should be to promote literacy as an “enabling competence” (Hirsch, 

1987).  This, in principle, declares knowledge as intellectual capital.  William Bennett 

added to this philosophy with First Lessons: A Report on Elementary Education (1987), 

in which Bennett explained that primary school education should first focus on content. 
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 The transition to a PLC requires teachers and staff to take these philosophies of 

teacher collaboration and implement them within a practicum that emphasizes that a 

school’s educational platform be based on the development and implementation of 

learning social abilities and skills, high level thinking abilities, and democratic behaviors 

(Rippa, 1997).  These skills contribute a critical role in changing a society of 

individualism into one concentrated on empathy and fairness (Rippa, 1997).  An 

supporter of this approach to learning was John Dewey.  The process of involving 

examination and problem solving was described as high level thinking (Dewey, 1910).  

He studied and worked to establish a model for educators to follow as they sought to 

acquire meaningful understanding of the content being taught and/or learned.  This ideal 

contributes to developing a more democratic society through the accumulation of 

expertise, personal enhancement, and improvement of ethical decision-making 

opportunities (English & Larson, 1996), while helping students promote their own 

learning (Eisner, 2002).  

 Grant Wiggins drew from the work of Bruner (1966) to create methods that allow 

students to take ownership of the information and content (DuFour et al., 2008).  Wiggins 

and McTighe’s Understanding by Design (2005) was accepted by the state of New Jersey 

as one model for curriculum conception.  Such curriculum formation efforts, combined 

with the drive for PLC implementation within school districts, has presented a chance to 

change how teachers approach the instructional process (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005).  

The PLC model as a mode of teacher professional development has emphasized that 

learning needs to make the move from a curriculum as a teacher-centered model to one 

that places the student at the center of the learning experience (DuFour et al., 2008). 
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History of Educational Reform 

Educational change efforts have systematically occurred since public education 

began.  Ironically, PLCs have existed within this long history.  Thomas Jefferson was an 

early supporter for a public school system when he first suggested that students in 

Virginia attend a public school system for at least three years (DuFour et al., 2008).  This 

initial public school system was reformed with the enactment of Frederick Taylor’s 

factory model of education (DuFour et al., 2008).  This model gained widespread 

popularity and recognition in the 19th century and has continued to have a presence in the 

education system since.  Taylor argued that centralization, standardization, and 

hierarchical leadership would create the best system of education (DuFour et al., 2008). 

 The National Education Association (NEA) in 1910 called upon teachers to 

“recognize differences among children as to aptitudes, interests, economic resources, and 

prospective careers” (Lazerson & Grubb, 1974).  This position created controversy and 

debate within the education realm.  John Dewey added to the NEA’s call for action in his 

work Democracy and Education (1916) where he openly resisted Winslow’s factory 

model that focused on operational efficiency and offered a conceptual framework for a 

“new education”.  Dewey’s educational philosophy called for schools of thought where 

programs were determined by the needs, abilities, and interests of the students (Simpson, 

Jackson, & Aycock, 2005). The NEA’s effort and Dewey’s work started the next reform 

movement in education to balance school programs and platforms (Simpson, 2006).   

 The Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education were presented in 1918 by the 

Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education (Sherer, 2010).  The goal of 

this agency was to form targets for secondary education systems.  The commission 
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determined that acquired knowledge through integrated curricula was a method to 

achieve the predetermined goals (Sherer, 2010).  The agency was critical in starting a 

standard of forming targeted goals before improving schools (Sherer, 2010).  

 Reform efforts changed again in 1953.  Arthur Bestor, within his work 

Educational Wastelands (1953), accused educators of dissolving and disintegrating the 

curriculum (Bestor, 1953).  The National Commission on Excellence in Education 

corroborated this disapproval with the release of A Nation at Risk (1983), which stated: 

Our nation is at risk… The educational foundations of our society are presently 

being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a 

nation and as a people… We have, in effect, been committing an act of 

unthinking, unilateral education disarmament. (p. 5) 

The release of this account was followed by additional change measures.  Publication of 

this information is still often referred to as the beginning of the change-minded agendas 

of today’s politicians despite the lack of research support the comments made in the 

report (U.S. Department of Education, National Commission on Excellence in Education, 

1983). 

In 1989, President George Bush called for a reorganization of power and 

decision-making ability to the school campus, so that leaders are empowered to 

determine the method for accomplishing the goals and are to be held accountable for 

them (Goals 1989, 2000).  This platform called for a number of efforts from all public 

school systems in the country, including:  

1. All children in America will start school ready to learn (Goals 1989. 

2000);  
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2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90% (Goals 1989, 

2000);  

3. American students will leave grades, 4, 8, and 12 having demonstrated 

competency in challenging subject matter including s English, 

mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics and government, 

economics, the arts, history, and geography, and every school in America 

will ensure that all students will learn to use their cognitive abilities so 

they are prepared for responsible citizenship, continuous learning, and 

successful employment in our society (Goals 1989, 2000);  

4. United States students will rank first in the world in mathematics and 

science achievement;  

5. Every adult will be literate and possess the knowledge and abilities 

necessary to compete within the global economy;  

6. Every school in the United States will be free of drugs, violence, and the 

unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol and will offer a disciplined  

environment conducive to learning (Goals 1989. 2000);  

7. The nation’s teaching force will have access to programs for continued 

improvement of their professional skills and the opportunity to acquire the 

knowledge and skills needed to instruct and prepare all American students 

for the next century (Goals 1989. 2000);  

8. Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental 

involvement and participation in promoting the social, emotional, and 

academic growth of children (Goals 1989. 2000);  
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The enactment of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) bill in January of 2002 (U.S. 

Congress, 2001) was the next major educational overhaul in the United States.  The goal 

of this law was to “ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity 

to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging 

state academic achievement standards and state academic assessment” (U.S. Congress, 

2001, p. 15).  Like the previous 1989 transformation movement, NCLB attempted to 

establish a sequence of expectations and requirements that education and government 

officials thought would help in creating effective education systems.  These conditions 

included: 

● “Ensuring high-quality academic assessments, accountability systems, teacher 

preparation and training, curriculum, and instructional materials that are 

aligned with challenging state academic standards that students, parents, and 

administrators can measure progress against common expectations for student 

academic achievement” (U.S. Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16); 

● “Closing the achievement gap between high and low performing children, 

especially the achievement gaps between minority and non-minority students, 

and between disadvantaged children and their more advanced peers” (U.S. 

Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16); 

● “Holding schools, local educational agencies, and states accountable for 

improving the academic achievement of all students, and identifying and 

turning around low-performing schools that have failed to provide a high-

quality education to their students, while providing alternative to students in 
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such schools to enable students to receive a high quality education” (U.S. 

Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16); 

● “Improving and strengthening accountability, teaching, and learning by using 

state assessment systems designed to ensure that students are meeting 

challenging state academic achievement and content standards and increasing 

overall achievement” (U.S. Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16) ; 

● “Providing greater decision-making authority and flexibility to schools and 

teachers in exchange for greater responsibility for student performance” (U.S. 

Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16) ; 

● “Providing children an enriched and accelerated educational program, 

including the use of school-wide programs or additional services that increase 

the amount of and quality of instructional time” (U.S. Congress, 2001c, p. 15-

16); 

● “Promoting school-wide change and ensuring the access of children to 

effective instructional strategies and challenging academic content” (U.S. 

Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16); 

● “Significantly elevating the quality of instruction by providing staff in 

participating schools with substantial opportunities for professional growth” 

(U.S. Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16); 

● “Affording parents substantial and meaningful opportunities to participate in 

the education of their children” (U.S. Congress, 2001c, p. 15-16). 
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This transformation effort unsuccessfully reflected the fundamental obligation of 

focusing on learning.  This exclusion places the endeavor for change at odds with 

research-based academic achievement and progress (DuFour, Reeves, & DuFour, 2018). 

President Barrack Obama (2010) contributed to the drive for educational change 

with his Race to the Top (RTT) platform.  Through funding initiatives, this program 

required states, school districts, and campuses to compete against each other for federal 

funding.  Obama (2010) stated:   

There are any number of actions we can take as a nation to enhance our 

competitiveness and secure a better future for our people, but few of them will 

make as much of a difference as improving the way we educate our sons and 

daughters. (Obama, 2010, p. 1)   

This program introduced the RTT competition that had all states contending for their 

share of $4 billion in reform funds.  The RTT program would then be renewed with 

another $1.3 billion in monetary supplement for the next budget year.  This program, as a 

change agent, also placed local school districts at odds with state policymakers when it 

used school districts in Texas that are operating on their own local property value tax 

program, against policymakers at the state level.  Key measures for schools and states to 

receive RTT funding included:  

● States are encouraged to approve more challenging standards that will prepare 

our students for college and their careers.  Schools are encouraged to adopt 

more meaningful assessments to measure what students know and what they 

are able to do (Obama, 2010); 
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● Schools and districts are urged to make sure that excellent principals are 

leading our schools and great teachers leading our classes by promoting 

rigorous plans to develop and evaluate teachers and principals and by 

rewarding their successes (Obama, 2010);  

● States are urged to use the latest data systems to track a child’s progress 

throughout his or her academic career and to link that child’s progress to his 

or her teacher’s progress so that it is clear what is working and what is not 

within the instructional process (Obama, 2010); 

● States are encouraged to show stronger commitment to turning around some 

of their lowest performing schools (Obama, 2010).   

The RTT program was backed by the Forum on Educational Accountability 

(FEA, 2010) with assertions embedded in two statements released in synchronization 

with and in reaction to NCLB: the “Joint Organizational Statement on No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act” (2004) and “Empowering Schools and Improving Learning: A Joint 

Organizational Statement on the Federal Role in Public Schooling” (2009), as well as in 

two previous reports, “Redefining Accountability: Improving Student Learning by 

Building Capacity” (2007) and “Assessment and Accountability for Improving Schools 

and Learning: Principles and Recommendations for Federal Law and State and Local 

System” (2007) (III Selection Criteria, 2010).  The FEA’s support came with 

recommendations on how to improve the change effort by rearranging the conditions 

within the RTT.  These recommendations specifically stated that the United States 

Department of Education (DOE) give preference to the factors that were most critical to 



Texas Tech University, Matthew Birdwell, August 2018 

31 

strengthening teaching and learning.  The recommended changes included (III Selection 

Criteria, 2010): 

● Improving the quality of assessments. 

● Providing for effective professional growth of teachers, principals, and other 

educational staff. 

● Ensuring equity and opportunity to learn for all students. 

● Improving family support for student learning and parental involvement in 

schools. 

● Building state capability to assist systemic improvements in public schools 

(III Selection Criteria, 2010, p. 23). 

These suggestions did not necessarily change the intention of the RTT movement, but 

simply rearrange the components within it.  However, the one-size-fits-all plan continued 

to conflict with the equity and opportunity for all students to learn.   

 In 2015, both Republicans and Democrats were able to agree with overwhelming 

bipartisan support and pass the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (DuFour, Reeves, & 

DuFour, 2018).  ESSA was a clear departure from federal laws and regulations that 

extended the reach of the federal government in K-12 education (DuFour et al., 2018).  

While NCLB required states to have academic standards and accompanying tests, and 

RTTP explicitly provided financial incentives for grant recipients to adopt the Common 

Core State Standards, ESSA categorically prohibited sanctions and penalties on matters 

involving standards, curriculum, assessments, and teacher evaluations.  ESSA continued 

the NCLB policies of annual testing and reporting but also expanded subgroup reports on 

test scores and graduation rates to include students who were foster children, homeless, 
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or from military families (DuFour et al., 2018).  The federal government eliminated 

mandates for annual yearly progress and stipulated penalties for failure to meet 

proficiency targets.  States were free to set their long-term achievement goals, 

measurements of progress, and what consequences, if any, they applied to a school for 

poor performance. 

 The federal government also eliminated the idea that a school’s failure or success 

rested solely from student performance on a single comprehensive test (DuFour et al., 

2018).  Under ESSA, states can opt to administer shorter-interim assessments throughout 

the year that result in a single core rather than one comprehensive test.  They also can 

choose to substitute nationally recognized tests, such as the SAT or ACT, for their high 

school state achievement test.  Additionally, states can include factors beyond test scores 

to assess the quality of a school.  Schools must use at least three academic indicators, 

such as student proficiency on state tests, student growth on state tests, and English 

language proficiency.  At the high school level, schools must include graduation rates, 

but have the option to also include student engagement, school climate and safety, 

postsecondary readiness, or whatever the state believes is significant to assess the quality 

of the school. Every three years, states must report on Title I schools who perform on 

standardized tests among the lowest 5 percent, high schools with graduation rates of less 

than 67 percent, and Title I schools with one or more low-performing subgroups among 

the lowest 5 percent.  Local districts are responsible for providing the plan and assistance 

to improve these low-performing schools.  If the district is unable to help these schools 

meet improvement criteria, the state is required to step in and implement more rigorous 

action (DuFour et al., 2018).   
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In an investigation of the history of educational change and enhancement, the 

PLCs paradigm may provide a potential structure that could aid the transition of teachers 

to meet the criteria outlined in the reform movements as noted previously.  PLCs, in 

theory, place responsibility on educators for continued professional growth based on the 

open systems theory (DuFour & Fullan, 2013), in the fact that “understanding plays a 

critical role in people’s capability to construct reality, self-regulate, and encode 

information, and perform behaviors”  (Bandura, 1985, p. 23). This philosophy directly 

equates to educator’s enhancing performance in the classroom because teachers have the 

task of improving the academic learning and achievement of the students in their care. 

In 1965, the administration of President Johnson used Article I, Section 8 of the 

Constitution to persuade the U.S. Congress to further strengthen the federal role in 

education.  Article I, Section 8, Clause 1 of the Constitution specifically gave Congress 

authority to “lay and collect taxes… to pay Debts and provide for the common defense 

and general welfare of the United States.”  President Johnson described the legislation as 

“the most sweeping educational bill ever to come before Congress” (DuFour et al., 2018, 

p. 11).  The law was careful not to totally circumvent the states legislative authority over 

education.  Each state could apply for Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 

block grants, and money would flow through the states to the local district.  Nevertheless, 

this law provided the principal means through which the federal government provided 

funds to schools, communities, and children for education purposes (DuFour et al., 2018).  

With the advent of past initiatives and the national move towards the Common Core State 

Standards, education is becoming more federally centralized with teachers losing more 

and more control of their classroom (Scafidi, 2013).  Common Core supporters wanted 
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students who transfer from one public school to another, even if the new school was in a 

different state, to be on the same scope and sequence as their prior school.  In addition, 

students in the public school system would be held to the same high standards regardless 

of where they went to school. 

The Professional Learning Community process hopes to slow down this 

centralization movement and empower teachers with decision-making opportunities.  

Such decision-making opportunities include both curriculum and instruction (Sparapani, 

MacKay, Fuchs, Voydanoff, Pietras, & Rogers, 2015).  Teacher empowerment presents 

issues about teacher decision-making and accountability.  Recent federal initiatives, the 

Common Core State Standards curriculum, and the resultant high-stakes testing have 

placed unprecedented expectations and pressure on teachers.  However, being actively 

involved in a PLC can directly empower teachers and impact decision-making abilities, 

professional growth, status, self-efficacy, and autonomy.  In 21st century schools, the role 

of a teacher must extend beyond the obvious instructional duties.  Teachers and educators 

are viewed as leaders when they contribute to school improvement, when they 

purposefully influence colleagues to improve their professional practice, or when they 

identify with and contribute to a community of leaders (Sparapani et al., 2015).      

