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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research study was to identify professional development 

opportunities that can improve instructional teaching practices by building capacity in 

teachers that increases their self-efficacy and ability to deliver lessons that include a high 

level of rigor that aligns with a curriculum that prepares students for successful learning 

at the college level.  

 The study attempted to examine the college readiness teaching practices in a 

small, rural high school in North Central Texas regarding the instructional strategies that 

best engaged students and helped to produce the greatest results in terms of student 

achievement on college entrance exams. This study sought to look at what curriculum 

supports helped build the appropriate foundation for learning that provided background 

knowledge and the ability to engage students with relevant information that prepares 

students for college-level learning. The qualitative analysis completed during this study 

identified three emerging themes that provided insight into the focus that this school 

district places on improving student learning outcomes. The findings and conclusions of 

the study provide empirical evidence that reveals the areas of importance that must be 

considered in order to provide students with the appropriate foundation for learning in 

order to give them their best chance for success in college. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 The subject of college readiness is becoming one of the most important areas of 

focus in schools today. In the state of Texas, following the 85th Legislative Session in 

2017, the accountability system that grades public school districts on a variety of factors 

that determine how well they serve students, was changed to be comprised of three 

domains. The first domain is the Student Achievement domain. A school district’s score 

in this domain is taken from the best score of either state assessments (STAAR/End-of-

Course) results or College, Career, and Military Readiness (CCMR) and the school 

district’s graduation rate. This new system gives equal rate to state assessment scores and 

how many students in the school district are ready to enter college, the workforce, or the 

military. According to the 2018 Texas Education Agency Accountability Manual, 

graduates can become college, career, or military ready in the following ways: (a) meet 

Texas Success Initiative (TSI) English/Language Arts and Math criteria; (b) meet 

Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) criteria; (c) earn dual 

course credits for taking college courses that also count for high school credit; (d) enlist 

in the Armed Forces; (e) earn an industry-based certification; (f) earn an associates 

degree while in high school; (g) graduate with a completed individualized education plan 

and workforce readiness; or (h) take CTE coherent sequence coursework that is aligned 

with industry-based certifications (TEA, 2018). By placing an equal emphasis on state 

assessments and college, career, and military readiness, the state of Texas is now 

requiring schools to spend equal resources, time, and planning in order to produce results 

that will meet accountability approval. 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 2 

 It is becoming increasingly important for schools to look at their practices and see 

how they can be aligned with the expectations and requirements of colleges. Previous 

research has identified a number of good practices when seeking to align high school and 

college expectations and requirements. These include: (a) study habits that go beyond 

basic and formulaic styles to much more mature and sophisticated learning; (b) the ability 

to make the correct choices on days or time away from class in order to properly be 

prepared for course and teacher expectations; and (c) regular feedback about performance 

so that adjustments can be made that increase the likelihood of learning and retention 

(Kuh, 2007). To simulate the type of instruction that would align high school and college 

expectations, teachers must provide a level of scaffolding that establishes the necessary 

rigor for challenging learning, but also allows for support in order to provide appropriate, 

personalized interventions that help further learning (Nadeau & Tinberg, 2011). 

 Creating a curriculum that prepares students with the necessary rigor, content, 

vocabulary, knowledge base, reading skills, writing skills, and learning skills that are 

needed for successful outcomes at the college level is a key area where schools can align 

their practices with colleges. David Conley, a key author on the importance of the 

curriculum provided in high schools and how it can align to what is expected in college, 

suggests that high schools should align their curriculum and instructional practices with 

colleges (Conley, 2007). This means that high schools should follow a curriculum that is 

challenging and prepares students with a knowledge base that will lead in to the material 

covered in college courses. From an instructional standpoint, it means that high school 

teachers should emulate the pacing and rigorous requirements and deadlines that are 

followed by college professors. Even though there are different levels of rigor followed at 
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different universities and by different professors, this standard of expectation can be 

matched by following hard deadlines, like a syllabus would outline, and by putting 

emphasis on students having to think and work in ways that go beyond just taking notes 

and studying what is presented in a class. Conley has also done work that speaks to the 

importance of teaching problem solving and reasoning skills, along with critical thinking, 

goal setting, time management, and thinking and learning skills (Conley & McGaughy, 

2012). Additional research highlights the importance for schools to select curricula that is 

relevant, sequenced, builds on prior learning, provides challenging higher-order thinking, 

and motivates students to learn by having a clear purpose (Meyers & Nulty, 2009).  

 Another key component of college readiness is the importance of professional 

development for high school teachers to help give them the skills necessary to teach their 

students at a college-ready level of rigor. Professional development should focus on how 

students learn, contain opportunities for hands-on learning and practice, allow for 

observation and feedback, and be ongoing so that the learning can be applied over a long 

period of time (Desimone, 2011). Professional development should also focus on the 

content, process, and context of workshops and training because that determines what can 

be put in to practice (Rollo, 2013). A highly effective professional development 

opportunity for teachers is the use of professional learning communities (PLCs). DuFour 

and Mattos (2013) wrote, “The most powerful strategy for improving both teaching and 

learning, is not by micromanaging instruction but by creating the collaborative culture 

and collective responsibility of a professional learning community” (p. 37). They can be 

done locally to address curriculum, build the self-efficacy of teachers, and help with 

sharing successful ideas that can positively impact teaching and learning in one’s own 
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school district. This type of professional development allows for timely feedback, open 

dialogue, and encourages a mindset of teamwork and support among teachers that can 

help with modeling and observation to create genuine discussions about teaching and 

student learning practices. In a PLC, principals and teachers engage in question and 

discussion on what will be of the greatest benefit to students (DuFour & Mattos, 2013). 

The use of the PLC model involves follow-up activities or discussion questions that 

ensure what is being learned continues to be talked about for further retention (Rollo, 

2013). There is not a rich amount of literature to help in teaching new strategies for 

learning through professional development or that connect professional development and 

college readiness. Most professional development is about teachers and content rather 

than students and learning. It is also difficult to connect to college readiness because of 

the lack of opportunities for collaboration between college professors and high school 

teachers. Some of the best ways to develop this type of professional development are 

through partnerships between colleges and school districts that allow for a sharing of 

what colleges expect and need with high school teachers so that they can work toward 

developing practices that align with those expectations.  

 Another factor helping students get ready for college is the importance of 

feedback, collaboration, and practice for both students and teachers. These components of 

the learning cycle are highly important to improving teacher capacity and efficacy, as 

well as gaining new knowledge and skills through learning attained in professional 

development. Love (2008) states that capacity is developed through professional 

development to gain knowledge, skills and feedback that helps a teacher know how 

learning is being applied and if it is being applied effectively for student learning 
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outcomes. This cycle involves taking what is learned, applying it to practice, and then 

getting feedback that either reinforces learning or leads to adjustments and developments 

that can improve how teachers feel about the job they are doing. The constant presence of 

learning is what builds capacity because there is constant growth that impacts 

performance. Efficacy might be the aspect that is most greatly influenced by feedback 

and collaboration. Most people need to know that they are supported and that they are 

doing a good job in the eyes of their boss. In teaching, this also extends to colleagues, 

parents, and students themselves. A key component of building self-efficacy and capacity 

in teachers is getting to collaborate with other teachers (Brinson & Steiner, 2007). The 

authors also state that feedback is critical to self-efficacy because of the mental strength 

that is gained from being supported during tougher challenges with students and parents 

(Brinson & Steiner, 2007). Feedback, collaboration, and practice are critical elements of 

creating a culture that is based on people working together and helping to strengthen each 

other through support. This is a culture that must be present in order to give teachers what 

they need to help them feel better about their performance and capabilities and to help 

them grow and improve.  

 A fourth way to improve college readiness practices in high schools is to target 

professional development through designing and piloting programs that help teachers and 

principals get needed training to improve instruction so that they can promote academic 

learning that is college-ready. There is a compelling need in the district that is the subject 

of this study to find ways to target this type of professional development for teachers and 

principals. Professional development pilot studies that are designed to improve 

instruction provide teachers the ability to transfer their learning to actual practice 
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(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012). There is a lack of literature on the availability of professional 

development designed to instruct teachers on the skills and knowledge base necessary to 

teach students with the rigor of a college course. There is little opportunity to seek out 

quality professional development that can improve these practices.  

Organizational Context of the Insider Action Research Study 

The small, rural school district in North Central Texas that was the subject of this 

dissertation-in-practice study has a long history of teacher and principal retention. 

Research shows that school leaders are important to teachers and students (Boyd, 

Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2011). Over the last 20 years, this school 

district had the same superintendent, five high school principals, three middle school 

principals, and five elementary principals. Of that group, only four were hires from 

outside of the school district. From an administrative standpoint, this shows consistency 

that includes people with a great deal of familiarity with the community, parents, 

students, and school district policies and practices. 

 As a result of this consistency with campus and district leadership, this school 

district has experienced long-term retention with regard to teaching staff. John Hattie 

(2008) listed the effect size of teacher-student relationships as d = 0.72 and of quality 

teaching as d = 0.44. The long-standing success in this school district, in terms of student 

achievement, was directly attributed to many factors, including highly effective teaching. 

This school district prioritized building relationships between administrators and teachers 

and teachers and students in order to establish trust and create successful partnerships 

based on genuine care for each other. The school district aims to give people a reason to 

come to its community through teacher and student retention and success. 
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 In order to recruit and retain teachers in this community, the school district 

leadership placed an emphasis on hiring highly qualified candidates that have ties to the 

community by either being from, married to, or have family or friends that are from the 

community. Small, rural communities have a mean coefficient of 0.229, which is the 

highest rating for teacher retention of any type of community (Ballou & Podgursky, 

1998). The school district administration placed a priority on teachers that are connected 

to the community and that also place an emphasis on living in a small, rural community 

to increase stability in the teaching staff. This school district cannot compete with the 

salaries paid in urban school districts, so priority is placed on hometown people and 

teachers that have experience in small, rural schools and want to raise their families in 

that same type of community and school. 