The theoretical premise of PLCs can be summarized as a group of teachers with 

the desire to work collaboratively in ongoing development of collective analysis and 

action research to enhance the educational environment of the students they serve 

(DuFour et al., 2006).  The PLC process operates under the idea that the most important 

factor that leads to increased achievement for students is sustained learning opportunities 

for teachers (DuFour et al., 2006). 
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Theoretical Characteristics of Professional Learning Communities  

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) may become a legitimate change 

agent if implemented properly.  Six significant theoretical characteristics that could aid in 

the successful development and implementation of a PLC program must exist for 

maximum effect.  The first characteristic targets a purpose that is stated through a shared 

mission; clear direction supported by the school or school district’s vision; collective 

commitment on the part of the teachers, staff, administration, students, and community in 

order to value the work; and clear and measurable indicators, timelines, and targets 

established within data-driven goals (DuFour et al., 2008).  The leading factor is that all 

efforts must be targeted on student achievement and campus improvement.  Previous 

transformation efforts only targeted increasing teacher knowledge rather than the 

collaborative process (DuFour et al., 2008). 

The second component suggested is the formation of a collaborative culture that 

focuses on the aforementioned collaborative learning environment (DuFour et al., 2008).  

Collaborative groups within the school are the foundational blocks for teachers to begin 

to focus on learning with the first emphasis on establishing the foundation of a school’s 

organization (DuFour et al., 2008).  The collaborative relationships fostered within the 

PLC process will assist in achieving common goals.  This collaborative environment is 

just one of the necessary components in developing a successful PLC. The PLC process 

cannot improve student achievement and campus performance unless that collaborative 

environment affects professional practices within the organizational structure (DuFour et 

al., 2008). 
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The third item in developing a successful PLC is the analytical investigation by 

carefully structured teams into what research-based, best practices exist with the goal of 

creating intervention techniques for struggling students (DuFour et al., 2008).  The 

teachers operating within the PLC process must continue to examine their own 

professional practices in order to conclude if those practices affect student learning and 

achievement in a positive way.  Different approaches must be utilized to produce desired 

outcomes (DuFour et al., 2008). 

The final and remaining step requires teachers to be action oriented by continuing 

to learn by doing.  Bandura (1985) stated that adults learn self-efficacy through four 

major components: 

● Interpreting the results of mastery learning and experience. 

● Indirect experiences of observing other teachers teach. 

● Development of common beliefs through social influences. 

● Somatic and emotional states.  

This type of learning within the PLC framework develops a deeper more profound 

pedagogical understanding with greater commitment to learning rather than reading 

textbooks, listening to speakers, or individually planning documents (Pfeffer & Sutton, 

2000). 

Teachers also must continue to search for more effective methods to reach the 

goals that the respective PLC teams have collaboratively established earlier in the process 

(DuFour et al., 2008), whether they were established for students or teachers or both.  

This goal attainment process should be achieved through data collection, goal planning 

and development, and research as a collaborative unit.  This information then must be 
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disaggregated and analyzed in order to develop the next intervention strategy in order to 

have continuous student growth and achievement (DuFour et al., 2008).  The efforts 

within the PLC must be results oriented.  Rationale for any strategy for building a 

learning community revolve around the premise that such organizations will produce 

improved results (Senge & Kofman, 1995).   

Support for the potential of the PLC process remains despite the lack data of rural 

school educational programs with information on effective PLC implementation and 

teacher perceptions of its impact on student achievement data (Bullough, 2007).  The 

culture of schools must be readdressed with a vision to become environments that respect 

learning and teaching, and teach for mastery (Darling-Hammond, 1996).  Research 

experts have stated that collaborative teams “address the need of organizations to 

continue to deal with change as an ongoing process, focused on the learning in 

classrooms, and not change as policies are updated” (Fullan, 1993, p. 20).  This capability 

to acquire knowledge during transformation enhances a school’s capability to improve 

the teacher’s ability to increase student learning through a shared vision, collaborative 

planning, and collective responsibility of the students (Newman & Wehlage, 1995).   

Supported by the change efforts of the past two decades, professional growth is a 

critical aspect of continual school improvement and student achievement (Reeves, 2005).  

The PLC process has the potential to become the catalyst for effective school 

improvement within any transformation effort through the focus and determination of the 

common culture within a school system (Annenberg Institute for School Reform, 2004).  

Campus-level PLC teams work within the collaborative construct while balancing 

professional respect and acknowledged accountability for reaching the achievement 
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levels as established at the federal, state, and district level (Reeves, 2005).  Campus-

based learning communities provide support and encourage colleagues to improve their 

professional practice while collaboratively creating and sustaining opportunities for 

student learning as schools continue to battle the scrutiny of the public and the state 

(Kruse, Seashore, Louis, & Bryk, 1994).  While continuing to support other change 

efforts mandated to schools, this calculated move from the structure of common learning 

environments for all is then balanced with the idea of established student-driven 

interventions within standards (Kruse et al., 1994). 

Teacher systems and collaborative groups tend to produce greater outcomes on 

teaching and assessment than workshops or professional development conferences.  

When teachers assume responsibility for personal professional growth, it is more likely to 

be connected to their needs and their student’s needs (Bookhard & Jennings, 2008).  

Once established, teamwork and continuous growth must be a part of the common 

language and practice of the PLC and campus.  Team learning generates the constantly 

evolving shared vision.  Learning as a collective group becomes the expectation within 

the collaborative process (Thompson & McKelvy, 2007).  The goal of the campus or 

district is viable, continuous change, however transition to PLCs involves acknowledging 

that this process of collaboration is not all about adopting shared mission statements.  The 

work is challenging and teachers’ individual personalities will always exist.  However, 

focus must remain on student learning and achievement, and not on the specific teachers 

or on who is responsible for what obligation.  Organization learning, teamwork, and 

collaborative growth is a shared, common belief (Peal, 2007). 
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Professional Learning Communities as a Model of Change 

After analyzing more than 800 meta-analyses on the varied factors that impact 

student achievement, Hattie (2010) determined that one effective method to improve 

learning was to organize teachers into collaborative groups that operate to gather 

confirmation of learning on an ongoing basis, and then examine those outcomes to learn 

which instructional approaches would be most impactful.  The capacity for change is 

what makes the change or improvement theory of PLCs so appealing to state departments 

of education and district leaders. 

 Another variance between the PLC framework as a change effort and the other 

educational reform models comes with the prospect for creativity and learning that the 

PLC process delivers to the educators who must lead the change effort.  Without buy-in 

from educators dedicated to leading the reform effort, the PLC structure will not be 

effective.  Strategic plans and multistep transformation efforts have “suppressed 

teachers” self-efficacy and their ability to create or adapt effective lessons and strategies.  

Properly developed and executed learning communities can attain the goal of teaching for 

deep understanding, while promoting the ideal of “ownership” critical for improvement 

(Schmoker, 2004). 

 Many of the previously mentioned educational reform efforts have created fear in 

educators.  Pfeffer and Sutton (2000) stated that fear helps create knowing-doing gaps 

because acting on one’s knowledge requires that a person believe he or she will not be 

punished for doing so, and that taking risks based on new information and insight will be 

rewarded.  PLC platforms have the ability to eliminate some of the fear inherent in high-
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stakes change efforts created.  However, empirical, mixed-methods evidence of teacher 

perceptions of such initiatives within schools is lacking. 

Common Practices for Successful PLC Implementation 

 Many factors that contribute to a school’s PLC platform have been validated 

within the literature.  These factors parallel social cognitive and self-efficacy theories for 

continued professional growth.  Researchers of PLCs and social cognitive learning 

theories believe that there must be a culture of supportive and shared leadership within 

the school.  This ideal reveals a capacity for change, but only when the campus 

administrator accepts shared decision-making responsibilities with the PLC teams 

(Hinman, 2007).  Burnette (2002) provided the following principles for such leadership 

(p. 52-54):  

● Create a community of learners. 

● Develop a schedule conducive to collaboration. 

● Develop a culture of continued learning for staff members aligned with 

student learning and campus goals. 

● Disaggregate data to inform decision-making and progress of student and 

campus performance.   

● Develop a curriculum that aligns content and instruction to ensure student 

achievement of agreed-upon standards. 

● Develop a two-way communication plan between the campus administration 

and PLC teams. 

Once a culture of shared-leadership is established, the staff and administrators, 

through horizontal and vertical PLC teams, must work to develop a shared vision and 
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value system as a fundamental characteristic of the PLC platform.  These characteristics 

must focus on student learning and achievement (Morrissey, 2000).  Furthermore, this 

shared purpose creates conditions that captivate a collegial learning environment and fills 

them with a sense of urgency.  This environment inspires them to work diligently to 

accomplish their shared moral purpose (Vojtek & Vojtek, 2009).  

 DuFour and Marzano (2011) stated that creating a PLC will always require a 

collective effort, but the fate of that effort depends to a large extent on the leadership 

capabilities of campus administration.  A highly effective principal can have a “dramatic 

impact on overall student achievement in a school” (DuFour & Marzano, 2011, p. 37) as 

principals play the significant function in developing the conditions that determine 

whether the PLC process will flourish or perish.  At the district level, if superintendents 

are to succeed in implementing the PLC process in schools, they must create and 

implement a structure for building the individual and collective capacity of principals to 

lead the process successfully (DuFour & Marzano, 2011).  DuFour and Marzano (2011) 

stated that “effective superintendents decrease the variability of the leadership across 

schools in the district by not only clarifying expectations for principals but also by 

providing staff and administrators with the ongoing training and support to meet those 

expectations” (p. 37).   

 DuFour and Marzano (2011) noted several strategies that were critical for 

principals to implement in order to ensure the success of PLCs. These included:  

● Coming to a deeper understanding of the PLC process. 

● Clarifying the specific conditions principals were expected to create in their 

respective schools. 
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● Turning district meetings into a collaborative and collective effort to identify 

and resolve challenges. 

● Monitoring the implementation process and helping principals identify and 

address challenges in their schools. 

● Creating a process to have principals present comprehensive analyses of 

evidence of student achievement (p. 74). 

 Student learning and teacher professional growth is the basis of the PLC platform 

that separates it from standardized change efforts.  Teaching what is laid out in the 

curriculum is not enough to make sure that students learn and reach targeted goals.  

Research continues to identify the need for these initial elements, while acknowledging 

that research must continue in order to develop pathways for other school districts to 

follow. 

The Four Essential Questions 

 DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, & Mattos (2016) state “collaboration is not a 

virtue in itself, and building a collaborative culture is simply a means to an end, not the 

end itself” (p. 59).  Collaboration can only be accomplished when professionals are 

engaged and focused on the “right work” (DuFour, et al., 2016, p. 59).  The right work as 

described by DuFour et al. (2016) include the four essential questions that drive a PLC: 

• What is it we want our students to know and be able to do? 

• How will we know if each student has learned it? 

• How will we respond when some students do not learn it? 

• How will we extend the learning for students who have demonstrated 

proficiency? 
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By addressing the four essential questions to drive the PLC process, teachers and 

administrators for an alliance to help build a deeper understanding of the true purpose of 

their collaborative efforts.  If campus administrators are to design their schools to 

function as high-performing teams, the administrators must provide those teams with the 

structured focus to be successful (DuFour et al., 2016). 

 The first essential question addresses the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that 

the teachers expect the students to acquire as a result of the grade level, course, or unit of 

instruction as outlined by curriculum standards (DuFour et al., 2010).  The second 

question addresses not only what students must learn, but also addressing the plethora of 

assessments that will be used to measure understanding.  The third question not only 

addresses how teachers need to respond when students do not learn, but also what process 

will be put in place to ensure that students have additional time and support for learning 

in a timely manner (DuFour et al., 2010).  The final and fourth essential question 

addresses how the PLC process will enrich and extend the learning for students who are 

already proficient with the selected standards (DuFour et al., 2010).  The PLC process 

must meet the needs of all students, include those who perform on a high level.   

Ineffective PLCs 

 Five critical dysfunctions can contribute to PLCs becoming ineffective: 1). Lack 

of norms; 2). Lack of team goals; 3). Lack of trust; 4). Lack of communication; and 5). 

Lack of essential learning outcomes (Weber, 2011).  Team norms are the foundation of a 

PLC.  While some teams feel that they can operate without norms, conflict or a 

dysfunctional team member usually highlights the purpose of norms. “Successful teams 

establish goals and when the team begins to succeed or fail, members return to the 
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established goals” (Weber, 2011, Dysfunction #2).  Some teams fail to establish goals 

because they believe that teaching hard and developing rigorous lessons will support 

student achievement.  A lack of trust occurs when team members are reluctant to be 

vulnerable with one another and are unwilling to admit their mistakes, weaknesses, or 

needs for help (Lencioni, 2003).  Without a clear comfort level among group members, 

an establishment of trust is not achievable.  When teachers fail to take advantage of 

various communication tools such as e-mail, discussion threads, Web 2.0 tools (e.g. 

blogs, wikis, Google docs), lines of communication fall apart.  Finally, impactful teams 

develop and agree to provide all students with essential learning outcomes (Weber, 

2011).  In the absence of learning outcomes, students receive a fragmented learning 

experience.  If groups lack one or more of the items listed, it will be difficult, if not 

impossible, to identify essential learning outcomes (Weber, 2011). 

 DuFour et al. (2016) stated not to assign responsibility for confrontation to others.  

The absence of conflict was not what made teams effective, but rather how the team dealt 

with the conflict.  Toxic teams ignored this tenet, letting conflict fester until the situation 

deteriorated into unproductive behavior.  Such behavior included getting off task during 

PLC meetings or not attending the meetings all together.  Positive teams went to the boss 

and asked him or her to resolve the situation.  Great teams dealt with the issue 

themselves, recommitting to or establishing new norms to address the issue (DuFour et 

al., 2016). 

 Campus administrators cannot expect every team to start off as a great team.  

Principals should intervene when teams experience problems, and they should not 

dismiss their responsibility.  As teams become more mature and sophisticated in the 
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process, they should assume greater responsibility for addressing their own problems 

(DuFour et al., 2016).   

 Finally, DuFour et al. (2016) stated that administrators should not use blanket 

announcements to deal with individual problems.  Ineffective leaders sometimes seek to 

avoid personal confrontation by sending out general admonitions regarding inappropriate 

behavior.  Not only does this typically fail to impact the behavior, but it also is offensive 

to those who are not displaying similar behavior (p. 232). 

Conclusion 

 As the realm of education and teachers remain to be exposed to a wide range of 

change efforts, PLCs provide a stage that builds upon social learning theories to provide 

an opportunity for sustained professional growth.  This concept has a foundation in 

multiple research efforts such as the study conducted by Burnette (2002) and Boylan et 

al. (1993). However, research on teachers’ perceptions of implementation and PLC 

structure within rural school districts and its impact on state standardized test scores 

continues to be lacking.  As education continues to be subjected to political agendas, 

educators’ ability to learn and evaluate best practices will be most beneficial for student 

success as this issue remains top priority for school improvement.  This research study 

aimed to provide qualitative data based upon teacher observations and interviews within a 

single elementary school in a rural school district.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the design of the study and the instruments used for data 

collection, provides a detailed description of the research participants, and presents a 

timeline of the research process.  The research approach used for this study was a 

qualitative case study design utilizing a survey, semi-structured interviews, and 

observations (Creswell, 2011).  Due to the limited amount of time for this research study 

(one school calendar year), this research design was ideal because data was collected 

simultaneously. This research inquiry can be best described as a case study that is also 

descriptive.  Gay, Mills, and Airasian (1996) described this approach as research using 

data collected to “answer questions, obtain information, attitudes, practices, concerns, or 

interests of groups of people” (p. 11).  Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) stated that descriptive 

research practices “involves making careful descriptions of educational phenomena” (p. 

374).   

Creswell (2010) stated that we “conduct qualitative research because we want to 

understand the contexts or settings in which participants in a study address a problem or 

issue” (p. 40).  This statement accurately describes the context of this study, as the 

participants within the scope of this educational setting seek to utilize a PLC process to 

improve student achievement scores.  As this study unfolded, the qualitative 

methodology was utilized to record the authenticity of emotions and feelings of the 

participants.   
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This case study as described by Stake (2010) is an instrumental case study (p. 2).  

The instrumental case study “offers thick description of a particular site, individual, 

group, or occupation” (Stake, 2010, p. 2).  The study is carefully selected and qualitative 

research methods are aligned with the foundations of the instrumental case where the 

researcher and participants play a role in reconstructing experiences (Stake, 2010). 

Instrumental case study attempts to identify patterns and themes, and in this way, the 

researcher can use the instrumental study to explore a particular phenomenon so that the 

reader can see transferability of the findings (Stake, 2010).   

Research Context 

A single school district was the focus of this research study of teacher perceptions 

of PLC implementation and intended student achievement effect.  The participating 

school district was selected for the study for three reasons: 1). The district’s current state 

accountability rating being “Improvement Required” from the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA); 2). The decision to use Professional Learning Communities (PLC) as an avenue 

for improved student achievement and campus accountability; and 3). The identification 

as a rural school district.   

Educational Setting. West Texas Elementary School was located in a rural 

community surrounded by farmland.  Few businesses existed in this small community of 

1200 residents.  The campus itself was physically in need of renovations, which included 

updates to classrooms, bathrooms, and the auditorium.  Under the leadership of the 

district superintendent and campus principal, the campus has invested a significant 

amount of money and resources to bring the building into the 21st Century in regard to 

technology, curriculum, and instruction.   
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An examination of the community demographics that the school district serves 

revealed an equitable distribution of ethnicities between Caucasian and Hispanic 

citizens.  However, the school district population showed a significant disparity among 

Caucasian and Hispanic students.  The population of the West Texas town was 1,171, a 

14.7% decrease in population since 2000.  The estimated median household income in 

2015 was $37,682.   

The demographic makeup of Education Service Center Region 17 is Hispanic 

50.1%, 42.2% Caucasian, 7.2% African American, and 0.2% Asian. However, the 

demographics of West Texas ISD are 85.3% Hispanic, 12.6% Caucasian, and 3.1% 

African American with an overall population of 255 students. About 25.9% of families 

and 35% of the population were below the poverty line, including 45.4% of those under 

the age of 18 (census.gov, 2013).  West Texas ISD is a Title I school and its students 

receive a free and reduced breakfast and lunch.  West Texas ISD has a student attendance 

rate of 93.7%, an 84.4% economically disadvantaged rate, and a mobility rate of 

21%.  However, even with those present challenges West Texas ISD graduates 100% of 

their students. 

Participants. Teachers on the elementary campus of the school district in the 

study were of great interest for two reasons: (1) the campus was going to implement a 

new PLC program for the first time; and (2) the campus was currently rated as 

“Improvement Required” by the Texas Education Agency (TEA).   Seventeen teachers, 

three administrators (principal, superintendent, and counselor), and the TEA Professional 

Service Provider as required for Stage I and II intervention were interviewed for the 
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study.  Table 3.1 shows the participants pseudonyms, years of experience and interview 

number.  

Table 3.1   

List of Participants 

Interview # Participants Experience 

 PLC Team #1 - Math/Science  

Int. 3 Mrs. Heflin - Team Leader 2 years 

Int. 6 Mrs. Michaelson 5 years 

Int. 7 Mrs. Valentine 5 years 

Int. 1 Mrs. Valenzuela 2 years 

Int. 2 Mrs. Thomas 14 years 

Int. 4 Mrs. Swinson - Time Keeper 27 years 

Int. 5 Mrs. Palmore 14 years 

 PLC Team #2 - Reading/Writing  

Int. 12 Mrs. Childs 13 years 

Int. 11 Mrs. Farley - Time Keeper 21 years 

Int. 14 Mrs. Gonzales 1 year 

Int. 10 Mrs. Shluter 19 years 

Int. 13 Mrs. Stevens - Team Leader 22 years 

Int. 8 Mrs. Ventura 3 years 

Int.9 Mrs. Williams 21 years 

 Other Participants  

Int. 17 District Superintendent 34 years 

Int. 15 Campus Principal (Mr. Martinez) 2 years 

Int. 16 Counselor 23 years 

Int. 18 TEA Professional Service Provider Unknown 
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The interview number was important to the audit trail. The audit trail included the 

numbering of paragraphs and lines of PLC meeting observation notes and interview 

transcripts.  The participant interviews were numbered as to provide a clear path to the 

data and information found during the research process. 

The participants in this study were located in the elementary of the school district 

that houses two separate campuses. The total number of teachers staffed on the campus 

was 17 and all teachers were observed within their respective PLC teams and classrooms. 

Each teacher also participated in the semi-structured interviews. Interviews were also 

conducted with school administrators and the school counselor. 

The participants experiences, opinions, and statements proved invaluable for the 

purpose of this study.  All participants proved to be capable of discussing not only their 

experiences but also their knowledge of the PLC process within the scope of their 

campus. 

Data Sources 

 The methods used for data collection included interviews, observations, and the 

survey administered at the beginning of the implementation process. In order to obtain 

rich qualitative data from the research participants, I completed PLC team meeting 

observations, classroom instruction observations, and semi-structured interviews. All of 

the questions from the survey were open-ended, thus providing additional qualitative 

data. Observations were conducted during the PLC team meetings, as well as in the 

teachers’ classrooms in order to capture a variety of behaviors, conversations, and 

interactions.  Artifacts in the form of sign-in sheets and PLC documentation were 

collected and studied.  This provided me with data concerning PLC best practice. 
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Through non-participant observations, I learned first-hand how the actions of the research 

participants corresponded to their words; saw patterns of behavior; experienced the 

unexpected, as well as the expected in regards to PLC practice; and developed a sense of 

trust, relationship, and obligation with others in the setting (Glesne, 2006).  

Survey. A survey was used to measure knowledge and understanding of PLC 

function before implementation. The survey was administered before observations and 

interviews and it helped to determine the teacher’s background knowledge of the PLC 

process. In the first phase of data collection, a survey of the individuals participating in 

professional learning communities was conducted to gain insight into opinions and 

viewpoints of participants concerning knowledge and understanding of the PLC 

process.  All teachers, administrators, and counselors participating in the study were 

given this self-developed survey (see Appendix E). This survey was distributed through 

the campus administrator and was completed through the online Qualtrics data collection 

program.  

Interviews. In-depth interviews were conducted with the campus administrator, 

district counselor, and teachers at the selected elementary school campus to gather 

perspectives of implementation and practices.  The in-depth interviews were semi-

structured to ensure that questions kept the participants focused on answering research 

questions. Furthermore, the questions were open ended to ensure that perceptual data was 

representative of individual campuses and the educators working within these settings 

(Marshal & Rossman, 2011).  I understood how critical it was to the study to develop 

trustful relationships with the participants in order to gain buy-in and collect trustworthy 

data for this research project.  Open lines of communication were developed with campus 
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administration and staff through to numerous interactions that took place over the course 

of the semester.  

Individual in-depth interviews were structured like conversations between 

interviewer and participant (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009) that allow clarification and 

verification of experiences (Glesne, 1999).  This process allowed participants to answer 

in their own words, with their own voice, language, and narrative, and to share what they 

know and have learned in order to add breadth and depth to the understanding of the 

situation (Lichtman, 2013).  Patton (2002) recommended the use of different types of 

questions that relate to behaviors, opinions, feelings, knowledge, and 

demographics.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested that interview questions and 

observations be based on literature findings from fieldwork, and questions should be 

open-ended to allow participants the opportunity to share important information.   

Semi-structured interviews required me to plan in advance a series of questions to 

be covered in the interview.  I developed the interview protocol based on findings from 

the literature review. I also utilized various methods of data collection during the 

interviews such as observing body language and facial expressions.        

Participants in this study participated in post-observation interviews to provide 

them opportunities to describe and explain their perceptions of PLCs and its intended 

impact on student achievement and the local, rural educational phenomena.      

Observations. I conducted observations of the weekly PLC meetings and 

teachers’ classroom lessons during the eight weeks the data collection took place. A total 

of 16 PLC meetings were observed and a total of 15 classroom observations were 

conducted.  
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 I conducted observations of several PLC meetings in order to determine the types 

of collaborative work that was occurring.  In order to ensure that all information was 

accurately reported, I utilized a recording device to capture the conversations of the 

meetings.  Also, handwritten notes were used to determine the purpose and interactions 

among the members of the PLC. 

Classroom observations were also utilized.  Note taking of interactions with 

students and implementation of PLC collaborative processes were documented. Teachers 

were observed during each PLC meeting.  The campus PLC meetings were held once 

each week for each group.  Teachers were observed in their classrooms.  PLC and 

classroom observations began the first week of January.  Observations were used to 

confirm that what was discussed in PLCs was being implemented in the classrooms. 

Observation related documents. Documentation collected for the purposes of 

reliability of findings consisted of any documents the PLC groups utilized during each 

meeting.  The handouts provided a framework for the activities of the PLC and a source 

of documentation as to the objectives and expectations of the meeting.  As a result, the 

investigator used these documents as a tool to triangulate the data to ensure reliability 

(Creswell, 2005). 

  Researcher’s reflexive journal. Reflexivity is an attitude of attending 

systematically to the context of knowledge construction, especially to the effect of the 

researcher, at every step of the research process. "A researcher's background and position 

will affect what they choose to investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged 

most adequate for this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, and the framing 

and communication of conclusions" (Malterud, 2001, p. 483-484). The perspective or 
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position of the researcher shapes all research - quantitative, qualitative, even laboratory 

science. 

 A reflexive journal is a type of diary where a researcher makes regular entries 

during the research process.  In these entries, the researcher records methodological 

decisions and the reasons for them, the logistics of the study, and reflection upon what is 

happening in terms of one's own values and interests.  Diary keeping of this type is often 

very private and personal (Lincoln & Guba, 2000).  Researchers have argued that it was 

valuable and essential to briefly report in manuscripts, as best as possible, how one's 

preconceptions, beliefs, values, assumptions and position may have come into play 

during the research process.  In regard to this study, a reflexive journal was utilized to 

record the decision-making process, emotions, assumptions, and research positions as it 

proceeds through the school year.     

Procedure 

Once campus and district administration introduced me to and familiarized me 

with the PLC process of the elementary school, the principal introduced me to the 

teachers within each PLC team. In the first phase of data collection for this case study, a 

qualitative survey was distributed to the teachers in order to collect data on their 

perceptions of collaboration in a PLC and its potential impact on teaching and learning 

before the implementation of the PLC. Data collection began during the scheduled PLC 

training meeting in January and PLC team meetings.  

Phase 2 of the data collection consisted of PLC team meeting and classroom 

observations.  These observations were conducted simultaneously in order to gain insight 
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into PLC function on the campus.  Classroom observations were conducted in order to 

determine if teacher instruction and assessment were aligned with PLC discussions.        

Phase 3 of the data collection process involved semi-structured interviews focused 

on teachers’ perceptions of collaboration in a PLC and its potential impact on teaching 

and learning after the implementation of the PLC.   

Phase 4 was the analysis of the various data sources. This phase formally started 

with the end of data collection, however an informal analysis began immediately upon 

receiving the qualitative surveys completed by the teachers. 

 
Figure 3.1.  Research Model. 

Data Analysis 

The qualitative design of this research study allowed for in-depth analysis of the 

data in order to develop themes (Creswell, 2011).  An important factor in the data-

analysis portion of this qualitative study is that the researcher becomes the primary 

source for data collection.  As a result, every attempt to limit the impact of any bias that 

may have existed was made.  As Creswell (2003) stated, the direct involvement of the 

researcher in the data collection and analysis phase is a key challenge to any qualitative 

study.  Open coding was utilized in order to label concepts and define and develop 

categories based upon their properties and dimensions.  By utilizing open coding within 
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this study, it allowed the researcher to open up the text and expose the meaning, thoughts, 

and ideas within it.     

I digitally recorded and transcribed the interviews.  Descriptive and thorough field 

notes were taken during classroom and PLC observations.  Open coding methods were 

used with the observational and interview data to first develop codes (Lincoln & Guba, 

2000). Colored highlighters were used to record key words and/or phrases from within 

the observations and interview transcriptions.  Once this step was completed, patterns and 

categories were developed.  Examples include categories of teacher leadership and 

training.  Themes were then developed from the patterns and other codes were created as 

unexpected ideas emerged.   

I also analyzed the interview results by item and category and looked for any 

deviations and/or patterns between responses from teachers and administrators. Examples 

of such patterns include teacher collaboration.  I also conducted a visual analysis of the 

data regarding the teachers’ perceptions of PLC implementation and sustainability 

practices reflected in the survey responses.  I took this data and correlated with the 

interview and observation data that was collected. This process concluded with the 

development of themes.                    

Trustworthiness 

 A qualitative researcher should make every possible effort to ensure the 

trustworthiness of the research. For example, to ensure credibility and truth in the 

findings, triangulation of data collection methods were utilized.  Johnson (1997) argued 

that triangulation of a study allows the researcher to cross-examine the data with other 

respective theories to provide insight and offer a more cogent explanation of the 
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research.  Also, member checking was used to allow all participants to review and clarify 

transcripts from each interview and correct any misunderstanding.  Every participant in 

this study member checked and approved their respective interview transcriptions.  

To ensure transferability, thick descriptions of PLC team and classroom 

observations were used.  Descriptive validity refers to the accuracy of the account as 

reported by the researcher (Johnson, 1997).  To prevent any concerns of descriptive 

invalidity, the researcher employed multiple sources of note taking, including field notes 

and digitally recorded interviews to ensure the entirety of data was collected and 

assessed.  In regards to this study, think descriptions include the classrooms, body 

language, and emotions of the participants.  

 External audits were used to ensure dependability.  External audits involved 

having a researcher not involved in the research process examine both the process and 

product of the research study.  This external auditor has a terminal degree in a related 

field with extensive research and methodology experience.  The purpose is to evaluate the 

accuracy and evaluate whether or not the findings, interpretations and conclusions were 

supported by the data (Lincoln & Guba, 2000).  This was used to foster the accuracy and 

validity of the study.   

 Finally, confirmability, a degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings 

of a study are shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), were ensured with triangulation and an audit trail.  
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Figure 3.2.  Audit trail. 

 The audit trail for this study included the numbering of written field and process 

notes, reflexive journaling, summarizations, and the use of pseudonyms for interviews.  

Each data source was given a specific code, with either page numbers or observation 

numbers used when quoting from the documents. A comprehensive list of the audit trail 

codes appears in Appendix H.  For example, (Int. 17, p. 2) indicates the information was 

taken from the interview of participant 17 and that the information quoted appears on 

page 2 of the interview transcript. 

Summary 

By utilizing the qualitative case study design outlined in this chapter, I hoped to 

provide insight into the practices and potential outcomes of a professional learning 

community in a rural school district.  Furthermore, the qualitative design had been chosen 

to extend the limited research on the issue of professional learning communities within a 

rural school setting with an Improvement Required (IR) rating from the Texas Education 

Agency.  This study also sought  to explain the practices of a professional learning 

organization that attempts to improve teacher effectiveness through structured and 

purposeful adoption of research-based instructional strategies in an attempt to raise 

student achievement scores and campus accountability. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this case study was to explore factors that may support or inhibit 

professional learning community (PLC) implementation in a rural elementary school in 

one school district in West Texas.  The research questions focused on identifying and 

considering factors, strategies, and best practices when implementing PLCs. Themes, 

factors, and strategies emerged from across multiple data sources.  For example, the 

strategy that answered question #2 appeared in the data survey, observations, and semi-

structured interviews.    