 As has been stated about the personnel of this small, rural school district in North 

Central Texas, the community is also made up of families that have been residents for 

generations. With this type of history there are many families that have several members 

who attended school in this school district. This pattern led to labeling and deficit 

thinking based on comparisons from past experiences. “One aspect of deficit thinking 

that fails to die is that low-SES parents do not value the importance of education” 

(Valencia, 2010, pp. 131). Though this statement is usually made about parents of color, 

in this school district this applied to families that lived in poverty. Deficit thinking also 

blames minority students and families for not excelling in school because of a lack of 

foundation developed in the home and a lack of parent support of the school (Yosso, 

2005). With the increased attention on the special education, at-risk, and low-

socioeconomic subgroups in accountability, the administration of this school district is 
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proactive in addressing deficit thinking when it comes to students that are related to past 

generations of struggling learners. The administration and teachers have dedicated 

themselves to teaching all students in a way that meets their individual learning needs. 

 In this community there is very little racial diversity. However, there is a great 

amount of diversity based on economic and social status, which also impacts the culture 

of the community and school system. Pierre Bourdieu (1986) stated that, “economic 

capital is at the root of all the other types of capital” (pp. 254). Bourdieu (1986) also 

demonstrated that social capital does not exist on its own because of the mutual 

relationship between economic, social, and cultural capital: they build off of each other. 

In this small, rural school district in North Central Texas, economic status determines 

cultural capital. Those that have resources and they are also the ones that occupy seats on 

the school board, hospital board, city council, and are in senior level leadership positions 

at the school, hospital, banks, and own and operate their own businesses. In this small 

community, if you do not have a favorable economic status, then your scope and reach of 

influence is much smaller. In this school district, the teachers and administration work 

hard to erase the lines that separate students based on these factors. If a school cannot 

create a culture that is based on equal educational opportunities, then it faces the same 

battles that exist in society that will always result in barriers, differences, and a lack of 

togetherness.  

 With a large demographic of at-risk students and students that live in poverty, this 

school district has had to prioritize interventions in order to close performance gaps in 

order to positively impact student achievement. Valencia (2010) asserts that at-risk 

students are not necessarily going to fail school because of their problems, but schools 
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run the risk of causing them to fail because of deficit thinking. In this school district, 

there has been blame placed on family culture and background rather than a belief that 

every student can be taught and it is the school’s job to teach all students on their current 

level. There has been a great amount of resentment toward students that come in with 

deficits and are not on grade level in terms of their knowledge and skills. The 

administration of this school district has worked to build the capital of all teachers so they 

can build the capital of students where this mindset is eradicated from reasoning. They 

take what they have and help the student achieve because they believe that every student 

can learn. 

Background of the Problem of Professional Practice 

This small, rural school district in North Central Texas has a long history of 

teacher and principal retention. From an administrative standpoint, this is a great deal of 

consistency that also includes people that have a great deal of familiarity with the 

community, parents, students, and school district policies and practices. As a result of this 

consistency with campus and district leadership, there is a long-standing history of 

success in terms of student achievement. 

 The community that is home to this school district lacks racial diversity. The 

demographics of the population are mostly white with the second highest demographic 

being Hispanic. There is a small African American population. The community is rural 

and the top method of income for families is farming. The two largest employers in the 

community are the school district and the local hospital. The community is a mix of 

middle-class workers and a lower socioeconomic group that settle here because of the 

cheap cost of living and government housing options.  
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 As previously indicated, the consistency and continuity of people has led to a 

great amount of success in all aspects of the school district. A great amount of this 

success stems from the fact that a large segment of the population comes from families 

that have lived in this small, rural community for a long time. Many leave to further their 

education and then return to raise their own families. Others stay to run the family 

business. There are a great number of third, fourth, and fifth generation students in this 

school district. The expectation of success runs deep from this long-standing presence of 

families in this community.  

 In recent years, this expectation has also resulted in a lack of desire to embrace 

change because members of the community do not want to change what has worked. As 

education has evolved, this lack of desire to embrace change has become increasingly 

difficult to reconcile. The lack of change in the school district that is the subject of this 

study has resulted in a system that is based on taking certain courses for graduation that 

boost grade point average and honors points in order to graduate with a class rank that 

places them in the top 10% of the graduating class or in the position of valedictorian. The 

selection of courses in this school district has become less about preparing for the rigor 

and challenge of college and more about taking easier classes so students can earn a 

grade point average that places them at the top of their class.  

Statement of the Problem of Professional Practice 

There is a lack of an aligned and articulated curriculum in this school district that 

is designed to provide the framework, foundation, and appropriate yearly growth that 

must be present to provide rigorous learning that prepares college ready graduates. As a 

result, the high school teachers do not have the necessary knowledge and skills to 
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effectively differentiate instruction and provide the necessary rigor and challenge to help 

prepare college ready graduates. In order to address this district need, a targeted 

professional development program should be designed to provide teachers and principals 

with focused knowledge, skills, tools, and follow-up support to be able to engage in 

continuous and effective data-driven instructional planning, delivery, and assessment to 

meet the comprehensive learning performance and college readiness needs of this 

district’s students.  

Purpose of the Study 

The explanatory factors that have been identified through an exploratory needs 

assessment, a review of data, a root cause analysis, and a review of the knowledge base to 

help back up the identified problems, guide the purpose of this study. These factors are 

detailed in this paragraph and in much greater detail in the review of literature to support 

their validity. These explanatory factors are as follows: the principals lack the necessary 

knowledge and skills to articulate a curriculum that meets the necessary rigor for college 

readiness; the principals do not have the knowledge and leadership skills to support 

instructional team capacity building; the principals do not understand how to properly 

target professional development that provides teachers with the confidence, knowledge, 

and skills to build capacity toward increasing college ready rigor in instructional 

practices; the teachers in this school district lack the necessary professional development 

to gain confidence in being able to appropriately differentiate lesson delivery in order to 

provide college-level rigorous lessons; the teachers lack instructional efficacy and 

confidence to provide lessons that go beyond their personal comfort zone to challenge 

students; and the teachers lack the necessary instructional strategies to be able to structure 
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lessons that include appropriate scaffolding to build toward college-level rigorous 

questioning and thinking skills for all students.  

 The principals lack the necessary knowledge and skills to articulate a curriculum 

that meets the necessary rigor for college readiness. In order to maximize student learning 

outcomes, all curriculum design should be relevant, sequenced, and linked to prior 

coursework and standards; require students to engage in higher order thinking; align to all 

other courses and learning outcomes; and provide a challenge and motivation to learn 

(Meyers & Nulty, 2009). Relevance is key in curriculum articulation because it engages 

student’s learning through real-world and authentic examples that allow them to relate to 

the material (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). All curricula should have a clear purpose and 

direction that is known by all students so they can see what they are expected to know 

and how it fits in to the sequence of what they have learned before and what they are 

expected to learn in the future (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). 

The principals do not have the knowledge and leadership skills to support 

instructional team capacity building. Professional development in a principal’s own 

district, such as learning walks and direct coaching and feedback from central office and 

from outside the district, such as leadership academies, are proven ways to build capacity 

for principals so they can gain this critical knowledge and improve their leadership skills 

(Hamilton, Engberg, Steiner, Awsumb & Yuan, 2012). Creating a culture that is based on 

continuous learning and sharing knowledge builds teacher capacity through effective 

instructional leadership (Duze, 2012). The main business of schools is teaching and 

learning, which are both directly impacted by teachers (Duze, 2012).  
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The principals in this district do not understand how to properly target 

professional development that provides teachers with the confidence, knowledge, and 

skills to build capacity toward increasing college ready rigor in instructional practices. 

Professional development that targets improving instructional practices through 

establishing relationships with other educators and having opportunities to practice new 

skills is most effective (Colbert, Brown, Choi & Thomas, 2008). Professional 

development activities should be targeted toward learning that is intense, ongoing, 

practical, focused on student learning, and content-specific (Pella, 2015). Van Driel and 

Berry (2012) found that teachers actively participating in collaborative professional 

development in the form of a professional community leads to high-quality professional 

development that builds collaboration and relationships. Danielson, Doolittle, and 

Bradley (2007) wrote that professional development that is based on system change that 

targets implementation of the information learned helps with the long-term impact that 

can be sustained in practice. This ability to sustain learning from professional 

development into consistent practice is aided by building capacity in teachers that can 

only come from effective, targeted professional development (Danielson et al., 2007). 

The teachers lack the necessary professional development to gain confidence in 

being able to appropriately differentiate lesson delivery in order to provide college-level 

rigorous lessons. Evidence shows that professional development that is based on content 

and practical application from the classroom in the form of curriculum used and evidence 

that students are learning greatly impacts student performance and teacher effectiveness 

(Hill, 2009). Professional development is most effective when it directly addresses 

teacher weaknesses with opportunities to focus on improving those areas (Hill, 2009). 
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Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, and Fung (2008) wrote that, “the most effective professional 

development helps teachers understand the most important student outcomes to be 

addressed, helps maintain a focus on the students, and helps teachers bridge the gap 

between what they currently know and what will best impact student outcomes” (p. 28). 

Lastly, professional development that consists of a focus on content, active observation 

and feedback, consistency with content knowledge and district policies, efficient use of 

time to maintain engagement, and participation with an aligned group in order to be 

interactive helps to increase teacher instructional practices in a way that improves student 

achievement (Desimone, 2011).   

The teachers in this district lack instructional efficacy and confidence to provide 

lessons that goes beyond their personal comfort zone to challenge students. Teachers with 

high self-efficacy have more effective classroom management, are more innovative 

teachers, have higher expectations for learning for their students, and help students to 

take more responsibility for their own learning (Holzberger, Philipp & Kunter, 2013). 

Teacher self-efficacy is influenced by classroom experiences, student achievement, peer 

observations, feedback from co-workers, and the level of stress and tiredness of the 

teacher (Holzberger et al., 2013). Holzberger et al. (2013) found that self-efficacy 

improves most when there is success in the classroom. A culture of positive collective 

teacher efficacy helps impact student performance, lessens the impact of low-

socioeconomic students, helps build positive relationships with parents, and creates a 

positive work environment for teachers that aids buy-in and commitment (Brinson & 

Steiner, 2007). Teacher self-efficacy is important in establishing effective schools 
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because it helps them overcome the struggles they face in educating students (Calik, 

Sezgin, Kaygaci, & Kilinc, 2012).  