This chapter explains the findings of the study and describes the processes that 

took place at the elementary campus as well as insights into the function of each PLC.  

Members of the participating elementary campus PLCs utilized reflective dialogue and 

instructional collaboration to identify and improve professional practice.  Furthermore, as 

part of their PLC practice the teachers analyzed student benchmark data to identify 

academic deficiencies of their students in order to develop intervention plans with goals 

of improving areas of concern. 

The first section of this chapter is focused on providing information concerning 

the elementary campus. Information about state testing data has been provided, as well as 

information from campus and district administration as to why PLCs were the focus of 

the improvement plan.  The second section includes the findings of the study.   

Introduction to the Process and Study 

         As noted previously, the campus and district was struggling to adopt many of the 

latest popular technological and pedagogical trends in education.  However, the 
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superintendent believed they were taking steps in the right direction in regards to school 

improvement (Int. 17, p. 2). 

After meeting with the elementary principal and district superintendent, I noted 

their descriptions of the needs of the elementary campus fit closely with the viewpoints 

described in PLC research and literature: the need for shared personal practice, analysis 

of assessment data, and a common vision among teachers and administrators (DuFour, 

Eaker, & DuFour, 2004).  “We need a curriculum that will allow for a continuous, 

vertical learning experience where each grade level builds into the next” (Int. 15, p. 3) 

said the principal in regards to campus needs.  The superintendent supported this 

statement by saying “many of the teachers feel that their students are not prepared for the 

next grade level.  It feels as if there are learning gaps between each grade level” (Int. 17, 

p. 3).  Campus and district administration described to me that the needs of their campus 

included vertical alignment of curriculum and use of common academic vocabulary 

across grade levels.  They both confirmed that a campus needs assessment was not 

conducted prior to the PLC implementation process therefore making their assertions 

more intuitive than observed.   

Campus Professional Learning Community Implementation at West Texas 
Elementary 

The organizational framework of PLCs was not introduced by the campus 

principal or any other district administrator to the teachers at the elementary campus at 

which this study took place. There was a planned meeting to introduce the framework of 

PLCs, but the campus principal was called away to address another concern, so an 

orientation to PLCs did not take place.  Professional development had been scheduled for 

January 8th and was to focus on PLC implementation and best practices.  As the campus 
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principal was beginning his training session, the campus secretary came into the room 

and notified him of a pertinent situation that needed his immediate attention in the office.  

As a result, training for PLC implementation never took place.  

Motives for Implementing PLCs 

West Texas Elementary School established the PLC process as a response to 

declining student performance on the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness 

(STAAR) exams from 2016 and 2017 that resulted in an Improvement Required (IR) 

rating.  STAAR scores (see Table 4.1), as reported from the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA), revealed that student achievement was below state averages and expectations for 

all four domains that were measured.  According to campus and district administration 

and verified by Texas Education Agency, the campus was currently in Stage II 

Intervention by TEA.  A Stage II intervention required monitoring through the Texas 

Accountability Intervention System (TAIS).  As part of TAIS requirements, campuses in 

Stage II intervention were required to develop and implement a campus turnaround plan, 

hearing from TEA officials, increased interaction with TEA support specialists, and 

assignment of a monitor, conservator, or management team. 
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Table 4.1   

Campus Accountability Scores for 2012-2016 

West Texas Elementary State Accountability Data Tables 
STAAR Results 2012–2016  

Content 
*2012–2013 
Campus State 

2013–2014 
Campus State 

*2014–2015 
Campus State 

+2015–2016 
Campus State 

+2016–2017 
Campus State 

Reading/ELA 70% 80% 69% 76% 68% 77% 55% 73% 62% 72% 

Math 69% 79% 70% 78% N/A N/A 50% 76% 68% 79% 

Science 56% 82% 59% 78% 45% 78% 60% 79% 60% 79% 

Writing 68% 63% 69% 72% 52% 72% 38% 69% 28% 67% 

*Denotes the year the campus received a distinction from TEA. 
+Denotes the year the campus received an ‘IR’ rating from TEA. 

In 2012 and 2014, the elementary campus had received a distinction from the state 

for its performance on the STAAR exams.  In 2012, the campus received the Academic 

Achievement in Science distinction and in 2014 they received the Top 25% Student 

Progress distinction.  However, within a year the campus drastically declined and was 

rated as ‘IR’ from TEA in 2015 and 2016.  This rating was given due to a clear decline in 

writing scores from 52% in 2014-2015 to 38% in 2015-2016 and finally to 28% in 2016-

2017.  The campus did not receive math scores in the 2014-2015 school year due to a 

change in state standards.  Campus and district administration both believed that 

receiving an ‘IR’ rating occurred for a of reasons, including teacher turnover, toxic 

school culture, and a lack of data disaggregation by teachers and previous administration. 

Addressing the Improvement Required Rating 

         The district superintendent explained that he was directed by the school board and 

Texas Education Agency with showing steady improvement of student performance of 
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the elementary campus when he assumed office in October of 2016. During his interview, 

the superintendent stated,  

I began the process of researching that was specific to teacher collaboration and 

data disaggregation.  I believe these are fundamental aspects to leading to change 

and impacting student achievement.  One common process that kept coming up in 

my research was PLC. (Int. 17, p. 2)   

The superintendent went on to explain that through researching best practices and 

conversations with colleagues who had experience with PLCs he had concluded that the 

elementary campus would benefit from adopting the PLC model.  He further clarified that 

the PLC research evidence, as well as experiences related by neighboring school districts, 

increased his interest and desire in the PLC concept.  The district superintendent believed 

the PLC process would aid in achieving his personal goal of the campus receiving a 

distinction from the state for positive student performance on the STAAR exams. 

         After assuming the role of principal in December of 2016, the elementary 

principal had been charged by the superintendent with implementing processes to 

improve student performance and achievement on state standardized exams.  Specifically, 

these processes needed to focus on student data (Friedman, 1997), collaboration in 

implementing instructional strategies (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008), and analyzing 

teaching strategies in conjunction with student assessment data (Dooner, Mandzuk, & 

Clifton, 2008). Therefore, the PLC process had the potential to aide these activities.   

A Sense of Urgency to Make Changes 

            Although the district had received an Improvement Required rating in 2016, 

changes were not implemented until receiving the same rating in 2017. According to the 
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district superintendent, “Our backs were against the wall and we knew we needed to do 

something that would unify our staff and move us in the direction towards school 

improvement.  The fact that we’re an ‘IR’ campus helped support this idea” (Int. 17, P. 

2). The campus principal further explained that,  

This is our second year of having an ‘IR’ rating. We needed to show the state 

something on paper that we were implementing processes and initiatives that 

would help with campus improvement.  We wanted the teachers to feel the same 

sense of urgency that we as administrators feel. (Int. 15, p. 3) 

The TEA Professional Service Provider (PSP) expressed a unique perspective of the 

situation West Texas Elementary was facing. 

There is a disconnect between administration and teachers.  Everybody needs to 

understand that they are in year two of ‘IR’ campus improvement.  At year five, 

the state either closes the campus or replaces school board members. A sense of 

urgency should have been felt several years ago when campus scores started to 

significantly decline.  One thing that I’ve noticed is that this administration is very 

reactive rather than proactive. (Int. 18, p. 4)  

When probed further about the possibility of the administration and teachers successfully 

implementing and sustaining of PLCs, the PSP responded,  

Ask me in two years.  It’s yet to be seen. You can’t just read a book on PLCs and 

expect to be able to successfully implement it. I could read a book on building a 

car engine.  That doesn’t mean I could successfully put one together. (Int. 18, p. 

2) 
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Mrs. Childs confirmed that the teachers were concerned. “We all [teachers] feel the sense 

of urgency to improve our scores.  We’re reminded that we’re an ‘IR’ campus every day, 

every staff meeting. But why haven’t we started these initiatives years ago?” (Int. 12, p. 

2). 

There had been other initiatives implemented in prior years. For example, in 2013 

the elementary campus had implemented a one-to-one student-to-laptop initiative.  Every 

student in third grade through sixth grade had been issued a laptop by the school district 

in an effort to not only expose students to greater resources through technology, but also 

in the hope that such tools would help increase student performance on state standardized 

exams.  There was also a more recent initiative. At the beginning of the 2017-2018 

school year, the campus began displaying a banner that read “West Texas Elementary 

School: A Community of Learners.” Administration hoped such messages would 

promote collegiality and a shared purpose among the students, staff, and administration. 

Findings 

There were three research questions posed for this study. As this qualitative 

research study progressed, I adjusted the research questions to focus more deeply on the 

implementation of PLCs in rural settings.  I allowed the data collected from interviews, 

observations, and a qualitative survey to direct the study rather than trying to make the 

data fit into a model that did not enrich the research investigation. 

The first research question asked: What factors should be considered when 

implementing PLCs in a rural, elementary campus setting?  The first factor is to ensure 

that strong leadership foundation is necessary for successful implementation of PLCs. In 

other words, there must be strong instructional leadership when implementing PLCs on 
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any campus, but especially in rural settings where teacher are not often afforded 

opportunities to learn leadership skills. The campus administration for West Texas 

Elementary School did not participate in the implementation nor were involved in the 

weekly PLC meetings (Ob. 1). Due to the lack of involvement by the campus principal, 

discussion of a shared PLC vision and goal alignment in regard to student learning, a 

major component of successful PLC implementation, did not occur until the seventh 

week of the research study.  

Another factor to consider is that learning communities, specifically PLCs, 

change the school structure and processes to accommodate the PLC initiative.  The 

findings of this study showed that the elementary campus principal altered the school 

schedule to allow its PLCs to meet in a mutually beneficial time. Administration believed 

that meeting during the school day would be more beneficial for the process rather than 

having the teachers meet before or after school.  The campus principal stated, “a large 

number of our teachers commute from Lubbock so we felt like we needed to 

accommodate to their schedules.”  He went on to further explain, “we wanted all teachers 

to be able to participate in the PLC process.  This required us to build PLC meeting times 

into our master schedule” (Int. 15, p. 1).  PLC meeting times were staggered, as Team #1 

met before the student lunch period and Team #2 met after.  Neither team had any 

authority to suggest or make changes to instructional practice or the pacing of the 

curriculum.  

Additionally, the campus administration took careful consideration of the fact that 

many of these teachers are the only teachers for a specific grade level and content area.   
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Developing meeting times in the master schedule was tricky because we have 

teachers that teach two content areas for one grade level or one content area for 

three grade levels.  We had to maneuver teacher aids to be able to cover classes 

for some of these teachers to make this work. (Int. 15, p. 2)  

Findings of this study noted that having a strong leadership foundation and the 

ability for PLCs to affect school structure, function, and processes should be considered 

when implementing PLCs in a rural, elementary campus setting.  

The findings for this study revealed, in answer to research question two, the 

primary strategy that teachers considered when implementing PLCs in a rural setting was 

the process required teachers to engage collaboratively with fellow staff members.  Mrs. 

Valentine stated, “We had wanted to work together in a collaborative setting since I 

arrived here… the problem was finding a way to make it fit with the master schedule 

because so many of us commute from Lubbock” (Int. 7, p. 2).    

The members of the PLCs understood the importance of and emphasized a 

collaborative environment and knew developing such a culture took time. Mrs. Farley, 

time keeper of PLC Team #2 explained this process.  

I can tell that we are improving our feelings of trust with one another. Trusting 

each other and moving away from the ‘click-ish’ working environment that we 

had is helping, and I do believe the PLC process is to thank for that. (Int. 11, p. 3) 

The district counselor agreed.  “I see more teachers interacting positively with each other 

in the hall during passing periods, in the cafeteria during lunch, and during staff 

meetings… but we still have a ways to go” (Int. 16, p. 2).   
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Shared Decision-Making 

Other factors for implementing PLCs were suggested from the analysis of the data 

of the study, including shared decision-making. The district’s superintendent was 

supportive of the shared decision-making process.  “We believe that teachers should be a 

major aspect of the campus decision-making process” (Int. 17, p. 1) said the district 

superintendent.  He went on to further explain:  

The teachers interact more with the students of our community.  So they know 

and understand their needs at a deeper level. To ensure that the needs of our 

students are at the center of the decision-making process, we need to involve the 

teachers as much as possible. (Int. 17, p. 2) 

The campus principal was also supportive of shared governance. He stated, 

I believe in shared leadership.  This is a paradigm shift for some, but we must be 

willing to give control to teachers and not be threatened by shared leadership.  It 

is critical to recruit teacher leaders to help make decisions that impact our 

campus.  Our PLC process can help facilitate this ideal and empowering teachers, 

I hope, [PLCs] will keep them here longer. (Int. 15, p. 3).     

The superintendent expressed his support for this sentiment. He stated,   

There is no way a principal can know everything that needs to be done on that 

campus.  We need to recruit expert teachers that can use the PLC process to help 

with the decision-making process.  This is easier said than done for rural schools. 

(Int. 17, p. 3) 

Since sustainability was a critical factor because the school had an Improvement 

Required rating, these strategies were discussed by various participants at a deeper level.  
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Examination of Data                                                                                                   

According to best practice guidelines, PLCs should be engaged in examining data 

at many levels.  However, as indicated in the notes taken during PLC observations, the 

PLC teams of West Texas Elementary did not examine student scores to adjust classroom 

instruction.  Mrs. Shluter explained, “…I know there are parts of it that we do not do 

correctly” (Int. 10, p. 2). Mrs. Michaelson followed up this statement by saying, “the 

process we have in place right now addresses our immediate needs as a staff.  We needed 

to collaborate more and share strategies to make us better individually.  As we move 

further along into the PLC process, we can add more pieces to it, such as disaggregating 

data”  (Int. 6, p. 1). 

Recruitment of Teachers 

Based on interviews and according to administration, the recruitment and 

selection of staff was deemed critical to the successful implementation of Professional 

Learning Communities (PLC).  Staff documents showed that the campus hired seven new 

teachers last year.  Two of them had prior experience with learning communities from 

another district.  Three of them had educational experience with PLCs from college 

coursework.  The remaining two newly hired teachers had no experience with PLCs.  The 

district superintendent stated,  

When we floated around the idea about PLCs last Spring, we felt that we needed 

to recruit and hire teachers that had experience with PLCs.  Whether it be from 

practical experience or classroom experience, we wanted teachers who were 

familiar with the PLC process. (Int. 17, p. 2)  

The principal agreed with the superintendent’s perspective.  
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We don’t want to be a campus that does Professional Learning Communities. We 

want to be a campus that is a learning community.  We felt that the best way to 

start is to recruit teachers who are familiar with it. (Int. 15, p. 3)   

However, hiring knowledgeable individuals may not lead to strong PLCs. The 

TEA Professional Service Provider (PSP) cautiously commented that the implementation 

of PLCs was a complex endeavor. 

PLC implementation and sustainability requires a change in attitude, a change in 

culture, and a change in our approach to thinking and collaboration. So far, I have 

not seen that. They’ve done a good job of hiring quality teachers, but I’m afraid 

PLCs have started off on the wrong foot. … Specialists need to be brought in to 

adequately train the administrators, train the teachers, and follow it up with 

continuous professional development throughout the year to ensure successful 

implementation and sustainability.  This is a time consuming and resource 

exhausting endeavor but I believe it is worthwhile because the teachers have 

bought into the PLC idea.  The new teachers who have experience with PLCs are 

to thank for positively spreading the word about how it could improve the 

campus. (Int. 18, p. 4)   

Retention of Teachers 

Related to recruitment of teachers, the administrators and teachers believed that 

retention of teachers was equally important. The superintendent had his own impression 

of teacher retention and its effects on campus PLCs. 

The larger neighboring school districts pay more money and offer better benefits. 

These are luxuries that small, rural schools have a hard time doing.  I fear that if 
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we lose a few teachers to the larger school districts, we would have to recruit new 

teachers and essentially start over. (Int.17. p. 3)   

The campus principal had a different perspective.  

Sometimes change is good but what I need is an assistant principal or 

instructional coach that can help oversee the PLC process and serve as a leader to 

direct meetings.  I wear many different hats and sometimes these responsibilities 

can keep me from being involved in PLC meetings.  If it’s not student discipline, 

it’s a parent on the phone or a teacher needing to meet with me.  But we’re not in 

a financial position to be able to add salaries and hire more people. (Int. 15, p. 3)   

Mrs. Gonzales explained that 

West Texas ISD has always been a stepping stone district for many teachers and 

coaches.  They come here to get experience on their resume then they leave for 

bigger school districts and jobs that are more prestigious.  This lack of continuity 

hurts our kids and our community.  It would certainly hurt our goals with PLCs. 

(Int. 14. P. 2) 

The superintendent supported Marlena’s statement by saying,  

There is no way a principal can know everything that needs to be done on that 

campus.  We need to recruit expert teachers that can use the PLC process to help 

with the decision-making process.  This is easier said than done for rural schools. 

(Int. 17, p. 3) 

Other Important Themes 

There were other themes that emerged from analyzing the data collected from 

interviews and were corroborated through observations, survey data, and/or PLC meeting 
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documents. These themes focused on the teachers’ perspectives of implementing PLCs at 

their rural elementary school. These perspectives were not anticipated in the original 

research design, but have provided significant insight into implement PLCs in rural 

settings.   

First, teacher buy-in to PLCs was important to the success of the initiative. 

Second, members participated in PLC collaboration to improve professional practice.  

Third, PLCs promoted teacher empowerment and the development of educational leaders.  

Lastly, the PLCs encouraged and promoted adoption of a vision for the PLC process and 

goals. 

Timeline of Emergent Themes 

         As depicted in Figure 4.1, the Gantt chart details the emergence of the respective 

themes and the extent of their involvement during the eight week study.   
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Themes 
Wk One: 
1/8-1/14 

Wk Two: 
1/15-1/21 

Wk Three: 
1/22-1/28 

Wk Four: 
1/29-2/4 

Wk Five: 
2/5-2/11 

Wk Six: 
2/12-2/18 

Wk Seven: 
2/19-2/25 

Wk Eight: 
2/26-3/4 

Teacher Buy-In                 

Collaboration                 

Empowerment                 

Vision & Goals                 

 
Figure 4.1.  Theme Emergence During the Study 

 PLC team meeting observations showed that the period of teacher buy-in began 

at the beginning of week one and extended into week two.  The next theme, teacher 

collaboration, began within week one and extended throughout the remainder of the 

study.  The third theme, teacher empowerment, began within week three and extended 

through the eighth week of the study.  The final theme, goals and vision, emerged 

towards the end of the study.  

Teacher Buy-in 

Teacher buy-in was critical to the implementation success of the PLC process at 

this rural elementary school.  Helping new teachers and other staff members develop a 

buy-in for PLCs was critical to the initial success of the initiative and should have been a 

priority of administration. As noted by the elementary principal,  

Our inexperienced teachers play an integral part in the campus improvement 

process because they’ve been trained in the latest, innovative teaching strategies 

that our older teachers have not been exposed to.  PLCs provide opportunities for 

our younger teachers to share these strategies. (Int. 15, p. 3).  

Teacher buy-in was established through administrative decisions, such as the meeting 

times and organization of the PLC teams, but the real process began with teachers 

owning the PLC initiative. 
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Organization of the PLCs 

Data analysis indicated that teachers could expect at least one PLC meeting per 

week and one campus staff meeting per month (PLC Ob. 1).  The campus staff meetings 

were normally scheduled the first week of each month (PLC Ob. 1).  The meetings 

consisted of campus administration sharing important scheduling information and 

updates to programs (PLC Agenda 1).  There were PLC team meetings each week (PLC 

Ob. 1-8).  At the elementary campus, the PLC teams were organized by content area that 

promoted vertical alignment with core content areas. The campus principal, campus 

counselor, nor the district superintendent attended any of the PLC meetings.  The 

reasoning behind this was not addressed during data collection.  The campus principal 

missed the campus PLC training session during the January professional development 

day due to other administrative responsibilities. Such ongoing responsibilities could be a 

contributing factor to the principal’s continuing absences at PLC meetings, as noted in 

the field notebook observation entries.  

The PLCs at the elementary campus were organized according to content area.  

The campus administration, in conjunction with staff and district leadership, determined 

that this organization would naturally promote vertical alignment of standards and 

collaboration of core content areas.  PLC Team One consisted of seven mathematics and 

science teachers in grades pre-kindergarten through 6th grade.  PLC Team Two consisted 

of seven Reading and Writing teachers in grades pre-kindergarten through 6th grade.  

Team One met on Mondays at 11:30 am before the student lunch period.  Team Two met 

on Mondays at 12:00 pm during the student lunch period.                  
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Members of the elementary campus participating in the PLC process met 

throughout the semester in order to select and evaluate instructional practices aimed at 

raising student achievement.  While members of the PLC teams on the campus did 

practice instructional collaboration while sharing strategies, the meeting time was often 

directed towards sharing strategies to improve classroom teacher performance.  Student 

assessment data was not disaggregated during these meetings nor was curriculum aligned 

with state standards. 

Structure of Meetings 

         Meetings can be a useful tool or strategy to disseminate and distribute important 

information for teachers and administrators.  However, meetings can also evolve into 

social gatherings where little or no professional information is shared.  Within each PLC, 

meetings were structured in ways to encourage constructive conversations.  The teachers 

of each PLC team exhibited behaviors that were characteristic of PLCs, including 

carefully structured agendas and concise directions.   

Observations of meetings revealed a consistent pattern for both PLC teams.  The 

meetings were conducted in the same room in the building (PLC Ob. 1-8).  The PLC 

Team #1 conducted their meeting before lunch and the PLC Team #2 conducted their 

meeting after lunch (PLC Ob. 1-8).  Paraprofessional aids monitored the students during 

each meeting.  After each teacher signed the roll sheet after entering the room, which was 

done for documentation purposes, the meetings began promptly and were focused 

throughout the 30 minute scheduled time block (PLC Ob. 1-8).  The time was focused by 

having agendas emailed to each member of each team two days prior to the meeting 

(PLC Ob. 2).  Additional copies of the agenda were available at the meeting in case a 
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teacher did not bring his or her own copy (PLC Ob. 1-8).  Most members brought 

notepads to take notes, but meeting minutes were never documented (PLC Ob. 1-8). 

Members were discouraged from discussing structural or procedural issues that 

could result in organizational change of the campus, such as the master or bell schedule.  

It was noted and explained by each PLC Team leader that this was the responsibility of 

the campus leadership team. Their responsibilities were to utilize PLC time for 

instructional improvement that would have a positive impact on student achievement in 

the classroom (PLC Ob. 1, Sp. 1). 

           Very few comments were related to increasing student scores, instead the time 

was utilized to share ideas for professional improvement. The PLC members assumed or 

perceived that improving themselves as teachers would naturally cause an improvement 

in student scores.  Student scores and data were never analyzed during meetings.  The 

leader of PLC Team One stated during their second meeting that they can individually 

disaggregate scores on their own time, “we should utilize our time to share ideas and 

strategies.  Not waste it by combing through pages of student grades.  We can do that 

during our conference period” (PLC Ob. 3). 

Mrs. Heflin was the team leader for team #1 while Mrs. Stevens was team leader 

for team #2.  The team leader’s role was to maintain focus and encourage more in-depth 

analysis as well as ensure that all members participated in the meeting (PLC Ob. 1-8). 

Mrs. Swinson was time-keeper for team #1 while Mrs. Farley was time-keeper for team 

#2.  It was the time keeper’s responsibility to maintain the team’s adherence to the period 

allotted during the daily schedule. As Mrs. Swinson also stated, “it is easy to get carried 

away with various discussions.  We like to talk (laughs)” (Int. 4, p. 1). These 
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responsibilities were not distributed by campus administration, but were mutually agreed 

upon informally by members of the respective PLC teams.  However, additional roles for 

each member were not clearly delineated and were often times appointed on the spot 

during meetings to prepare for the next week’s meeting (PLC Ob. 3-8).  Minutes were not 

recorded during meetings; however notes were taken by the respective team leaders.  This 

was a concern that was discussed among the PLC members during my final observation 

(Ob. 8).  

At the beginning of each meeting, the team leaders would introduce what topics 

they would discuss.  These topics ranged from classroom management to instructional 

strategies to intervention techniques.   Each member was given a list of topics before the 

meeting in order that they could prepare whatever data or reports would be necessary to 

participate in the discussion during the meeting.  For example, one meeting required that 

teachers be prepared to discuss classroom management strategies and techniques (PLC 

Ob. 2).  Each teacher was expected to bring copies of the classroom behavior plan with 

them to the meeting in an effort to share their knowledge and strategies.  Mrs. Shluter 

explained that she saw fewer disciplinary issues from students when she gave them 

ownership of the process.  However, she was quick to point out that this strategy would 

be more ideal for older students rather than the lower grade levels (PLC Ob. 2, Sp. 4). 

         PLC meetings for both team #1 and #2 were consistent and similar in their 

approach and structure. For example, each meeting began with a structured prompt and 

had a specific topic to discuss for the day (i.e. classroom management) (PLC Ob. 2-8).  

The expectations and agenda structure of each PLC were concise and understood by 

every member of the respective PLC.  While team #1 utilized a prompt at the beginning 
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of their meeting, team #2 agreed upon expectations and rules for each meeting.  These 

rules included “1). Be involved; 2). Be positive; 3). Listen carefully and respectfully to 

each other; 4). Keep disagreements in the meeting; 5). Do what is best for our students” 

(Ob. 1, p. 4).  

The leader for each PLC team began the meeting as soon as each member was 

present.  Sometimes this would cause a meeting to begin a few minutes later than 

scheduled, so punctuality of each teacher was stressed by both team leaders (Ob. 2-3).  

After the agenda topics were discussed by the team, the leader would open up the 

meeting to teachers for discussion of other topics.  These additional items were usually 

discussed during  the final ten minutes of the meeting.  The final two or three minutes of 

each meeting were used to map out the agenda for the next week’s meeting.  This format 

was coordinated by each team leader in order to stress consistency and foster collegiality.  

Shared Understanding of the PLC Process 

         Participants’ comments and perceptions during the individual interviews indicated 

a shared understanding about the purpose and process of PLCs.  The teachers 

participating in both PLC teams expressed a commitment to the purpose of the PLC 

process.  When asked about her perspective of how the PLC process has impacted her 

instructional practice, one of the more experienced educators within the Math/Science 

PLC explained that “the younger teachers in our PLC have been a great benefit to our 

campus because they bring they latest knowledge and skills to the profession that us from 

the older generation have not been exposed to” (Int. 9, p. 2).   
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Lack of PLC Process Training 

However, many of the teachers believed that there were parts of the PLC process 

that were being left out because they were not properly trained by campus administration 

or the local region service center.  Mrs. Shluter explained that the PLC process was a way 

“to engage in conversation between professionals who come from different backgrounds 

and experiences” (Int. 10, p. 1).  She further commented that it was a good way for the 

older teachers to learn from the younger teachers (Int. 10, p. 2). 

         Teachers participating in both PLC teams indicated that the transition to a PLC 

had been difficult because of the significant changes to the culture and mechanical 

processes of the campus.  For example, Mrs. Thomas explained that  

the PLC process requires a change in the approach to how we work as a campus.  

Many teachers are used to having a campus meeting once a month and now we 

meet at least once a week.  This was a change in our dynamic, but I believe it’s 

for the better. (Int. 2, p. 2)   

Previously meetings had not been so regularly scheduled, so this was a change for the 

teachers and staff at the campus. However, all members of the PLC teams indicated an 

understanding of the purpose for the collaborative meetings and its benefits. 

Teacher Collaboration 

         Numerous instances of teacher collaboration, an important aspect of Professional 

Learning Communities (DuFour et al., 1998) were observed during the meetings.  

Collaboration took the form of group discussions and data sharing opportunities, 

improving individual teaching skills, and working together on teaching units or lessons. 



Texas Tech University, Matthew Birdwell, August 2018 

80 

Instructional Practice 

In regard to collaborations related to student academic achievement, student data 

was not disaggregated to modify or adjust instructional practices nor was it used to 

horizontally or vertically align state standards (PLC Ob. 1-8).  However, student 

academic data was brought to meetings and used to justify or support ideas or strategies 

based upon topics that were being discussed (PLC Ob. 4).  For example, one specific 

teacher with only 3 years of experience brought data to a PLC meeting that reflected a 

high amount of student office referrals.  This specific teacher solicited ideas and feedback 

in regards to adjusting classroom management with a goal of decreasing her amount of 

student office referrals (PLC Ob. 2).  Interviews and observations revealed that using 

student data to support such ideas resulted in more positive responses from peers.  

Classroom observations revealed that these ideas and strategies were utilized by teachers 

if they were supported by student data in the PLC meeting (Classroom Ob. 10).  Both 

PLC teams displayed a commitment to improving instructional and professional practices 

when data showed support for that strategy or idea. 

Improvement in Teaching Skills 

         Teachers participating in each PLC team consistently worked together to share 

strategies for individual improvement in teaching skills.  For example, Mr. Palmore 

stated that his teaching style had progressed as a result of his involvement within his 

PLC.  He explained that “I have learned a lot from the other teachers.  For example, even 

though I still have a lot to learn I feel like I’ve improved with differentiating my 

instruction in a meaningful way for my students” (Int. 5, p. 2).  The researcher did not 

observe any examples of differentiated instruction in his classroom.  However, examples 
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of differentiated instruction could have taken place during another time that the 

researcher was not present.  Mrs. Gonzales described a similar idea, “I have learned how 

to use Chromebooks and various types of technology in my lessons.  Before PLCs, I was 

afraid of technology” (Int. 14, p. 2).   

  Some teachers brought specific student data and ask for advice from their peers 

on how to improve student understanding for that specific unit or lesson (Ob. 4).  For 

example, Mrs. Shluter brought data specific from a lesson on 6th grade reading 

comprehension.  Many students in her class failed to score above the proficient level for a 

specific state standard and a large percentage of them failed the check for understanding 

review.  Mrs. Shluter took her student data to her next PLC meeting and asked for advice 

on how to improve the student’s understanding of the standards.  Mrs. Shluter invited 

members of her team to co-teach the lesson with her if this would help improve student 

comprehension.  Mrs. Williams, the 4th grade reading teacher volunteered to observe her 

class in order to offer instruction and assessment advice.  Mrs. Wallace also was 

welcomed to co-teach future lessons with Mrs. Shluter (PLC Ob. 4).  Mrs. Shluter stated 

that continuously observing each other for professional improvement was something they 

could practice during the next school year.  “Why not make this a norm… something we 

do” (Int. 10, p.2).  After the meeting, Mrs. Shluter was observed talking with Mrs. 

Wallace to further organize a plan for observing each other for professional improvement 

(PLC Ob. 4).  

Building Trust Among Teachers 

         Critical to the effectiveness of any organization or school district is creating an 

environment of trust and mutual respect, which is also necessary for collaboration.  The 
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process of sharing of ideas, strategies, and opinions may at times lead to conflict 

(Achinstein, 2002) as teachers are concerned as to how colleagues may interpret such 

personal ideas. 