The teachers lack the necessary instructional strategies to be able to structure 

lessons that include appropriate scaffolding to build toward college-level rigorous 

questioning and thinking skills for all students. Students that use higher levels of thinking 

strategies adapt well to their schoolwork (Askell-Williams, Lawson & Skrzypiec, 2012). 

The authors also indicate that teachers need to know how to learn in order to help their 

students develop strategies for learning (Askell-Williams et al., 2012). The research 

outlined in this article reveals that all school staff should be trained specifically on 

interventions for thinking in order to help students engage with the instruction (Askell-

Williams, et al., 2012). 

If a professional development program is implemented that targets the areas of 

building instructional capacity in teachers by increasing their self-efficacy through 

learning gained on instructional strategies through collaboration and practical application, 

and also helps them to gain the necessary confidence to articulate and align a curriculum 

that fosters rigorous, higher-level thinking, then teachers and principals in the district will 

have the confidence and instructional capacity to provide lessons and strategies for 

student instruction that are rigorous and prepare students for the demands of college 

coursework. 

Design Parameters of the Study 

 This study employed an insider action research methodological design that 

incorporated multiple design-based school improvement intervention design principles 

and strategies.  



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 16 

Significance of the Study 

 There is a compelling need in this school district for carefully designed action 

research studies that focus on designing and piloting targeted professional development 

programs for the high school campus teachers and principals in this school district. The 

instructional leaders need help to refine their knowledge and skills so they can provide 

teachers with the focused professional development training and instructional planning 

tools and resources they need so they can implement them in practice. The principals 

need to be able to engage in conversations with the teachers that engage them in 

intentional differentiated instruction-driven lesson plans that promote rigorous classroom-

based teaching activities that focus on college-ready academic learning. There is a gap in 

the literature connecting professional development with the college readiness of students 

and how to target professional development that can positively impact preparing students 

for the rigor of college courses. There is also a gap in the literature that can help teachers 

gain instructional learning strategies that can be used in their classrooms to teach in more 

college-ready styles.  

 From the literature reviewed for this study, there is a strong connection to college 

readiness and curriculum alignment. There is a strong emphasis on the importance of 

feedback, collaboration, and practice as critical components of professional development 

that must be included in any effective learning that can improve practice for teachers and 

principals. There is also a strong need for professional development that improves 

instructional practices for teachers. This study provides further research on how a plan 

can be designed that implements these strategies into practice in order to try and 

positively impact student outcomes. The findings that come from this study may be used 
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as parameters for a vision of teaching and learning that prepares students for college in 

any school district in the country. 
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Figure 1.1. Change drivers diagram. 
 

The problem of professional practice concerns high school teachers not being 

equipped with the skills necessary to produce instruction that matches the rigor of 

college-level courses and professors. To address this problem of practice, the researcher 

conducted this study to investigate the development of a targeted professional 
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development program, how to build instructional capacity in teachers by increasing self-

efficacy through learning gained on instructional practices and strategies through 

professional development, and how to properly articulate and align a curriculum that 

prepares students for college by matching the type of higher-level thinking and academic 

rigor expected of college students. If these steps are implemented with fidelity, then the 

teachers and principals in this school district may gain the necessary confidence and 

instructional capacity to develop learning strategies and lessons that prepare students for 

the demands of college courses. 

Conceptual Definitions of Study Variables and Dimensions 

Targeted professional development – opportunities to attain skills and 

knowledge in practical settings that are focused on a specific area of teaching or learning 

and can directly influence practice in the current educational setting of a professional 

Instructional capacity – the necessary resources to improve the quality of 

instruction in a teacher 

Self-efficacy – the extent to which people believe they are capable of achieving 

specific goals, how they feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave 

Instructional strategies – how teachers help shape learning environments and 

styles of learning by varying the ways that information is presented 

Instructional practices – effective and efficient classroom interaction that drives 

students to have successful learning experiences 

Professional development – an integral part of school and local education 

agency strategies for providing educators with the knowledge and skills necessary to 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 20 

enable students to succeed and meet challenging state academic standards; are intensive, 

collaborative, job-embedded, data-drive, and classroom-focused 

Articulation – the relationship between content, curriculum, instruction, and 

evaluation in programs that focus on student learning 

Alignment – an academic program that is organized and purposefully facilitates 

learning, lacks gaps in content, and crosses subject areas and grade levels 

Curriculum – the lessons and academic content taught in a school 

Rigor – knowledge and concepts that are complex and help students acquire skills 

that can be applied in a variety of contexts 

Higher-order thinking – a concept of learning that some types of learning 

involve tougher cognitive processes 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the college readiness instructional 

practices in a small, rural school district in North Central Texas. To achieve the purpose 

of this study, the following research questions were used: 

1. How can the professional learning community articulate and align a 

curriculum that builds on the mastery of content and provide instructional 

practices that facilitate college preparedness and readiness through teaching 

higher-level and higher-order thinking skills and placing learning in the hands 

of the students? 

2. In what ways can a targeted professional development system be designed that 

provides instructional support for all teachers in the areas of differentiation 

and rigor that meet college readiness standards? 
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3. How can the campus principal target and facilitate professional development 

opportunities that include practical experience with developing strategies that 

increase self-efficacy and positively impact instructional capacity so that 

teachers can prepare students for college-level coursework?  

Assumptions 

 In the conduct of the study of the investigation, the researcher relied on data in the 

form of school district report cards for both the campus and district, Texas Academic 

Performance Ratings (TAPR) for both the campus and district, A-F accountability ratings 

for the district, and scores on the ACT, SAT, TSI, and ASVAB college entrance exams 

and academic competency tests. These forms of assessment and data are available to 

school districts every year and are the primary tools in which funding and school district 

performance are measured. These assessments and data are accumulated from both the 

Texas Education Agency (TEA) and College Board. It is the assumption of the researcher 

that the direct results of this study may be seen in the data within one year of 

implementing the findings of this study, but with a greater impact within two years. 

These data are reliable because they are compiled by the groups that are responsible for 

performance reporting in this state and are used to determine accountability that goes 

toward school district accreditation. The State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR) End-of-Course test results for the high school campus will also be 

considered, particularly in terms of the number of students that Meet Standard and Master 

Standard. These two levels of achievement help to determine college readiness and will 

be used as benchmark standards for achievement in this school district. 
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Delimitations 

 The specific constraint of this study is that it only involved the high school 

campus of this school district. It is the hope of the researcher that the ideas for curriculum 

alignment and best practices for teaching can be used at other levels. Professional 

development was limited to opportunities at the local level, the region service center, 

school districts in this area and region, and opportunities within the state of Texas. Due to 

budgetary constraints, professional development on a national level was not considered.  

Limitations 

 The findings, results, and conclusions of this specific insider action research 

design study were specific to this small, rural school district in North Central Texas. This 

campus and school district was the organizational frame and focus of this study’s insider 

action research investigation and the study’s results, findings, and conclusions do not and 

should not be construed to have any explicit or implicit generalizability to other 

school/district organizational contexts and socio-political situations. 

Summary 

 This study examined the problem of professional practice in a small, rural school 

district in North Central Texas that the high school teachers do not have the necessary 

knowledge and skills to effectively differentiate instruction and provide the instructional 

rigor to prepare college-ready graduates. This problem of professional practice was 

addressed by developing a targeted professional development program, building 

instructional capacity in teachers by increasing self-efficacy through learning gained on 

instructional practices and strategies in professional development, and articulating and 

aligning a curriculum that gives teachers confidence to emphasize rigorous, higher-level 
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thinking. The desired outcome of these strategies was that the teachers and principals in 

the district will have the confidence and instructional capacity to provide lessons and 

strategies for student instruction that are rigorous and prepare students for the demands of 

college coursework. 

 The research questions that guide this study investigate the impact of curriculum 

alignment on college readiness; how to implement a culture of feedback, collaboration, 

and practice to strengthen the learning and skill attainment from professional 

development and professional learning communities; and develop a targeted professional 

development program that provides teachers and administrators with the skills and 

knowledge necessary to develop instruction that prepares students for college. The goal 

of this study is to develop improvement ideas that can be used to strengthen teaching and 

learning practices in this school district that produce the desired outcomes of better 

preparing students for success in college. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

 College readiness has become one of the main components on which schools and 

districts in the state of Texas are assessed for accountability. College readiness is, 

“rapidly supplanting high school graduation as a key priority for the K-12 education 

system” (Sambolt & Blumenthal, 2013). It is defined as a student being ready to succeed 

in entry-level college courses that lead to a degree without needing remediation (Conley, 

2012). It has become an area that all school districts must address through evaluation of 

current practices that are meant to help prepare students for college. Statistics show that 

between 30% and 60% of high school graduates need remedial coursework when they get 

to college (Conley, 2006). This is an alarming number considering the number of 

students that graduate from high school every year with high grade point averages and 

state assessment scores but poor college entrance exam scores. Martinez and McGrath 

(2014) state that less than one-third of all American high school students are ready for 

college and only 26% of students that took the ACT test met the benchmarks for college 

readiness in English, reading, math, and science. That is a staggering number of students 

that are either going to be forced to begin their college career in a two-year college or 

take remedial classes in order to prepare to take regular college classes. More than 90% 

of all high school students intend to pursue education beyond high school, but many have 

not done anything in education that will prepare them to do well in college (Kuh, 2007). 

Less than half of all high school students put in the amount of time studying each week 

that is required in college (Kuh, 2007). There are many skills and a knowledge base that 

students must master to be ready for college that go beyond what is needed to pass state 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 25 

assessments (Lemov, 2010). Hattie (2008) lists three major meta-analyses of studies, 

conducted in 1990, 2001, and 2007, that show the correlation between high school grades 

and college grades. These studies show effect sizes of 1.02, 0.52, and 0.90, respective to 

the years of the meta-analyses studies, for the correlation between high school and 

college grades (Hattie, 2008). For an average effect size of 0.40 those three major studies 

show how important high school success should be for college preparedness. In order for 

the successes of high school to align with what is successful in college, we need to align 

the preparation of teachers and principals with what is expected in college so that, as 

educators, we can meet the needs of our students so they can be college-ready. We must 

teach our students to collaborate with each other and with teachers because it is a vital 

component of student learning, student development, and is vital to the college 

experience (Morton, 2010). It is important that we teach our students how to learn, how 

to work with others, and how to know what works for them so that they can communicate 

those needs at an independent level in the college environment. 