 Professional conversations were a key indicator of trust between participants of 

each PLC.  As the weeks progressed, PLC members opened their classroom to other 

members to build understanding of each other’s instructional practices.  Mrs. Swinson 

stated, “It wasn’t something we were excited about in the beginning.  But as more and 

more teachers came by our classrooms, it just kind of became the new normal” (Int. 4, p. 

2). 

         Within each PLC team and meeting, teachers displayed various levels of trust to 

their peers.  This high level of trust was seen in many different ways.  First, every teacher 

within each PLC team was open to discussion and sharing instructional strategies (PLC 

Ob. 1-8).  Second, teachers were forthcoming when they sought assistance from 

colleagues to aid in student improvement in their respective classrooms (Ob. 4).  Finally, 

teachers invited fellow PLC team members and colleagues into their respective 

classrooms for purposes of observation and professional improvement (Ob. 4).  I 

observed that many of the discussions and conversations within the PLC meetings 

promoted positive conversations and the positive remarks were evidence of an overall 

level of respect towards one another (Journal, p. 6).  Directives or expectations related to 

trust were never established as part of PLC teacher participation during the setting of 

norms.   
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A Sense of Community  

         Statements made during both interviews and observations from participating 

teachers reflect a sense of community amongst the staff within each PLC team.  Teachers 

frequently used the word “we” or “our” to describe their teams as well as their actions 

and decision-making processes (PLC Ob. 1-8).  This established a collaborative 

environment in which all teachers accepted a collective responsibility for the learning of 

their students. The PLC teams came together and created a banner that reads “West Texas 

Elementary School: A Community of Learners” to promote collegiality and a shared 

purpose among the students, staff, and administration.  This decision contributed to the 

collaborative environment as discussed by DuFour et al. (1998).  The team leader for 

PLC #1 read a prompt at the beginning of each meeting that stated:  

The needs of the students of West Texas Elementary supersede our own.  It is our 

responsibility to enhance the learning environment for our children.  We will 

show each member of this team mutual respect in order to reach our goal of 

student and campus improvement. (Ob. 2-7).   

Similar statements were made during PLC Team #2 meetings with the team leader 

consistently stating that “our students, our scores” (Ob. 4). 

Receptivity to Feedback 

         Both PLC Teams #1 and #2 developed a sense confidence in teachers with less 

than three years of experience.  Observations of PLC meetings showed that teachers were 

receptive to feedback and ideas from teachers who had three years of experience or less.  

Mrs. Valenzuela described her experience within her PLC as something that “changed 

my outlook and perceptions of teaching” (Int. 1, p. 1).  In her second year of teaching, 
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Mrs. Mrs. Valenzuela explained that she expected that she would utilize a “stand and 

deliver” approach to instruction because that was how she was taught during her student 

teaching assignment.  From dialogue and examples of her peers, Mrs. Mrs. Valenzuela 

explained that her views have gradually changed through meaningful PLC conversations 

(Int. 1, p. 2).  Mrs. Williams expressed a similar ideal when she explained that her 

experience observing her peer’s classroom instruction had influenced her professional 

practice (Int. 9, p. 2).   

Development of Teacher Empowerment 

         Evidence from both PLC team meetings revealed that the understandings and 

expectations for members to become leaders were expected, but not clearly articulated or 

defined (PLC Ob. 1-8).  Campus administration did not clearly outline expectations for 

members of each PLC to assume leadership roles within each PLC.  Each PLC team 

relied heavily on the leadership of its members, but did not rely on campus administration 

for guidance. PLC members naturally assumed such positions based upon personality and 

educational experience.  Each member volunteered for a position based upon his or her 

strengths, experience, and overall eagerness to participate.  Less experienced teachers 

chose not to take on more responsibility and instead took advantage of opportunities to 

learn more about the PLC process.  However, each person was expected to fulfill his or 

her duties as PLC team members when assigned responsibilities.  For example, Mrs. 

Swinson volunteered as the time keeper for team #1.  The expectation was that she 

clearly communicate how much time was left at specific points during the meeting 

because teachers had class after its conclusion.  Expectations for volunteered positions 

were informal and were not clearly identified or defined from campus or district 
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administration.  As a result, each PLC utilized current research and literature to drive 

their PLC activities in the direction that they felt would best benefit their students. 

Emergence of Team Leaders 

 Neither team leader possessed an educational leadership graduate degree or 

certification (Int. 3 & 13, p. 1), but these teachers were well respected by their peers.  The 

team leader’s colleagues were receptive to their feedback and ideas without any signs of a 

confrontation.  The team leaders were able to identify each member’s strengths and 

utilize them within discussions and sharing of ideas.  For example, the team leader for 

PLC Team Two consistently included Mrs. Ventura in instructional interventions because 

of her background experience and knowledge with reading intervention strategies and 

instructional creativity (Ob. 5, Sp. 2).  Both PLCs acknowledged the fact that 

participation from each member would result in ownership of their students and campus 

(DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2002). 

PLC Vision and Goals 

         As indicated in Figure 4.1, the discussion of a shared PLC vision and goal 

alignment in regards to student learning did not occur until the seventh week of the 

research study, primarily because the campus principal was not involved in the PLC.  

Data collected from individual interviews showed that campus and district administration 

advocated for the implementation of PLCs as an improvement mechanism for the 

campus. According to the campus principal, “When I first learned about PLCs in one of 

my graduate classes last year, I was intrigued and wanted to learn more about it.  After 

reading the DuFour book on PLCs, I was asking myself ‘why can’t we do this here?’” 

(Int. 15, p. 2).  The superintendent stated, “When Mr. Martinez brought the PLC idea to 
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me, I thought that it couldn’t hurt.  He was so passionate and excited about the idea it was 

hard not to buy-in to it” (Int. 17, p. 2).  These statements indicate that administration had 

vision and goals for implementing PLCs, but this was not passed along to the teachers. 

Confusion About Role of Administration 

         Interestingly, the teachers on campus participating in the PLC process believed 

that the administration supported the process and had a vision for its success.  One 

teacher stated, “We know the administration have a passionate interest in this process.  

Our principal asks about it all the time” (Int. 2, p. 2).  However, another teacher stated,  

We have a vision of where we want the PLC process to take us and that we want 

to be a community of learners, we just don’t know how to get there.  We have not 

done any kind of goal setting or plan of action for the future.  We need some 

direction. (Int. 4, p. 2) 

This lack of direction was understandable given the absence of guidance by 

administration (PLC Ob. 1-8).  The teachers also were interested in developing a PLC 

model handbook specific to their campus.  Both PLC teams have agreed to work over the 

summer months in order to develop and implement a Professional Learning Community 

Manual that will drive the campus PLC process towards reaching its vision of a 

meaningful and rich educational experience for all children (PLC Ob. 7).   

Region Service Centers or Other Support 

 Interviews from both teachers and administrators revealed the need for on-going 

support and professional development from the region service center.  The district 

superintendent explained, “We know we need professional guidance and direction when 

looking at our PLC process.  This project needs more than just local training.  We need 
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professionals to guide us, especially for the first few years” (Int. 17, p. 3).  The district 

counselor was in agreement with this sentiment. 

Rural schools cannot do it on their own.  We do not have the personnel or 

resources to be able to hire the specialists that the bigger school districts can.  We 

need to have the service center or a similar support system to help us through the 

beginning phases until we can get our feet wet. (Int. 16, p. 3)       

Teacher interviews expressed the belief that on-going professional development from an 

outside source was critical to the success of the PLC process.  Mrs. Shluter stated, “We 

have not received any training with PLCs.  We’re lucky that we have young, energetic 

teachers on campus that want to see this through… we’re not doing it (PLC process) 

correctly and we need some training this summer” (Int. 10, p. 2).  Another teacher 

remarked,  

We have so many questions about what we’re doing and we don’t believe our 

administration can answer them.  We want to bounce ideas off of them and grow 

as professionals.  The service center could show us new ways of doing things.  If 

we don’t improve, we [the district] could close and that could be detrimental to 

the community. (Int. 3, p. 3) 

         The teachers participating in the PLC process were unsure if the PLC process had 

been communicated outside of the school district into the community.  The campus 

principal explained that he did not include any information relevant to the PLC process in 

any newsletter or announcement (Ob. 1).  The superintendent had not discussed aspects 

of the PLC process during school board meetings.  The campus principal stated, “Maybe 
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once we get more comfortable with the PLC process, we will find ways to include parents 

and the community” (Int. 15, p. 4).  

 Summary 

         Chapter 4 has provided a description of the significant themes that emerged 

during the process of data collection and analysis.  These themes informed the researcher 

on the influences PLCs have on teacher professional practice and collaboration at the 

campus in which the study took place.  The teachers in each PLC team reported that their 

experiences within their PLCs positively informed and influenced their instruction. The 

teachers also believe that the initial PLC process supported their beliefs about 

collaboration as a tool for not only individual professional improvement, but also for 

overall campus improvement. However, there were some problems in implementing the 

PLCs due to the lack of guidance from and involvement of the campus and district 

administration. 

The findings of the research study revealed that factors such as strong leadership 

and campus structure, function, and processes should be considered when implementing 

Professional Learning Communities in a rural, elementary campus.  Furthermore, the 

teaching staff participating in the PLC process revealed that collaboration was critical and 

utilized when implementing the PLC process.  Team members collaboratively shared 

opinions, strategies, and ideas to enhance professional growth, and ultimately, campus 

and student improvement.  As a result, the PLC process for both teams developed 

educational leaders for the campus.  Other themes that emerged included teacher buy-in 

to a new process, educator empowerment, and development of a campus PLC vision. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

         Chapter five of this qualitative study provides a summary of the research 

questions, discussion of the findings, conclusions, implications, recommendations and 

concluding thoughts for future research.  This chapter was organized to include a 

dialogue of how the findings of this study related to the literature review and current 

research trends.  Chapter five concludes with implications and suggestions for further 

research. 

         Through analyzing data collected from surveys, observations, and interviews, 

themes emerged that have provided an insight into the function and structure of the 

learning community of the campus.  Due to the independent nature of the PLC process, I 

noted that participation in a learning community influenced and assisted the development 

of educational leaders within the teaching staff at the campus at which this study was 

conducted.  The teachers became a part of an organization that was responsible with 

changing not only the learning environment and processes of the campus, but they also 

adopting leadership skills. 

Discussion 

         The purpose of this research study was to analyze factors that may support or 

inhibit professional learning community implementation in an elementary school in one 

school district in rural West Texas. The intention was to identify factors to be considered 

with initial PLC implementation as well as strategies and best practices of campus 

administrators and teaching staff working in the rural elementary schools.  This 

information acquired in this study has the potential to guide the development of PLCs 
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within rural, small school districts, while increasing the quality of professional 

development for teachers in rural school districts. 

  This study looked at the factors that should be considered when implementing 

PLCs in a rural, elementary campus setting. Based on the findings, the primary factor 

should be ensuring that campus leadership is both well informed and deeply trained about 

PLC best practices (DuFour & DuFour, 2012) However, knowledge is not enough. 

Dufour and Eaker (1998) noted the vision and very essence of a learning community 

should be a focus on and a commitment to the learning of each student (p. 15), which 

implies an instructional leader is needed to set such vision and goals. 

If such leadership support cannot be obtained from campus administration, 

perhaps this targeted support can come from district administration, instructional or 

curriculum specialists, and/or anyone else who can provide initial implementation or 

sustainability assistance (Pirtle & Tobia, 2014). For rural schools, regional service centers 

may be one source of such support in the initial stages of training a PLC leadership team. 

Another factor to consider is that PLCs may change the school structure and 

daily/weekly schedules of rural schools to accommodate the process.  The findings of this 

study showed that the elementary campus principal altered the school schedule to allow 

its PLCs to meet in a mutually beneficial time.  Administration believed that meeting 

during the school day would be more beneficial for the process rather than having the 

teachers meet before or after school.  This factor corroborates with existing research that 

suggests rural schools and learning communities alter the existing structures and schedule 

meetings times for teacher collaboration (Chance & Segura, 2009) and directly connects 



Texas Tech University, Matthew Birdwell, August 2018 

91 

to the transformation process of the open systems theoretical model.  Both teachers and 

administrators can both be represented as inputs.       

The second research question asked ‘what strategies did elementary teachers 

utilize when mandated to implement PLCs in rural school settings?  Revealed by personal 

interviews and observations, teacher collaboration was the most clear and consistent 

strategy.  In regard to the staff of this rural campus, collaboration provided opportunities 

for the sharing of ideas, preliminary data disaggregation, and teacher empowerment.  

Campus learning communities provide support and encourage teachers to improve 

professionally while creating opportunities for their students to improve academically 

(Kruse, et al., 1994).  In regard to the current study on the rural campus, it was clear that 

teacher collaboration was key to the success of initial PLC implementation and 

sustainability.  Other factors that emerged during the study included shared decision-

making, examination of data, and the recruitment and retention of teachers emerged as 

strategies that campus and district administrators should consider when implementing 

PLCs in a rural school.  These factors and strategies directly connect to the 

transformation phase of the open systems model.     

     For PLCs to be successful at West Texas Elementary, administration will need 

to ensure that the decision-making continues to be distributed among teachers and 

administrators.  This reflects current literature on the relationship between rural 

communities and teacher empowerment, especially through the dynamics of a learning 

community (Daresh, 2007).  Teacher empowerment and leadership is one of the many 

outcomes of participation in the PLC process in rural schools (Howley & Howley, 2005).  

The teachers of West Texas Elementary School exhibited ownership of the decision-
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making process of the PLC teams.  However, there was no evidence that the teachers in 

this study had a major responsibility in the decision-making process of the campus 

outside of PLCs. As these teachers experienced outcomes of the PLC process, this 

represents the outputs of the open systems model.   

The development of the master schedule must support the PLC process of the 

campus.  Scheduling practices for professional learning communities (DuFour & Fullan, 

2013) suggested that PLCs be “structured into a teacher’s work schedule, but flexible 

enough to allow authentic collaboration about what the teachers themselves feel they 

need to know to improve student learning” (p. 6).  The elementary campus within the 

study adjusted their schedule in an effort for the teachers within each team to be available 

to meet during a specific time.  This adjusted schedule created a common planning time 

and a common teaching time for the participating teachers.    

The changing of the decision-making process is not always welcome at any 

school, but perhaps even more in rural settings. Many of the structures and processes of 

rural schools have been based upon the traditions and culture of the community (Cornish, 

2009).  For many teachers and staff members in rural schools, the accepted standard of 

leadership at both the campus and district level is largely unchallenged.  The PLCs at the 

elementary campus that was studied promoted the teachers’ ability to develop and modify 

procedures to assist curricular and instructional change that directly impact student 

achievement.  The teachers in this study exhibited behaviors and characteristics of 

ownership of the meetings and the respective outcomes.  For example, the conversations 

that took place primarily concentrated on students’ improvement.  Such attitudes and 
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actions are not always welcome by administration who may feel that their authority is 

being threatened. 

The PLC process should be focused on addressing the instructional needs of the 

campus. When rural districts and campuses implement PLCs, members should examine 

student data in the form of benchmark and state scores as well as formative and 

summative assessment strategies (Pirtle & Tobia, 2014).  Instead of the PLCs regularly 

examining data for the benefit of improving the academic performance of all students on 

the campus, in this study there were individual teachers who brought data and sought 

advice for improvement for a limited number of students.  For a campus that is under an 

Improvement Required rating, there needs to be a much more intentional effort to meet 

the academic needs of all students.  Within the open systems model, addressing the needs 

of the campus would occur within the transformation process in order to affect outputs.   