The college entrance process is changing due to the competition for admission to 

major universities (Conley, 2006). There are major efforts to align curriculum and 

standards from the pre-K level of schooling through college. Pruitt (1963) found that 

professional literature emphasizes a need for a more unified system of education between 

schools and colleges. In order to prepare for this change of direction, there are four keys 

to becoming college ready. Students must first be prepared to think at a college level, 

then they must master the necessary content knowledge, followed by specific skills and 

techniques for learning and living, and completed by an ability to know how to function 

appropriately with the decision-making skills that are required of college-going students 
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(Conley, 2012). This dissertation focuses on what schools must do in order to help 

prepare students to be ready to succeed in college. In order to improve college readiness, 

a college-going culture must be created, academic curriculum and teacher quality must 

strengthen and improve, and a culture based on inquiry must be created so that students 

are asking the right questions about preparing for college (Morrison, 2015). A college-

going culture involves teachers that prepare all students for college, specific interventions 

and information centered on college readiness and preparedness, and support for students 

so that they see themselves as college material (Morrison, 2015). In order to create a 

college-going culture, it is critical to remember that schools must focus on individual 

students and develop a system that supports going to college, because that aligns with the 

overall structure of a university (Kless, Soland & Santiago, 2013). The key factors 

discussed come from data collected in the current school district of the researcher. These 

areas have been identified as weaknesses of the current teachers and principals in the 

district that can be improved upon through some changes in behavior to help achieve the 

desired results. Changing the behavior in organizations involves some changes in 

resources and vision within the district in order to improve knowledge and skill, 

priorities, goals, and expectations (Mintrop, 2016).  

Explanatory Factor Literature Review Sections 

Curriculum Articulation and Alignment 

 Test scores from students in high school entering college and a rigorous 

curriculum are major predictors of college entrance and completion (Duke, 2010). This is 

an area that is of great concern in this school district, due to the lack of necessary 

knowledge and skills on the part of the principals. In order to help these campus 
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principals, it is important to articulate a curriculum that meets the necessary rigor for 

college readiness. In order to articulate and align a curriculum, it is important that the 

principals first audit the curriculum in place to make sure it is being used and 

implemented correctly and to gain knowledge of what is currently in place. The 

principals must then check for alignment of this curriculum to see if research needs to be 

conducted to look for better options that guarantee a progression of learning that is meant 

to help prepare students for college content and coursework. A 2007 article by David 

Conley on The Challenge of College Readiness states that one key way for high schools 

to help make sure that their students are college-ready is to align high school curriculum 

and instruction with college expectations. It is also suggested that high schools develop 

partnerships with local colleges in order to help develop and implement college readiness 

standards that can be used to align classes during a student’s junior and senior years of 

high school with college expectations (Conley, 2007). When principals, schools, and 

curriculum departments begin to develop a curriculum, it is important to consider the 

following questions: What is this course about? Why do I have to take this course? Why 

do I have to do this work? What do I have to do to get through this course? (Meyers & 

Nulty, 2009) These questions are important in development because they are the same 

questions that the students want to know when they enter a class. In order to develop a 

curriculum that is relevant, engaging, and relatable, schools must consider what students 

are thinking in order to help them engage with the content. Curriculum should be aligned 

from pre-K through 12th grade in order to help disadvantaged students, but also because it 

is important to help all students develop the vocabulary and knowledge base necessary 
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for reading and writing as students’ progress through this curriculum that prepares them 

for college (ACT, 2012).  

In order to maximize student learning outcomes, all curriculum design should be 

relevant, sequenced and linked to prior coursework and standards, require students to 

engage in higher-order thinking, align to all other courses and learning outcomes, and 

provide a challenge and motivation to learn (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). Relevance is key in 

curriculum articulation because it engages student’s learning through real-world and 

authentic examples that allow students to relate to the material (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). 

A 2009 study of Texas colleges by the Educational Policy Improvement Center found 

that high school courses with challenging academic content also need to include real-

world problems in order to connect the learning interests of students that are college-

bound and the students that are career-bound (Conley & McGaughy, 2012). A 2010 study 

titled “College Readiness Practices at 38 High Schools and the Development of the 

CollegeCareerReady School Diagnostic Tool” by Conley, McGaughy, Kirtner, van der 

Valk, and Martinez-Wenzl revealed seven key principles for college and career readiness. 

One of these principles was the creation of an aligned core high school academic program 

that leads to college readiness by the time a student graduates high school (Conley et al., 

2010). This curriculum goes beyond content to also teach reasoning, problem solving, 

and research strategies through a vertical alignment model that follows college readiness 

standards as the key alignment piece (Conley et al., 2010). Creating a curriculum that 

emphasizes student engagement helps prepare students for college because of the 

academic challenge, increased opportunities for collaboration, increased interaction with 
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teachers, support in the form of feedback from teachers, and the increased exposure to 

getting involved in the co-curricular aspects of college (Kuh, 2007).  

Higher-order thinking skills are a critical skill and component that students must 

attain in order to be successful in college. Hattie (2008) states that, in order to develop 

these skills, teachers must help students develop strategies that allow them to construct 

their own meanings from what they learn, develop a deeper understanding of the content, 

and engage with the curriculum so they can develop problem-solving skills and take 

charge of their own learning. A 2009 study by the Educational Policy Improvement 

Center in Eugene, Oregon looked at the types of skills needed in entry-level career 

technology courses in colleges in Texas. These skills included thinking strategies learning 

skills, a foundation of content knowledge, study skills, problem solving skills, critical 

thinking skills, time management skills, persistence, and the ability to set goals (Conley 

& McGaughy, 2012). These skills must be taught in high school as supporting features to 

content in order to effectively prepare students for college. This same study also found 

that a curriculum rich with cross-disciplinary courses is critical in nearly every career in 

order to provide a balanced foundation of knowledge (Conley & McGaughy, 2012). One 

piece of the curriculum that can be enhanced to help prepare students for college is to 

require seniors to take a transitional college class or dual enrollment/dual credit classes 

that are taught on a college level in terms of rigor and content but in the high school 

setting (Fulton et al., 2014).  

All curricula should have a clear purpose and direction that is known by all 

students so they see what they are expected to know and also how it fits in to the 

sequence of what they have learned before and what they are expected to learn in the 
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future (Meyers & Nulty, 2009). This purpose and direction should be directed toward 

either a college preparation path or a career preparation path. It is important on the 

college preparation path that students receive exposure to honors courses, advanced 

placement courses, and international baccalaureate programs in order to best prepare for 

what they need to know for college (Duke, 2010). In the 1960s, the direction of education 

shifted from being based solely on a general education curriculum that prepared students 

for college with a curriculum that consisted of only humanities, science, math, and 

foreign languages to providing a curriculum that consisted of vocational classes that 

would train students for careers (Shankar, 1984). This decision was greatly debated in the 

decades to follow because it was considered to be the reason that the performance level 

of students being taught math and science suffered in comparison to other countries. This 

is one of the areas where high school education was blamed in the 1983 A Nation at Risk 

report (Shankar, 1984). Love (2008) conducted a case study on Johnson County Schools 

in Tennessee. This study revealed that curriculum alignment helped specify for students 

what they would learn and when they would learn it so both teachers and students would 

know what the goal was and how to achieve it (Love, 2008). It is a highly effective 

means of motivation for students when they know what is expected of them and they can 

see the standard of achievement to which they are going to be held. 

To properly develop an aligned curriculum, or to ensure that one is in place, 

requires the ability of the school district to conduct a curriculum audit and prioritize this 

commitment on a regular basis. In his 1988 article Curriculum Auditing, Fenwick English 

stated that one of the reasons for an audit to be necessary is if the status quo is not 

acceptable. English (1988) also lists five standards that he believes are key components 
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of the curriculum audit: (a) school district control of resources, programs, and personnel 

to ensure that they know how everything is supposed to operate; (b) a clear vision and 

direction for what the school district wants to offer in its curriculum; (c) clear 

documentation of the implementation and operation of the curriculum in place; (d) 

documentation of how the school district has been driven by the data that has been 

collected on the results of the curriculum in place; and (e) documentation of the final 

results that have come from the curriculum in place at the end of each assessment period 

(English, 1988). The main purpose of conducting an audit of any kind is to provide 

transparent accountability so everyone involved can see the importance of the role they 

play in the operation of the organization. It is critical that the audit be communicated to 

all stakeholders so that it is not seen as an attempt to catch and/or blame someone for any 

issue. The reason for the audit is to make sure that a school district is doing everything in 

its power to do what is best for the students that it serves and supports.  

When selecting a curriculum it is important to select opportunities that allow 

learning to be student-centered and gives students the ability to utilize their own personal 

learning style to connect with the content. With the advent of the Texas-Teacher 

Evaluation and Support System (T-TESS) in the 2016-2017 school year, there is a greater 

emphasis placed on teachers creating an environment that is focused on students 

engaging in thought processes, such as creating; participating in challenging, inspiring, 

and high-level learning; taking leadership of managing groups; giving input that helps 

with adjusting instruction; student goal-setting; application of personal knowledge, 

strengths, and experiences; and the integration of technology to enhance content mastery 

(TEA, 2016). With an increased emphasis on student-centered activities in terms of 
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performance evaluations, it is critical for teachers and schools to select curricula that 

allow teachers to facilitate these types of activities so that learning can be placed in the 

hands of students and depend less on teachers providing the majority of instruction in a 

lecture-type of setting. There is also an increased emphasis at the highest achievement 

level of the T-TESS rubric for teacher performance evaluation on the sequence of 

lessons, activities, and instruction being conducted in a logical way that allows for 

students to connect prior learning so they can find the relevance in the content, build off 

of their knowledge base, and see where the information falls in the importance of 

developing mastery in a particular subject area (TEA, 2016). By finding success through 

having an idea of why particular content must be learned, students have a greater chance 

of engaging in discussion and activities because they will already have a level of 

confidence from the understanding that they are building on what they already know. 

A final area that also plays an important role in curriculum selection and 

alignment is the emphasis placed on principals being involved in the evaluation and 

monitoring of curriculum, instruction, and assessment. The Texas-Principal Evaluation 

and Support System (T-PESS) rubric measures principal performance evaluation on 21 

principal responsibilities and 66 associated practices that are part of the yearly 

professional growth component of administrators and the role they play in the overall 

performance of their particular campus and in their district (TEA, 2018). Three of the 21 

principal responsibilities include the involvement and knowledge of the principal in 

monitoring and evaluating curriculum, instruction, and assessment (TEA, 2018). The 

principal is evaluated on the extent to which they are “directly involved in the design and 

implementation of curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices, knowledgeable 
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about current curriculum, instruction, and assessment practices, and monitor the 

effectiveness of school practices and their impact on student learning” (TEA, 2018, p. 

131). TEA (2018) found the following: 

The principal is expected to be “directly involved in helping teachers design 
curricular activities and address assessment and instructional issues, possess 
extensive knowledge about effective curricular, instructional, and assessment 
practices, provide conceptual guidance regarding effective classroom practices, 
continually monitor the effectiveness of the school’s curricular practices, 
instructional practices, and assessment practices, and remain aware of the impact 
of the school’s practices on student achievement (p.11).                                       

With expectations such as these, it makes sense that a principal would want to play a key 

role in ensuring that the curriculum being used is aligned, relevant, and appropriate for 

the expectations of accountability so that student achievement is always the focus of what 

schools are doing. The principal should play a direct role in always directing discussion 

about teaching and learning to this focused point so that all decisions are made in the best 

interest of student learning and the role that curriculum alignment plays in terms of how 

student needs are met in classrooms.  

Instructional Team Capacity Building 

 It is critical to develop a staff of teachers that all have the necessary skillset to 

become change agents. The principals in this school district do not have the knowledge 

and leadership skills to support instructional team capacity building. It is important for 

those leaders to help improve and influence student learning by collaborating with 

teachers to create a culture where questions are constantly being asked (Love, 2008). 

Effective team building on campus can be done by having instructional conversations 

based on best practices that are had by teachers with each other and also principals with 

teachers on a daily basis (Love, 2008). According to a study from the Pittsburgh Public 
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Schools of their principal incentive program, principals that participated in leadership 

academies felt they were able to develop skills that improved their ability to better 

evaluate instruction, provide feedback to teachers, and help improve a culture of learning 

with the students on their campus (Hamilton et al., 2012). From the perspective of a 

principal, this type of professional development is critical to being able to positively 

impact teacher growth and build their capacity for becoming better teachers. Most 

principal preparation programs that occur outside of the university do not have the ability 

to focus on building the skills for helping teachers. That skill is gained through doing the 

job, working to find ways to improve, and constantly having a growth mindset that seeks 

out opportunities to learn. It is important for principals to help build strong collective 

capacity amongst teachers because it improves student performance, helps to counter the 

negative effects of low-socioeconomic status, helps improve parent/teacher relationships, 

and helps build a work environment that builds teacher buy-in to what is best for the 

school (Brinson & Steiner, 2007).  

Professional development in a principal’s own district, such as learning walks and 

direct coaching and feedback from central office, and from outside the district, such as 

leadership academies, are proven ways to build capacity for principals so they can gain 

this critical knowledge and improve their leadership skills (Hamilton et al., 2012). There 

are two main ways that principals can improve their ability to build up their teachers. One 

is through professional development and the other is by forming a support team of other 

administrators and teachers that can provide a constant stream of feedback to everyone 

involved (Love, 2008). It is critical that the school culture supports the ability of teachers 

to implement learning from professional development. Sharing the knowledge and skills 
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gained from professional development workshops by teachers on the same campus allows 

for those concepts to be spread throughout the school due to the buy-in the comes from 

collaboration and inquiry (Duze, 2012). This attitude is the key component of building a 

culture of professional learning communities within a school campus.  

Creating a culture that is based on continuous learning and sharing knowledge 

builds teacher capacity through effective instructional leadership (Duze, 2012). It is 

important principals understand the need to share their expertise with teachers and also to 

model the fact that educators never stop learning. One key way that principals can create 

a culture of sharing knowledge is to become data driven to help inform results and also to 

coach others on what the data means and what can be done with them (Love, 2008). A 

key component of educational accountability systems today is the emphasis placed on 

students showing growth. This growth mindset is critical for teachers and principals to 

also embrace for themselves so that weaknesses are addressed every year that can help 

improve student outcomes. A commitment to continuous development on the part of 

teachers and principals helps develop knowledge, skills, and competencies that will 

improve teaching and learning and improve student success (Duze, 2012). One key way 

to build capacity is to create a training program that is based on common planning time; 

engagement with the principal that focuses on studying effective lessons; teaching 

strategies; develops leadership skills; and creates a culture and environment of 

collaboration between teachers that establishes trust, sharing, and support (ACT, 2012).  

The main business of schools is teaching and learning, which are both directly 

impacted by teachers (Duze, 2012). For principals, the best resource to help them 

monitor, assess, and improve instructional quality and build capacity in teachers is to 
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enlist their services in helping to distribute the instructional leadership role. Teachers can 

help take on this leadership role by helping align curriculum, create school programs and 

practices that help with consistency, and provide feedback that helps improve teaching 

practices (Love, 2008). It is important for principals to do these same things, but the more 

resources that can be deployed to help spread this message and build up the confidence 

teachers have in their own abilities and capabilities will really help with impacting 

teaching and learning in a positive way. It is important for principals to build the capacity 

of teachers to be instructional leaders in their classroom so they can help implement 

instructional leadership practices so they can lead other teachers in the school to achieve 

the established goals (Duze, 2012). This concept is critical to the idea of building 

instructional capacity of teachers in a team model where everyone is working to achieve a 

common goal or target for success. The idea is to develop trust between principals and 

teachers in knowing that the instructional capacity of teachers is being supported and 

grown, which leads to greater levels of student success.  

Targeted Professional Development at the District Level 

 The principals in this district do not understand how to properly target 

professional development that provides teachers with the confidence, knowledge, and 

skills to build capacity toward increasing college ready rigor in instructional practices. 

Bambrick-Santoyo (2012) wrote that the principals choose professional development that 

is effective by being able to answer the question, “What will teachers be able to do at the 

end of this session?” By looking at this question and answer, targeted professional 

development is possible by proceeding with the end in mind so that true improved 

practice can be achieved through the session. In order to target professional development 
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that is able to get everyone in the district on board with the purpose, it is critical to know 

if the learning is based on memorizing facts or does it come from becoming more aware 

of things through investigation, is the teacher a presenter or a facilitator, and is learning 

done through collaboration or is it supposed to be done privately (Harwell, 2003). The 

author also states that professional development should address the gaps in student 

achievement that have been identified in data by addressing subject matter, weaknesses in 

teaching strategies, and common ways of evaluating student performance (Harwell, 

2003). 

Professional development that targets improving instructional practices through 

establishing relationships with other educators and having opportunities to practice new 

skills is stated in research to be most effective (Colbert et al., 2008). One key way to 

practice these new skills is through also leading professional development on the topic. 

Bambrick-Santoyo (2012) found that professional development that is led by principals, 

other instructional leaders, and master teachers is beneficial to building capacity. By 

selecting professional development opportunities that are sustained, teachers can try new 

things, reflect on their successes and failures, share those experiences, and then refine 

their practice and learning (Duke, 2010). It typically takes one to two years for teachers 

to learn new ways of teaching and implement changes into practice for them to actually 

be assessed on their effectiveness (Timperley et al., 2008). Professional development is 

usually ineffective if it fails to produce the desired outcomes, which usually comes from 

a difference in the beliefs of teachers, causing teachers to go back to what they had 

always done (Harwell, 2003). It is important for professional development to be job 

embedded so that it can be applied to immediate practice. As part of long-term strategic 
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planning, school districts should plan for developing human capital, plan for aligning 

teacher evaluation with job embedded professional development, plan to include common 

periods during the school day for collaboration, and create a system for teachers to 

advance from teacher, to master teacher, to facilitator (Croft, Coggshall, Dolan, Powers 

& Killion, 2010). 

Professional development activities should be targeted toward learning that is 

intense, ongoing, practical, focused on student learning, and content-specific (Pella, 

2015). The chosen professional development should involve a lot of doing on the part of 

the participants rather than the presenter (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012). The teachers should 

be given plenty of time to apply their learning in a way that is as close to practical 

experience as possible (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012). The most important factor in 

professional development being successful for a teacher is for it to be relevant (Sedberry, 

2014). It also must be linked to curriculum, pedagogy, and needs to connect to 

instructional practices that increase student engagement, retention of information, and 

student motivation for learning (Sedberry, 2014). Professional development is more 

effective when the context is similar so that the learning can be transferred and adapted 

because it has shown to work in practice (Timperley et al., 2008). Danielson et al. (2007) 

state that professional development that is based on system change that targets 

implementation of the information learned help with the long-term impact that can be 

sustained in practice. This ability to sustain learning from professional development into 

consistent practice is aided by building capacity in teachers that can only come from 

effective, targeted professional development (Danielson et al., 2007). It is critical that all 
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professional development can be transferred from the learning to actual practice 

(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012).  