         Implementing the PLC process must include fostering an atmosphere of trust and 

acceptance within a rural school.  The focus of initial PLC meetings should be on 

developing structures to strengthen the collaborative environment of teachers to ensure 

successful implementation of PLCs proposals (Pirtle & Tobia, 2014).  This sense of trust 

must continue to develop.  While, both PLC teams may implement meeting processes 

that established expectations for positive collaboration and interaction, one caution is that 

each school year brings new opportunities to establish trust. Fostering such an 

atmosphere would affect the transformation process of the open systems model.  This 

would make the process of effective and impactful.     

         Acceptance of new staff members within a rural school and community can also 

have a huge impact on the success of initiatives such PLCs.  West Texas Elementary 
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School had four teachers on campus that had fewer than 3 years of total teaching 

experience.   Rural schools and communities have a reputation for not welcoming outside 

teachers or consultants because things are done a certain way and outsiders may be 

perceived as possible disruptions to the status quo (Nelson, 2010).  However, the 

recruitment of teachers with PLC knowledge and experience was a goal of campus and 

district administration in order to facilitate PLC implementation and sustainability.   The 

Texas Education Agency Professional Service Provider (PSP) tasked with working with 

the campus to improve their state standardized test scores and aid them with their 

Improvement Required rating noted, “If the district and campus administrators want to 

see PLCs succeed on this campus, they’re going to have to get more involved” (Int. 18, p. 

2).  The PSP went on to note “For this PLC process to fail, all it would take is one or two 

teachers who have a huge impact to leave the campus.  The process would then fall apart” 

(Int. 18, p. 2).   

 The findings of this study suggest that the campus and district administration had 

a minimal, indirect role in the implementation process of PLCs.  While the campus and 

district administration attempted to create a sense of urgency for change and tried to 

recruit new teachers to the campus who either were familiar with the PLC process or had 

previous experience with it, these efforts do not lead to quick improvements or the 

probability of long term sustainability. 

Based on data obtained from interviews, observations, and survey results, there 

are a number of strategies that campus and district administration should utilize to ensure 

successful sustainability of Professional Learning Communities.  These strategies include 

working with the local region service center, support for a variety of methods to 
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encourage continued collaboration in the PLCs, and purposeful communication of the 

vision, goals, and successes of the PLC process. 

Region Service Centers 

In order to become better informed about the training available for districts who 

wanted to implement PLCs, I personally contacted the Coordinator for Accountability & 

Compliance Services for the regional service center in which the elementary school in 

this study was located. The service center only offers on-site PLC implementation and 

sustainability training for school districts on an ‘as needed’ basis. The service center does 

not offer any sustainability training in the form of professional development or 

workshops throughout the school year.  West Texas Elementary School did not contact or 

schedule on-site implementation training with the service center, however, even if they 

had reached out for such assistance, the prospect of receiving help was limited. 

Supporting and Extending the Collaboration of the Newly Formed PLCs  

In addition to training, other support for the PLCs was noted. Throughout the 

process of collecting data on the campus, both PLC teams exhibited a commitment to 

achieving their goals.  Even though the goals were not specifically drafted or 

documented, the goal of instructional improvement and improving student achievement 

were clearly evident within each meeting based upon the teachers’ collaborative 

conversations.  Campus and district level administration should encourage this culture. 

There are very concrete ways that this work could be supported.  While professional 

development training would be one means of supporting the PLC, administrative support 

of this work could also include providing training on an as needed basis and consistently 

attending PLC meetings.    
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Interviews from both teachers and administrators revealed the need for on-going 

training and support through the local region service center.  However, after contacting 

both Region 16 and Region 17 service centers, PLC training and support is minimal.  

Both service centers do not offer professional development of any kind.  Both service 

centers do have a PLC specialist to provide districts with on-site training.  However, this 

on-site training must be scheduled several weeks or months in advance.  

Encouragement of Instructional Collaboration 

         The findings of the study showed that collaborative efforts influenced the 

professional behaviors of teachers who had less than five years of experience in 

education.  The idea that collaboration leads to deeper professional learning is supported 

by research (DuFour, et.al, 2005).  Findings for this study indicated that for beginning 

teachers looking for acceptance by the more experienced teachers, collaboration offered 

different types of benefits.  For example, Mrs. Valenzuela indicated that her focus with 

collaboration was sharing materials while Mrs. Michaelson used the collaborative 

opportunities to improve his collective understanding of meaningful instructional 

strategies.  As I began observing the PLC meetings, classroom instruction, and 

interviewing teachers, it became clear that collaboration and sharing ideas and strategies 

was central to their efforts to improve student achievement scores.  A collaborative 

environment is at the core of the PLC process as it provides opportunities for the sharing 

of ideas, strategies, data, and decision-making (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005).  The 

collaborative process allows teachers to address needs within their classrooms and on 

their respective campuses together as a team rather than individually (DuFour & Eaker, 

1998).  
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         Further data analysis revealed that there was a common understanding the 

purpose of collaboration.  Mrs. Valenzuela and Mack, as well as the other participants in 

the PLC teams displayed an interest in developing deeper understanding of instructional 

practices in order to accommodate a variety of student needs.  This closely aligns with 

current literature on Professional Learning Communities ability to adapt different 

instructional strategies to ensure student learning and achievement (Buffum, Mattos, & 

Webster, 2009). 

         Professional Learning Communities represent a distinct shift in the organization 

of schools as they offer teachers and administrators purposeful opportunities to develop 

and provide more efficient and in-depth analysis of student data and instructional 

strategies (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2004).  Though the PLC teams of West 

Texas Elementary School did not analyze student data as part of their process, the 

teachers became committed to developing a collaborative system based on trust and 

understanding when sharing instructional materials and strategies.  As noted in the 

analysis of interview and observation data, the teachers reported professional growth and 

an increase in self-efficacy.  Though the participants indicated that their experience with 

PLCs had been positive, it was a significant change from the status quo for the campus.  

Resistance to change is a common challenge for many rural school districts (Lamkin, 

2006). 

         Teachers participating in the PLC teams reported minimal to occasional changes 

to instructional practice, even though data reflected the belief that collaboration provided 

opportunities for professional development.  Without the collaborative opportunity of a 

PLC process, professional development opportunities can be difficult to acquire for many 
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rural school districts due to isolationism (Lamkin, 2006).  The restructuring of the school 

schedule allowed for more time for the PLC teams to meet and interact outside of the 

individual teacher’s common planning period.  

         The nature of the collaborative interaction within the learning community for 

West Texas Elementary School remains a crucial aspect to the campus.  The PLC teams 

operated within a specific framework for each team that delineated expectations and 

procedures for each meeting.  The teachers within each team understood their assigned 

roles.  However, interview and observation data shows that the teachers did not 

understand the functions and processes of PLCs. 

Implications 

         This study is significant for other rural school campuses or districts that are 

considering implementing the Professional Learning Community model.  As much focus 

is being placed on increased standardized testing requirements and student achievement, 

many schools and districts are searching for solutions or methods to implement 

meaningful change that leads to improvement.  Rural schools face many challenges 

including low funding, isolationism, and opportunities for professional development.  As 

such, it is imperative that rural schools look to Professional Learning Communities as a 

process for change and school improvement. 

         This study is also important to the participating school that was featured in this 

study. The findings of this study gives both administrators and teachers data that reflects 

areas of strength as well as areas of need in regard to the PLC process.  In reflecting on 

the findings, participating teachers, as well as campus and district administrators, may 

identify areas within their own practice to improve and others to maintain.  This study 
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provides data and support for both.  The findings of this study can provide a framework 

for understanding the unique dynamics of a Professional Learning Community within 

rural settings and the foreseeable challenges associated with implementation. 

         Finally, other educational researchers can utilize this study to improve 

understanding of Professional Learning Communities and the PLC process within rural 

school districts and campuses.  Rural schools are an untapped research field needing 

additional attention.  

Recommendations  

         The PLC teams on the West Texas Elementary School campus offer a structure 

that creates and inspires collaborative processes among teachers.  Despite the apparent 

differing viewpoints between campus administration and teachers, both held an obvious 

commitment to raising student achievement and improving campus accountability.  For 

example, campus administration felt that teachers needed more collaborative 

opportunities to improve accountability while teachers believed they needed to improve 

their own instructional abilities to positively impact student performance and campus 

accountability (Int. 15, p. 1; PLC Ob. 3-8) The findings of the study indicate that the 

West Texas Elementary School PLCs lacked a clear direction, vision, and understanding 

of the PLC process because administrators were interested in school rankings under the 

Texas accountability system while teachers were more interested in improving student 

learning outcomes.  

         Another recommendation for future research is the development and assessment 

of a PLC implementation model that is specific to rural schools.  The current DuFour et 

al. (1998) model is a one size fits all approach, but elements of the model may not be 
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conducive or applicable to small rural school districts. Figure 5.1 presents a proposed 

rural school PLC implementation model based upon findings from this study.  The model 

is organized by four domains across five implementation phases. 

Rural Small School Model 
 Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5 

Resources/Support           
Shared Knowledge           

Organization           

Time           
  
Figure 5.1.  Rural School PLC Implementation Model. 

         The first domain is resource support.  This category begins at the start of phase 1 

and extends through entire implementation process.  One concluded from the findings of 

this study is that external resources and support are needed for successful PLC 

implementation and sustainability.  Due to many rural school districts relative distance 

from service centers, training of personnel for PLC knowledge and best practice is 

difficult to attain.  Furthermore, in personally contacting the service centers within 

relative distance of this research site, I learned the service center did not offer quality 

PLC implementation training for school districts.  It is imperative that rural school district 

personnel receive training and support to facilitate successful implementation of PLC 

from entities that understand the numerous constraints in implementing professional 

development that are faced by each rural school. 

         The second domain is shared knowledge.  This domain targets two primary 

objectives:  1). Administrative leadership and participation within the PLC process; and 

2). Teacher buy-in of the PLC ideal.  In this study the elementary teachers believed an 

increase in administrative participation would contribute to the success of the PLC 
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implementation process.  Furthermore, teacher buy-in of the PLC ideal is equally 

important to successful implementation and could have been more evident had campus 

administration been more involved with the implementation process.              

The third domain is organization of PLC teams.  Within this domain, campus 

administration along with team leaders must organize the PLC teams based upon campus 

needs.  Due to the dynamics of small rural school districts in regards to the number of 

teachers per grade level and content area, PLC teams could look different across rural 

schools.  For the campus of this study, the organization of teams was based upon the need 

to align state curriculum standards vertically across grade levels.  This would create, in 

theory, a more fluid and succinct learning environment for the students. 

         The fourth and final domain is time.  The concept of time within this rural school 

PLC model addresses two different themes: 1). The development of the campus master 

schedule; and 2). Continuous and ongoing professional development to address needs of 

the PLC process after implementation.  In this study the elementary teachers desired to 

have their meetings during the school day in order to facilitate the large number of team 

members who commuted from a larger neighboring city.  Additionally, towards the end 

of the study, the teachers expressed a desire for training and professional development to 

ensure ongoing success of the PLC process.        

Participation in Virtual Personal Learning Networks 

 Online or virtual personal learning networks are becoming more popular among 

rural schools with smaller teaching staffs due to the ability for teachers to collaborate 

with other colleagues who teach similar grade levels or content areas.  This would be 

ideal for the campus under study because they would be able to collaborate with teachers 
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similar to their grade level, content area, and campus size and demographic.  Multiple 

rural schools could coordinate times when teachers of similar grade level or content area 

could meet online with efforts to collaborate, share ideas, and disaggregate data.     

Future Studies 

Future studies are needed to address some of the key questions related to the 

relationship of power and leadership within a learning community and teachers’ 

perceptions of administrative influence of a learning community.  These studies must be 

looked at across multiple rural school districts rather than limiting the study to one single 

case study.  Also, researchers must consider conducting longitudinal research studies to 

document changes in teaching practice and its intended impact on school improvement 

across multiple rural school districts to compare similarities and differences of PLC 

practice. 

         Due to the nature of many rural communities, there is growing need to analyze the 

effect the presence of PLCs have on teacher attrition for rural school districts.  

Researchers must pursue qualitative and quantitative investigations into the perceptions 

of PLCs on rural teacher self-efficacy and perceived acceptance by the rural community.  

As part of this research recommendation, additional studies need to explore the 

relationship between mentoring practices for new teachers and professional learning 

communities within a rural setting.  A possible research question for the future is “How 

do mentoring practices affect beginning teachers and what are some strategies used to 

increase teacher self-efficacy in a PLC of a rural school district?” Most educational 

researchers have concentrated on urban and suburban school districts while rural 

education has remained a secondary concern. 
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         While more research must be completed to compliment this study, there is also a 

need to expand the scope of how structures of a PLC affect teachers’ beliefs on their 

leadership roles within a learning community.  Within this study, teachers with varied 

years of experience commented that their PLC experience had influenced the way they 

perceive instructional collaboration.  A possible research question for the future is “How 

do teachers perceive roles of leadership or power when being introduced to the PLC 

process?” 

 Lastly, another possible research question that should be considered for the future 

is “How can region service centers offer support services for rural, small school districts 

that are interested in implementing Professional Learning Communities?” 

Conclusions 

 Two major conclusions were drawn based on evidence collected from the current 

study.  Each conclusion offers understanding of PLC implementation and sustainability 

support for the PLC process of rural schools.   

 First, the DuFour PLC model may not fit rural schools without several 

adjustments.  A factor that was revealed in this research process includes the aspect of 

school structure and function.  For larger urban school districts, PLCs can be created 

within an English I department or single grade levels because of the large numbers of 

teachers on that campus.  Within a small, rural setting a campus principal may see only 

one English teacher or first grade teacher for the entire campus.  This presents a PLC 

organization problem that only small rural schools face.   

Related to the rural school structure and function, many teachers employed by 

such schools either carpool to and from school each day from a larger city and/or coach 
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an extracurricular activity of some form (i.e. Gifted & Talented, UIL Competition).  This 

makes it near impossible for rural teachers to conduct PLC meetings before or after 

school on a consistent basis.  The only other option is to organize the master schedule in 

such a way that the teachers can meet during the school day.  On the campus under study, 

the PLC teams met for forty-five minutes on a staggered lunch schedule with 

paraprofessional aids monitoring the students during the meetings.  This shows that 

commitment to the success of the PLC process for rural schools involves not only 

teachers and administrators, but also paraprofessionals and other staff members.  

Furthermore, the topics that must be covered during a structured PLC meeting as outlined 

by DuFour and Eaker (1998) cannot be done during the allotted time of a rural school bell 

schedule.     

Exposure to PLC knowledge and training is also a challenge for rural small 

schools.  Larger school districts have assistant superintendents, directors, and specialists 

on staff that can conduct and train teachers on PLC implementation and sustainability 

best practices.  Small rural school districts do not have such staff or regular access to high 

quality professional development.  For the campus under study, the principal was the 

only administrator on site.  When he was called into a meeting during the PLC training 

session, the training could no longer be conducted.  The campus principal serving as the 

sole administrator for the campus is a common organizational structure for many rural 

school districts.   

Second, the amount of training and support for the implementation and 

sustainability of the PLC process is limited.  Local service centers near the campus under 

study are limited with the amount of support that is provided for rural schools.  If campus 
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principals are the only administrators in their school and have a limited knowledge of 

PLC process best practices, whom can rural schools rely on for successful PLC 

implementation and sustainability training?     

Summary 

         Chapter five provided a discussion of the findings as well as an analysis of those 

findings based upon themes presented in this chapter.  This chapter focused on the factors 

and strategies that rural school districts must consider when implementing the PLC 

process.  By examining two PLC teams at a rural elementary school, the researcher 

identified that: 1).  The DuFour PLC model has limited applicability for rural school 

campuses; and 2). Availability of training and support of PLC best practices for rural 

campus administrators by local region service centers in West Texas is limited.     