Van Driel and Berry (2012) indicated that teachers actively participating in 

collaborative professional development in the form of a professional learning community 

leads to high-quality practice that builds collaboration and relationships. Participating in a 

professional learning community with other teaching peers has a positive impact on 

students because it helps teachers share information and place a focus on student 

outcomes (Timperley et al., 2008). What makes professional learning communities  

successful as a form of professional development is the fact that they are often times 

based on collaboration and asking questions that help with learning new skills and 

pedagogy (Pella, 2015). Professional learning communities help promote best practices in 

teaching because they put teachers in the position of being both the teacher and the 

learner (Benedict, 2014). Being able to ask questions and get feedback about their own 

teaching can help them gain more knowledge about teaching by seeing their instruction 

through the eyes of the learner in terms of effectiveness and clarity (Benedict, 2014). It is 

important to turn professional learning into a social activity where teachers study 

together; discuss teaching and learning; and help each other improve by focusing on 

putting new skills and strategies into practice through support, coaching, and team 

building (Harwell, 2003). A key aspect that helps focus professional learning 

communities is to connect learning and discussion to daily teaching practices that are 

embedded in their job; that enhance instruction and content; that occur during the 

workday and focus on continuous improvement, improve student learning, and connect to 

direct application to daily practice (Fulton et al., 2014). Professional learning 
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communities can start by forming teams that share responsibility in teaching the same 

essential content and skills to all students, collaborate with each other, clarify the work 

that should be done by the team, make sure that everyone has the resources and support 

they need to function within the PLC, and promote shared leadership by empowering the 

team to make important decisions (DuFour & Mattos, 2013). DuFour and Mattos (2013) 

found five steps that are critical to the PLC success: (a) embracing the idea that the 

fundamental purpose of schools is students learning at a high level and everything 

aligning with that idea; (b) organizing staff into collaborative teams that take collective 

responsibility for student learning; (c) the establishment of a viable curriculum and 

formative assessments that are common and help students learn the essential information; 

(d) a use of the data accumulated to help drive interventions that help students and 

teachers; and (e) creating a common plan for these interventions that supports learning so 

it is direct and systematic. 

Teacher Professional Development 

Many teachers in the school district that is the subject of this dissertation-in-

practice lack the necessary professional development to gain confidence in being able to 

appropriately differentiate lesson delivery in order to provide college-level rigorous 

lessons. Hattie (2008) found a large effect size (d= 0.62) for professional development on 

student outcomes. For professional development to effectively impact student 

performance, it must involve data literacy, improvement processes, and effective 

instruction (Love, 2008). Effective teachers are able to adapt their lessons to meet the 

needs of the students in their class and can use instructional strategies that can adapt to 

every learning style in the classroom. However, it takes professional development to 
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expose teachers to the examples, literature, and modeling opportunities that they can take 

advantage of to learn how to do it themselves. Timperley et al. (2008) stated that: 

The most effective professional development helps teachers understand the most 

important student outcomes to be addressed, helps maintain a focus on the 

students, and helps teachers bridge the gap between what they currently know and 

what will best impact student outcomes. (p. 28)  

Research shows that the most effective professional development has the following 

common themes: a focus on content and how students learn that content, active learning 

opportunities that allow for observation and feedback, consistency with district policies 

and their own knowledge and beliefs, last for longer than 20 hours of contact time, and 

common grade levels or subject areas for the participants involved (Desimone, 2011). It 

is also important to select professional development that is based on data that can drive 

student results, engages teachers to help improve on their weaknesses, and is practical so 

it can be put to immediate use in their classrooms (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2012).  

In order for this school district to properly prioritize professional development, it 

will take a financial commitment on the part of the district to allow for greater 

opportunity to attend effective professional development opportunities. It is estimated 

that districts spend 1-6% of their budget on professional development (Hill, 2009). When 

80-90% of the budget is spent on personnel, it is important to invest in those people so 

that money is being spent on improving the quality of the greatest resource for success in 

the district: teachers and their effectiveness. Every form of professional development can 

only be successful if the administrators in the district support it and believe it is important 

to meeting the overall teaching and learning goals of the school district (Harwell, 2003). 
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There must be a great influence on improving human resources in order to keep the 

school district progressing, not remaining stagnant or sliding backwards (Owens & 

Valesky, 2011). A form of professional development that is done locally is the creation of 

professional learning communities. Not only do districts make financial commitments, 

but they also make staffing commitments when they try to use professional learning 

communities as a form of professional development. It is critical to create a schedule that 

allows for effective collaboration as a means of conducting professional learning 

communities (Colbert et al., 2008).  

Evidence shows that professional development that is based on content and 

practical application from the classroom in the form of curriculum used and evidence that 

students are learning greatly impacts student performance and teacher effectiveness (Hill, 

2009). There are four types of professional development that have the greatest positive 

impact on teacher knowledge and the ability to turn that knowledge into practical 

application. They are actual observation of other classrooms, video and audio feedback of 

their teaching lessons, actual practice with strategies that promote positive student 

outcomes, and for the professional development to last for an extended period of time so 

that the learning is put in to practice and improved through continued reinforcement 

(Hattie, 2008). It is most important to remember that teachers learn by doing and also by 

observing other teachers that may teach a similar grade level or subject area. Desimone 

(2011) states that teachers learn every time they teach a lesson, give a test, read any type 

of professional book or article, or review curriculum because professional development 

occurs on a daily basis. Research done by Fulton, Gianneschi, Blanco, and DeMaria 

(2014) lists the following five characteristics of high-quality professional development: 
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(a) alignment with school district goals and state standards and assessments; (b) focuses 

on core content and the modeling of teaching strategies; (c) opportunities to actively learn 

about new teaching strategies through actual practice; (d) collaboration with fellow 

practitioners; and (e) continuous feedback. As instructional leaders, it is important for 

principals to remind teachers every day of the opportunities for learning that take place in 

a school building. By being observant, thoughtful, and mindful of everything that is going 

on that impacts student learning and achievement, a teacher can gain valuable 

professional development without having to leave their own campus.  

It is critical for principals to use their teacher evaluation system as a way to help 

suggest and plan the most effective and appropriate professional development for 

teachers. This is a key step in the evaluation process on a yearly basis for all teachers, as 

determined with the advent of the Texas-Teacher Evaluation and Support System (T-

TESS) in 2016 as the new evaluation instrument for teachers. The key focus of T-TESS is 

on teacher growth (TEA, 2016). The final step of the end-of-year conference is to plan 

professional development for the summer for teachers based off the performance 

assessments from formal and informal observations that were conducting using the 

evaluation rubric from T-TESS (TEA, 2016). For these suggestions to be accurate, 

principals must gain great insight in to the strengths and weaknesses of teachers through 

observations and evaluations. Professional development is most effective when it directly 

addresses teacher weaknesses with opportunities to focus on improving those areas (Hill, 

2009). In order for a teacher to address the areas in which they are weak, it is vital that 

they are given the ability to observe someone that does it right and also to be able to 

practice making changes to their own teaching that help to produce positive student 
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outcomes. One identified method of effective professional development is the formation 

of professional learning communities because they take on leadership of the team and 

they also meet on a regular basis so they can collaborate and share ideas (Colbert et al., 

2008). Most often teachers have a greater weakness in pedagogy than they do in content. 

Colbert et al. (2008) states that effective professional development builds on the content 

knowledge with specific objectives that are very clear in order to build pedagogy that 

allows for continued growth. Improving pedagogy helps to improve the quality of a 

teacher, which is the most important component of student learning. A quality teacher is 

able to engage a student in learning in more ways that are beneficial for the student and 

less about the skill set of the teacher. It is important for school districts to develop a 

professional development system that centers on professional learning that helps teachers 

share and gain new knowledge and skills, such as better preparation and evaluation of 

class lessons, that are meant to facilitate student learning (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit & 

Pittenger, 2014).   

Teachers’ Instructional Efficacy 

 Teachers lacking instructional efficacy and confidence to provide lessons that go 

beyond their personal comfort zone to challenge students is a major problem that 

contributes to a lack of college-level rigor in this school district. Some of the issues that 

lead to a lack of high-quality instruction are teachers struggling to find a classroom 

structure that promotes learning for all students, a lack of content knowledge, a lack of 

instructional supervision by the principal, and a lack of staff and professional 

development that provides strategies that can actually be implemented by inexperienced 

teachers in their own classrooms (Duke, 2010). In all of these areas, support on the part 
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of the campus principal that filters down to the other teachers is key to building 

instructional efficacy in all teachers. Every person feels the need to be supported so this 

cannot be ignored when it comes to its importance to improving teacher quality. Duke 

(2010) indicated that a key component of building efficacy and capacity is targeted 

professional development that is continuous and builds off itself. Additionally, a key 

component of building individual teacher self-efficacy that can lead to a stronger 

collective efficacy is the opportunity to collaborate with other teachers (Brinson & 

Steiner, 2007).  

 There are six key components to building self-efficacy: verbal feedback, mastery 

of situations to gain confidence, the physical ways that a person deals with success and 

failure, observing experiences that are modeled by someone else, intrinsic motivations, 

and external motivations (Kiser, 2008). Each of these components must be considered by 

campus and district leaders in the ways that they support and build teachers in order to 

produce the desired growth that comes with improving instructional outcomes. 

Teachers with high self-efficacy have more effective classroom management, are 

more innovative teachers, have higher expectations for learning for their students, and 

help students to take more responsibility for their own learning (Holzberger et al., 2013). 

When teacher self-efficacy is high, more teachers have a positive view of themselves, 

leading to a better impact on the collective group (Calik et al., 2012). When teachers are 

given the opportunity to have a say in decisions that influence instruction, such as 

curriculum, materials, activities, professional development, parent contact, placement of 

students, and discipline, collective efficacy is built in the teaching staff because they feel 

that they are trusted and important to the overall success of the school (Brinson & 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 46 

Steiner, 2007). Teachers that collectively believe they are capable of promoting academic 

success and have a positive environment and culture for developing student learning will 

improve student outcomes in both advantaged and disadvantaged students (Bandura, 

1994).  

The self-efficacy of a teacher is influenced by classroom experiences, student 

achievement, peer observations, feedback from co-workers, and the level of stress and 

tiredness of the teacher (Holzberger et al., 2013). A key point in terms of building teacher 

self-efficacy is the issue of stress level, work environment, and the personal feelings a 

teacher has about their job and their place in the organization. Teachers are a human 

resource and a valuable piece of human capital that can either increase or decrease in 

value over time, depending on how administrators develop them or tear them down 

(Owens & Valesky, 2011). When placing a priority on teacher self-efficacy it is 

important to consider that the majority of a teacher’s positive feelings about their job 

come from their perceptions of how their co-workers and bosses feel about them as 

opposed to what happens in the classroom. School districts do not manage their human 

resources properly when they do not place proper value on the skills, ability-levels, and 

commitment of teachers to the success and improvement of the school district (Owens & 

Valesky, 2011). The highest-performing school districts all build the self-efficacy of 

teachers where they take pride and responsibility in the successes and failures of every 

aspect of the district. The district realizes that they can either develop the pieces that 

promote the great things about the district or they can develop people that know the inner 

workings of the district and use that information to be critical of the district in the 
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community. They make the choice to strengthen their people so they can strengthen how 

the organization functions.  