To increase the likelihood of PLC implementation success, district and campus 

administration must consider the possibility of coordinating a virtual professional 

learning network with another campus of similar size and demographic.  Campus and 

district administration must also consider training of principals and teachers with PLC 

implementation and best practice.         
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Appendix A 

International Review Board Approval Letter 

 
Dec 4, 2017 3:42 PM CST  
 
Shirley Matteson  
Curriculum and Instruction CI  
 
Re: IRB2017-1010 A Qualitative Study of Implementation and Sustainability Factors of Professional 

Learning Communities on Campus Accountability and Improvement.  
 
Findings: Approved. Best wishes with your research.  
Expiration Date:   Nov 30, 2018  
 
Dear Dr. Shirley Matteson, Fanni Coward, Kelly Trlica, Matthew Birdwell:  
 
A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above within the 

expedited category of:  
6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research purposes.  
7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, research on 

perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or 
practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus 
group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies.  

 
The approval is effective from Dec 4, 2017 to Nov 30, 2018. The expiration date must appear on your 

consent document(s).  
 
Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email 

approximately 30 days before Nov 30, 2018. At this time, should you wish to continue your 
protocol, a Renewal Submission will be necessary.  Any change to your protocol requires a 
Modification Submission for review and approval before implementation.  

 
Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may contact you to 

observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. You will be notified if 
your study has been chosen for a PAR.  

 
Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or federal 

regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  
 
When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure Submission to 

terminate this protocol.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  
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357 Administration Building. Box 41075  
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Appendix B 

Invitation to Participate Letter to the Superintendent 

Dear Superintendent, 

My name is Matt Birdwell and I am a high school principal at a small, rural school district in West 
Texas.  I have served as a campus principal for the past 4 years and as a social studies teacher 
and coach for the past 7 years.  I am currently working on my dissertation study at Texas Tech 
University. I am asking for permission to conduct this research study with your district because 
of your commitment to professional learning communities.  I am interested in identifying factors 
that support or inhibit PLC implementation with possibilities for campus improvement.  Your 
elementary school would provide valuable information that could substantially add to the body 
of knowledge surrounding PLC implementation and sustainability.   

The purpose of my research study is to examine factors that may support or inhibit professional 
learning community implementation in rural schools. The intention is to identify PLC 
implementation and sustainability strategies and best practices of campus administrators and 
teaching staff working in these schools, with a specific interest in elementary schools.  The 
information acquired in this study has the potential to guide the development and long-term 
sustainability of PLCs within rural, small school districts, while increasing the quality of 
professional development for teachers in rural school districts.   

For this study, I would like to survey the administrators (principal and counselor), teachers, and 
instruction aides working on the elementary campus.  The survey will take teachers and 
administrators about 10-15 minutes to complete. Based on these surveys, I will then be able to 
identify the baseline PLC knowledge of the participants.  I would then conduct informal 
observations of PLC team meetings as well as observations of classroom instruction for 8 weeks 
during school hours.  Observations will not require additional time and I will be scheduled at 
optimal times for those involved. Once these observations are completed, I would then conduct 
interviews of all participants to identify implementation factors and sustainability best practices 
for PLCs.  Each subsequent interview will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete and 
would occur when the individual was not directly responsible for students, such as during a 
conference period or after school time. I will ask those participating in the interview for 
permission to audio record the interview for accuracy. You will be provided with a written 
update once each data collection phase is completed. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and individuals would need to complete a consent form. 
The identities of the individuals, school or district will be changed so that information can in no 
way be linked to individual respondents.   
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If you have any questions concerning any aspect of this dissertation study, please feel free to 
contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Shirley Matteson, or myself at any time.  Our contact 
information is below: 

Dr. Shirley Matteson 
College of Education 
Texas Tech University 
Lubbock, TX 79410 
806-834-3841 
shirley.matteson@ttu.edu 
Matt Birdwell 
High School Principal 
806-441-8856 
mbirdwell15@gmail.com 
 
 
Regarding the conducting of the study in your school district, and specifically with those 
individuals at the elementary, please indicate your response below: 
 
______ Matt Birdwell has permission to conduct this study in our school district. 
 
______ Matt Birdwell does not have permission to conduct this study in our school district. 
 
Comments or questions: 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________________________________ _____________________ 
Superintendent’s signature (or designee)   Date 
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Appendix C 

Invitation to Participate Letter to the Principal 

Dear Campus Principal, 

My name is Matt Birdwell and I am a high school principal at a small, rural school district in West 
Texas.  I have served as a campus principal for the past 4 years and as a social studies teacher 
and coach for the past 7 years.  I am currently working on my dissertation study at Texas Tech 
University. I am asking for permission to conduct this research study with your district because 
of your commitment to professional learning communities.  I am interested in identifying factors 
that support or inhibit PLC implementation with possibilities for campus improvement.  Your 
elementary school would provide valuable information that could substantially add to the body 
of knowledge surrounding PLC implementation and sustainability.   

The purpose of my research study is to examine factors that may support or inhibit professional 
learning community implementation in rural schools. The intention is to identify PLC 
implementation and sustainability strategies and best practices of campus administrators and 
teaching staff working in these schools, with a specific interest in elementary schools.  The 
information acquired in this study has the potential to guide the development and long-term 
sustainability of PLCs within rural, small school districts, while increasing the quality of 
professional development for teachers in rural school districts.   

For this study, I would like to survey the administrators (principal and counselor), teachers, and 
instruction aides working on the elementary campus.  The survey will take teachers and 
administrators about 10-15 minutes to complete. Based on these surveys, I will then be able to 
identify the baseline PLC knowledge of the participants.  I would then conduct informal 
observations of PLC team meetings as well as observations of classroom instruction for 8 weeks 
during school hours.  Observations will not require additional time and I will be scheduled at 
optimal times for those involved. Once these observations are completed, I would then conduct 
interviews of all participants to identify implementation factors and sustainability best practices 
for PLCs.  Each subsequent interview will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete and 
would occur when the individual was not directly responsible for students, such as during a 
conference period or after school time. I will ask those participating in the interview for 
permission to audio record the interview for accuracy. You will be provided with a written 
update once each data collection phase is completed. 

Participation in this study is voluntary and individuals would need to complete a consent form. 
The identities of the individuals, school or district will be changed so that information can in no 
way be linked to individual respondents.   

If you have any questions concerning any aspect of this dissertation study, please feel free to 
contact my committee chairperson, Dr. Shirley Matteson, or myself at any time.  Our contact 
information is below: 
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Dr. Shirley Matteson 
College of Education 
Texas Tech University 
Lubbock, TX 79410 
806-834-3841 
shirley.matteson@ttu.edu 
Matt Birdwell 
High School Principal 
806-441-8856 
mbirdwell15@gmail.com 
 
 
Regarding the conducting of the study in your school district, and specifically with those 
individuals at the elementary, please indicate your response below: 
 
______ Matt Birdwell has permission to conduct this study in our school district. 
 
______ Matt Birdwell does not have permission to conduct this study in our school district. 
 
Comments or questions: 
 
 
 
 
 
_________________________________________________ _____________________ 
Superintendent’s signature (or designee)   Date 
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Appendix D 

Consent to Participate in Semi-Structured Interview  

Dear Participant 

I would like to extend an invitation for you to participate in a semi-structured interview based 
upon the survey you completed as well as the observations that were conducted previously.  
This study will focus on PLC implementation and sustainability factors.   

What is this project studying? 

The purpose of this research study is to examine factors that may support or inhibit professional 
learning community implementation in a rural elementary school in one school district in West 
Texas.  This information acquired in this study has the potential to guide the development and 
long-term sustainability of PLCs within rural, small school districts, while increasing the quality of 
professional development for teachers in rural school districts. 

How long is the interview? 

The interview should take no longer than 30-45 minutes to complete.  You will be asked to share 
your thoughts, experiences, and feelings.  The interviews will be audio in order for me to gain 
accurate information. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Yes, your participation is completely voluntary.  Dr. Matteson and the International Review 
Board has reviewed the questions and believe that you can answer them comfortably.  You may 
skip any question that you do not feel comfortable answering.  You can also stop answering 
questions at any time.  You are free to leave any time you wish and may keep the benefits from 
participating.  Participating is your choice.  However, we do appreciate your help with this 
interview.  

How are you protecting privacy? 

Your name will not be linked to any documentation and any use of this material in reports, 
studies, or publications will never be associated with participants in this study without 
permission.  No one other than the researcher associated with this study will have access to the 
raw data collected from this interview.  All related documentation will be stored either in a 
locked file in the researcher’s office and on a password protected computer.   
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If you have any questions… 

● The study is being conducted by Matt Birdwell and Dr. Shirley Matteson of the College 
of Education at Texas Tech University.  If you have any questions, you can contact Mr. 
Birdwell at 806-441-8856 or Dr. Matteson at 806-834-3841. 

● Texas Tech University also has a Board that protects the rights of people who 
participate in research.  You can ask them questions 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 email them to 
hrpp@ttu.edu. 

_____  Yes, I will participate in the semi-structured interview. 

_____  No, I will not participate in the semi-structured interview. 

 

_________________________________ 

Signature 

 

_________________________________ 

Printed Name 

 

_________________ 

Date 
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Appendix E 

PLC Participant Survey 

 
  
Q1 How many years have you been in the education field? 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

Q2 How many years of experience do you have on this campus? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

  
Q3 How often do you collaborate on your campus and in what setting(s)? 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

Q4 Do you have any prior knowledge of professional learning communities (PLC) and 
PLC best practice? If so, please explain. 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
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________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

  
 Q5 Have you participated in a professional learning community previously? If so, how 

many years ago? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

 
 Q6 What factors do you think contribute to successful PLC implementation? 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

  
Q7 What factors do you think contribute to successful PLC sustainability? 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Q8 What do you foresee as challenges with PLC implementation? 

________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

Q9 What do you foresee as challenges with PLC sustainability? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

Q10 Overall, what is your impression with PLC implementation on this campus? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

  
  

   

Q11 What are the benefits of participating in PLC meetings? 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F 

Interview Protocol for Dissertation Data Collection 

Date: 

Time: 

Location: 

Pre-Script:  Thank you for joining me today for this interview.  Is the room temperature and 
location comfortable for you?  (Wait for response).  Before we begin our interview, I would like 
for you to take a few minutes to read over the interview consent form (Hand participant the 
consent form. if they did not previous send in a signed copy, obtain one now).  Remember, even if 
you sign this consent form to participate in this interview, it is voluntary and you may exit the 
interview at any time.     

 The purpose of this research study is to examine factors that may support or inhibit 
professional learning community implementation in a rural elementary school in one school 
district in West Texas.  The information acquired in this study has the potential to guide the 
development and long-term sustainability of PLCs within rural, small school districts, while 
increasing the quality of professional development for teachers in rural school districts.  I will be 
asking you a series of semi-structured questions based upon results from the survey you 
completed, as well as the observations that were conducted in your classroom and your PLC 
team meeting.  I also may ask you to elaborate or further explain some of your answers for 
clarification.  This interview should take no longer than 30 to 45 minutes to complete.  Once 
completed, I will have our interview transcribed by a third party colleague to validate the data 
collected.  I will then send you a copy of the transcription for you to look over and approve.  This 
will give you the opportunity to clarify any of your answers.  Your answers will not be made 
available to any person other than myself and Dr. Matteson at Texas Tech University.  Your 
colleagues, peers, and campus administrators will not have access to your answers or interview 
transcripts.  Do you have any questions before we begin?    

I will use a pseudonym for your responses. Do you have one in mind?     

Although I will take notes during our interview, I would like to audio record this interview 
so that I can capture your thought accurately. May I audio record this interview?     

START RECORDER 

This is a semi-structured interview, so the researcher will probe responses to obtain 
accurate information. Therefore, following questions may be adjusted. 

These questions are about you. 

1. How many years have you been in education? 

2. What is your current role? 

3. How long have you been with the district? In your current position? 
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4. What do you enjoy the most about your current job?  

5. What do you enjoy most about working in this district? 

6. Describe your relationship with the rest of the staff and faculty at this campus/district. 

These questions are about the PLC initiative. 

1. Please describe your understanding as the purpose of PLCs. 

2. What training on PLCs have you experienced? (here or another location) 

3. What do you think about the PLC meetings you have experienced? 

4. What is your perspective about the impact of PLCs on your job? 

5. What is your perspective about the impact of PLCs on student success? 

6. How well do you feel your ideas and opinions are heard during PLC meetings? 

7. If you could make changes to the PLC meetings, what would they be? Why? 

8. What other things about PLCs would you like to share with me? 

The campus has been rated as Improvement Required.  

1. What is your understanding of the Improvement Required rating? 

2. How do you feel about the rating system used by TEA? 

3. What challenges does your district face that need to be addressed immediately? 

4. What other thoughts do you have about the Improvement Required rating? 

Post-Script:  Thank you for your participation in this interview.  Your participation will play a 
critical part not only with this individual study but also with the potential to guide development 
and long-term sustainability of PLCs within rural school districts.  I would like to send you the 
transcript of our interview for you to review. Is email okay or would you like a hard copy version?  

If you have any further questions in the coming days or weeks, you may call or email myself or 
Dr. Matteson (Hand participant the contact information).  Again, thank you for your time and 
have a great day.  
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Appendix G 

Observation Protocol for PLC and Classrooms 
 
Date:_____________________ Time:______________ 
Location:_______________ 
Participants: (use pseudonyms and/or counts) 
 
 

Descriptive Notes Reflective Notes 

Stated Focus or Goal/ 
Objective: 
 
 
 
 
 

Activities and 
Resources: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Assignments and/or 
Outcomes: 
 
 
 
 
 

Consider how the individuals in the observation demonstrated 
implementation of PLC best practices. 
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Sketch of meeting location/classroom appears on the back of this sheet. 
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Appendix H 

Audit Trail 

Interviews 

Participant Date Interview # Citation 

Mrs. Valenzuela 3/5/2018 Int. #1 Int. 1 

Mrs. Thomas 3/5/2018 Int. #2 Int. 2 

Mrs. Heflin 3/5/2018 Int. #3 Int. 3 

Mrs. Swinson 3/5/2018 Int. #4 Int. 4 

Mrs. Palmore 3/5/2018 Int. #5 Int. 5 

Mrs. Michaelson 3/6/2018 Int. #6 Int. 6 

Mrs. Valentine 3/6/2018 Int. #7 Int. 7 

Mrs. Ventura 3/6/2018 Int. #8 Int. 8 

Mrs. Williams 3/6/2018 Int. #9 Int. 9 

Mrs. Shluter 3/7/2018 Int. #10 Int. 10 

Mrs. Farley 3/7/2018 Int. #11 Int. 11 

Mrs. Childs 3/7/2018 Int. #12 Int. 12 

Mrs. Stevens 3/7/2018 Int. #13 Int. 13 

Mrs. Gonzales 3/7/2018 Int. #14 Int. 14 

Principal 3/8/2018 Int. #15 Int. 15 

Counselor 3/8/2018 Int. #16 Int. 16 

Superintendent 3/8/2018 Int. #17 Int. 17 

Service Provider 3/8/2018 Int. #18 Int. 18 
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Observations 

Name Date Location Citation 

PLC Observation 
#1 

1/15/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 1 

PLC Observation 
#2 

1/22/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 2 

PLC Observation 
#3 

1/29/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 3 

PLC Observation 
#4 

2/5/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 4 

PLC Observation 
#5 

2/12/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 5 

PLC Observation 
#6 

2/19/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 6 

PLC Observation 
#7 

2/26/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 7 

PLC Observation 
#8 

3/5/2018 PLC Meeting Ob. 8 

 

Survey 

Name Date Location Citation 

Participant Survey 1/8/2018 Elementary 
Campus 

Surv. 1 

 
 

 
  
 