Holzberger et al. (2013) found that self-efficacy improves most when there is 

success in the classroom. It does not matter if it is student outcomes or teacher outcomes, 

success will always lead to a more positive outlook and attitude about work. In order to 

build a foundation for success when improvement is needed it is important to focus on 

improving instruction and not placing blame on students for things that are outside of 

their control or the control of the teacher (Love, 2008). Principals and school districts 

have a vision in mind of what they want to accomplish in their district. Including the 

expertise of the teachers in this vision will create buy-in, but it also improves self-

efficacy because the teachers know they are trusted, their opinion matters, and they are a 

valued part of the organization because they help develop this vision of success (Brinson 

& Steiner, 2007).  

A culture of positive collective teacher efficacy helps impact student 

performance, lessens the impact of low-socioeconomic students, helps build positive 

relationships with parents, and creates a positive work environment for teachers that aids 

buy-in and commitment (Brinson & Steiner, 2007). In education, a positive attitude and 

mindset is vital to an environment that is encouraging and able to overcome failure. 

Teachers’ beliefs about their self-efficacy are one of the most important aspects in 

student performance and achievement (Calik et al., 2012). It is important for principals to 

give detailed feedback to teachers about their performance in order to help build their 

self-efficacy so that they can face tougher challenges with students and parents (Brinson 

& Steiner, 2007). Teachers with a higher self-efficacy are believed to work harder, 
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volunteer their services more, and be less stressed, which leads to a higher level of grit 

and determination in their ability to teach struggling learners (Holzberger et al., 2013). 

The importance of continual principal feedback that supports teachers cannot be 

understated when it comes to the culture and work environment of a school. The teachers 

are a primary example of the culture of the school when they speak to students and 

parents. The words they say matter and can be influenced greatly by the attention they 

receive from their superiors that can directly influence how they feel about their job.  

Teacher self-efficacy is important in establishing effective schools because it 

helps them overcome the struggles they face in educating students (Calik et al., 2012). A 

key part of building capacity and self-efficacy in teachers is that they will gain the 

confidence to help struggling learners and address learning problems (Duke, 2010). It is 

impossible to have the answer to every question from a struggling learner. When teachers 

experience success in helping to solve a problem for a struggling learner, they achieve 

trust from the students and are able to gain confidence in their own skillset moving 

forward. Teacher self-efficacy changes over the course of a school year because of the 

successes and failures of their students (Holzberger et al., 2013). It is important that 

support and feedback is always present in order to constantly address self-efficacy so that 

teachers are never left to doubt themselves based purely on student performance and 

classroom management struggles that fluctuate on a daily basis. Bandura (2000) states 

that efficacy is developed through mastery experiences that allow for resiliency to be 

built through failure that leads to learning and correction for success and social modeling 

that shows the proper knowledge and skills needed to manage demanding situations.  
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Instructional Strategies 

 The teachers in this school district lack the necessary instructional strategies to be 

able to structure lessons that include appropriate scaffolding to build toward college-level 

rigorous questioning and thinking skills for all students. Scaffolding lessons helps 

develop the appropriate tenacity and grit necessary for success in college by teaching 

them to complete challenging activities and giving them the necessary knowledge and 

skills to do so (Kless et al., 2013). A major principle of scaffolding is helping students 

take control of their own learning, which prepares them for the independence of learning 

in college (Kless et al., 2013). According to Hattie (2008), teaching strategies have a high 

effect (d = 0.60) on student learning. Effective teaching strategies involve cooperative 

planning in advance by teachers, an emphasis on students learning from each other, and 

clearly stated learning intentions and success criteria that the teacher discusses with the 

students and clearly labels it in the classroom where it can be seen and referenced 

throughout the lesson (Hattie, 2008). A key critical thinking skill that students must have 

as they become college-ready is to be able to actively take part in questioning and inquiry 

(Martinez & McGrath, 2014). A component to scaffolding learning is for discussion and 

activities to reach the point where students must think critically, make sense of their 

learning and put it in their own words, and then have a discussion where they share their 

interpretations, ideas, and thoughts about the content. As an instructional strategy, most 

teachers lack the ability to be able to tier their classroom structure and questioning to the 

point where this type of interaction becomes a part of the learning process.  

Students who use higher levels of thinking strategies also adapt well to their 

schoolwork (Askell-Williams et al., 2012). In their 2014 book, Deeper Learning: How 
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Eight Innovative Public Schools Are Transforming Education in the Twenty-First 

Century, Martinez and McGrath quote teacher Susan McCray as saying, “When students 

know they are doing real work that matters, they are committed and push themselves 

towards true excellence” (p. 61). This quote shows how students feel about having the 

tools and skills that are necessary to truly learn and succeed at every level. They want to 

know that what they are doing will matter for them as they go through life. If they cannot 

use the skills that they are practicing, then they perceive that they are wasting their time. 

In order to be college ready, students must have cognitive strategies that allow them to 

apply content to solve problems and answer questions about the area of study, which is a 

deeper learning skill (Conley, Drummond, de Gonzalez, Rooseboom & Stout, 2011). 

They also need learning skills that allow them to engage with challenging academic 

content that includes time management, goal setting, and study skills (Conley et al., 

2011). It is important for high school students to take courses that provide for an 

appropriate challenge that increases throughout each year of high school to a point where 

they are taking classes as a senior that are at a college-level in terms of rigor (Conley, 

2007).  

Teachers need to know how to learn in order to help their students develop 

strategies for learning (Askell-Williams et al., 2012). Developing a spirit of learning for 

all may be done through professional development (Duke, 2010). If teachers seek out 

new opportunities to learn and improve, they are putting themselves in the position of 

being a student and developing strategies for learning the information presented through 

professional development. Learning strategies allow students to go from surface learning 

that is reliant on facts to deeper learning where discussion happens and culminates with 
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constructed learning that is based on knowing and understanding through engagement 

with the content (Hattie, 2008). Cooperative and competitive learning are two types of 

learning strategies that are the most effective for students because they increase feedback 

and allow students to learn from each other (Hattie, 2008).  

The research also reveals that all school staff should be trained specifically on 

interventions for thinking in order to help students engage with the instruction (Askell-

Williams et al., 2012). Five possible interventions that can be used as strategies to help 

students learn are: awareness that a student is struggling, an accurate description of how 

they are struggling, the competence to find the correct intervention, the commitment to 

implementing the chosen intervention, and the willingness to persist with the intervention 

until the final effect can be known (Duke, 2010). These five steps really symbolize what 

teaching strategies are all about. They are part of a teacher’s toolbox that they can rely on 

when they have a question or problem that needs to be answered and corrected. One key 

intervention for college students is the ability to self-monitor (Conley, 2007). A student 

must be able to know what they are thinking, their level of understanding of a subject, 

what works for them and what they need to improve upon, and how to persist with the 

activity until either it is completed or they cannot go any further without help (Conley, 

2007).   

One learning strategy that is difficult to answer concerns student motivation. 

Motivation plays a large role for students in engagement, behavior, attitude, and overall 

learning outcomes. For a teacher, being able to answer the question of how to motivate 

students is like holding a magic key that unlocks success for all students. It is critical that 

teachers create a classroom environment that encourages students’ control of their own 
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learning, modeling of how to learn, support for students in their learning, high 

expectations for learning, and motivating students through encouragement that is similar 

to the home environment (Mullen, 2003). To match the demands of college instructors, it 

is critical that teachers in high school help students learn how to regulate their own 

learning (Mullen, 2003). College professors expect their students to already have these 

skills and usually do not make concessions that do not hold students accountable to the 

rigors of college.  

Literature Review Summary Findings and Conclusions Section 

The following literature review summary findings and conclusions are derived from the 

above review of literatures completed for this dissertation-in-practice study proposal. 

Literature Review Summary Findings 

1. There is a positive connection and overlap of literature between curriculum 

alignment and college readiness.  

2. Feedback, collaboration, and practice are common components to successful 

professional development, improved teacher capacity, and to building 

collective efficacy amongst the teaching staff. 

3. The existence of professional learning communities is a form of local 

professional development that can be more effective than workshops that are 

not contextually relevant, they are a key component of successful curriculum 

alignment, they are a key to building teacher self-efficacy, and they are critical 

to sharing teaching and learning strategies that work in a similar context.  



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 53 

4. There is a gap in the literature for how to gain exposure to college-ready 

teaching and learning strategies in the classroom that can be improved through 

professional development. 

5. There is a gap in the literature for how to target professional development on a 

district-wide scale that can positively impact preparing students for the rigor 

of college courses. 

Literature Review Summary Conclusions 

1. There have been very few empirical research studies to date that help connect 

professional development to college readiness. 

2. There is a compelling need for carefully designed action research studies that 

focus on designing and piloting targeted professional development programs 

for campus instructional leaders (secondary teachers and principals) in 

specific school district organizational contexts to help these instructional 

leaders develop/refine their knowledge and skills in being able to provide 

teachers with the focused professional development training and instructional 

planning tools and resources and supervisory conversations support they need 

to enable teachers to engage in intentional differentiated instruction-driven 

lesson-planning and rigorous classroom-based teaching activities that can 

promote students’ college-ready academic learning. 

Conclusion Section 

 The literature examined in this chapter was specifically chosen to investigate the 

drivers for change that professional development, instructional team capacity building, 

and curriculum alignment would have on the confidence level of teachers and principals 
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in this school district in regard to developing lessons and strategies that would prepare 

students for the rigor and demands of college courses. In terms of college readiness, 

curriculum alignment, building capacity in teachers, and supporting teachers in order to 

improve their self-efficacy were the three main areas that were supported in literature as 

having a greater impact on increasing instructional rigor in the classroom that can prepare 

students for college. The idea of professional development as a key component of helping 

increase teacher performance to aide in college preparedness was not supported in 

literature, but there was a great amount of information that shows that professional 

development can greatly increase a teacher’s confidence in their job skills that can make 

them more effective and able to raise their level of instruction to meet the needs of their 

students. The literature supported the use of PLCs as a local form of professional 

development that can be supported by feedback, collaboration, and instructional team 

capacity building that would also help strengthen curriculum alignment, teaching, and 

learning strategies. 

 There is a great amount of literature available to investigate this problem of 

practice. The knowledge base reflects that there is a need for this type of investigation in 

terms of building these skills. There is a great need for professional development, 

whether it is targeted to a specific weakness or just as a way to share, support, and 

collaborate on ideas at the local level. Even if there is not much literature to support this 

component of developing college readiness, it can still be used as a guiding principle of 

developing the skills that will lead to the level of teaching that is necessary to really 

provide the rigor necessary to improve college readiness for all students.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

 The overall design purpose and methodological thrust of this school improvement 

intervention study proposal was to examine how the teachers and campus principal on 

this particular campus can improve their instructional practices in order to better prepare 

students for the rigor and challenge of college courses. This study looked at the impact of 

professional development for teachers and principals on building instructional capacity 

and self-efficacy in order to better prepare students for college and the impact of an 

aligned and articulated curriculum that was meant to parallel the rigor and challenge of 

college courses on the outcomes of students on both their college entrance exam scores 

and their success in college classes.  

Methods 

Study Design: Research Goals and Approach 

 The overall research goals of this action research study consisted of identifying 

and selecting professional development that (a) targets instructional strategies that impact 

lessons with diversified teaching strategies that challenge and engage all learners and (b) 

focuses on the creation of an aligned curriculum that is engaging, challenging, relevant, 

and provides a consistent scaffolding of background knowledge that prepares students for 

the demands of college entrance exams and college courses. Another goal of the 

researcher was to develop professional learning communities within this campus that 

allow for constant feedback, reflection, and an exchange of ideas, approaches, methods, 

and strategies that will allow for the learning gained from professional development to be 

continually referenced and adapted to create constant positive change in instructional 
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practices in every classroom. The overarching goal of this stud was to give the teachers 

and principals confidence to lead instruction that is impactful and challenging for every 

student so that they are engaged in successful learning that prepares them to know they 

can achieve success in college. 

The research approach that was utilized for this study was an action research 

intervention approach to directly address the identified problem of professional practice 

involving improving college readiness and preparedness instructional practices for 

teachers and principals through professional development and curriculum alignment to 

build capacity and self-efficacy in teachers and principals in the school district of the 

researcher. The action research focused on constant review of instructional methods and 

the effectiveness of the curriculum in creating a culture and environment that is focused 

on student learning.  

Methods 

 This dissertation-in-practice study followed design-based school improvement 

and insider action research methodological principles and intervention strategies that are 

advocated and discussed in the Mintrop (2016) text. Interventions were designed with a 

specific goal and organizational setting in mind and consisted of activities that developed 

new learning that lead to new practices based on the outcomes of the intervention 

(Mintrop, 2016). This study was put into practice and adjustments were made that led to 

an assessment of their effectiveness through the use of formative data that were collected 

to help make sense of this problem of practice (Mintrop, 2016). These data were used in 

conjunction with the end results of this study to show the effectiveness of the 

intervention. 
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 This intervention design consisted of activities that provide an accurate picture of 

the effect of the proposed interventions on the professional problem of practice. Data 

were collected from these activities in order to verify the research base that has helped 

establish the validity of this professional problem of practice (Mintrop, 2016). This 

intervention design proposal consisted of the intervention design activities and the 

research design that allows for data to be collected (Mintrop, 2016). These two areas 

went hand in hand and the timeline for the intervention showed the presence of both 

designs in the development of the study. The purpose of this study was to show that this 

intervention design had the intended effect on this professional problem of practice 

(Mintrop, 2016). It also showed the contributions of the activities and the organizational 

context and setting on this study through the accumulation of process data that was 

gathered throughout the study and impact data that was gathered at the conclusion of the 

study (Mintrop, 2016). The methods are intended to lead to outcomes that are reliable and 

will be verified through the data that is collected and can accurately determine effective 

ways to impact this problem of professional practice in a way that leads to teaching and 

learning that prepares students for success in rigorous and challenging college courses.  

Participants and Selection 

 The selection criteria that were used to select these participants consisted of first 

soliciting volunteers for the study via an e-mail and interest letter that was sent to all 

members of the high school teaching faculty. This e-mail was sent by the high school 

counselor who is responsible for transmitting information about further educational 

opportunities to the teachers. The volunteers were instructed to contact the researcher 

directly to express interest in participating in the study. Once contact was made, the 
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volunteers would meet with the researcher to view and sign a consent form for 

participation. The screening process also involved informing the volunteers that 

participation would involve them having the desire and ability to take on the role of 

learning how to better perform the tasks of their job in order to make improvements in 

their abilities to teach students in a way that benefits the student, rather than just the 

comfort level of the teacher. These teachers were then selected because of the desire of 

the researcher to bring in opinions that contain multiple perspectives on the focus of how 

this study can facilitate and lead school improvement.  

 The participants in this study were four high school teachers and the high school 

principal at a small, rural high school in North Central Texas. The school district is small, 

so there is only one high school principal for the entire campus. This group aided in the 

design, development, planning, timeline, implementation, and evaluation of the 

interventions and strategies that were used to try to positively impact the change process. 

The teacher participants consisted of one junior- and senior-level mathematics teacher; 

one senior-level science teacher; the school librarian, who is a former middle school 

reading teacher; and the band director. Teacher 1 will be known by the pseudonym Alice. 

She was a math teacher that has taught in this particular school district for 25 years. She 

has taught at the elementary, middle school, and high school levels. Teacher 2 will be 

known by the pseudonym John. He was a science teacher that is in his eighth year 

teaching in this school district. He has experience in one other school district, teaching 

for 10 years in all grade levels. Teacher 3 will be known by the pseudonym Sarah. She 

currently serves as the school librarian. She has 18 total years of teaching experience, 

mostly as a middle school reading teacher. Teacher 4 will be known by the pseudonym 
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Scott. He has 25 total years of teaching experience. He has taught in this school district 

for the last eight years. He currently serves as the band director and has experience at the 

elementary, middle, and high school levels. Three of the four teachers have a master’s 

degree. 

 This specific research setting involved a small, rural school district, where this 

particular campus included a teaching staff of 26 teachers, one counselor, and one 

campus principal. Of this teaching staff, nine had more than 20 years of teaching 

experience, and three had at least 15 years of experience. Many of the teachers are 

involved in dual assignment contracts where they also coach or sponsor some other type 

of extracurricular activity. The socio-economic status of the community was low- to 

middle-class. The community was based on agriculture and farming, so there was not a 

lot of wealth, but a lot of people that work hard to make their living. There was an 

expectation of hard work, success, and going to school in order to earn a living. Most 

families wanted their children to attend college in order to earn a degree. A lot of families 

had a succession in place where their family business is passed down to their children, so 

it is known that once the child finishes college, they would come back and work for the 

family business until it is their turn to take it over. The school district was very 

conservative and worked on a mentality of do not change what is not broken. The history 

of success was something that was valued by the community and any efforts to build on 

this success were highly supported.  

Instrumentation 

 The research instruments that were used to collect the necessary data for this 

study included observations of teaching lessons and the following discussions that 
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occurred in principal support meetings. These observations were meant to investigate 

what best engaged the students in learning, what they struggled with most in terms of 

college readiness content, and what they were most comfortable with and had the 

strongest foundation to display confidence in their abilities and knowledge. The principal 

support meetings involved discussion of questions that were meant to add depth to the 

observations and to bring more ideas out in the volunteers in order for them to look more 

critically at areas where instruction could be improved to close performance and 

knowledge gaps in the students.  

The scope of these items was to record all observed data in the form of 

conversations about teaching and learning, observations and discussion commentary of 

teachers and students in the classroom to analyze student engagement and the most 

effective activities for simulating the challenge and rigor of college classes, and to 

document all conversations between teachers, principals, and students about instructional 

practices and student learning. These instrument items were meant to facilitate more 

intense and deep discussion about college readiness, teacher effectiveness, and student 

engagement.  

The research instruments used in this intervention design were administered by 

the researcher to maintain a level of consistency in terms of the structure of 

documentation about teaching and learning. The instrument was used in every class that 

was observed and in every discussion and interview about the most effective teaching and 

learning practices for college readiness on this particular campus. The instrument’s 

validity and reliability was guarded in this particular study by maintaining its consistency 

and by ensuring that all evidence collected was compiled and analyzed exclusively 
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through this one instrument. The historical validity and reliability of this instrument was 

guarded by making sure that the data used to inform this study is only collected from 

evidence that is analyzed by this instrument. Any data that comes from another source 

was used to inform the knowledge base, but was not used as part of the findings and 

conclusions of the data analysis of this particular study.  

Data Analysis 

 There was one technique used to analyze data that were collected during the 

various design, development, and pilot implementation phases of this design-based 

intervention study. For the qualitative data that was collected detailed notes were taken 

by the researcher and were transcribed during conversations with the volunteers as the 

interview questions and support meetings were conducted. The main purpose of this 

technique was to look for patterns and frequency of significant data in order to determine 

what was effective, produced the most consistent and highest performing results, and 

what best simulated college-readiness practices in a manner that still promoted high 

levels of student achievement and performance.  

Procedures 

 The vision of the researcher for this program involved collaboration between 

teachers and principals in the form of professional development workshops, observations 

of colleagues, coaching from administrators, professional learning community 

conversations, and discussion in the form of feedback provided by principals, other 

administrators, and fellow teachers that are part of the professional learning community. 

Professional development was a major part of this intervention design in order to address 

the issues in this school district with college readiness preparation. Professional 
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development is critical for the teachers to address gaps in their ability to create an 

instructional environment that can match the intensity of a college classroom. It is also 

critical for principals in order to help them gain the necessary knowledge to align a 

curriculum that provides that what to the how and why questions surrounding this 

problem of professional practice. The professional development opportunities for 

principals are also important to help give them the necessary confidence and capacity for 

leading change through positive feedback and dialogue by training them on how to build 

capacity in their teachers and also increase their self-efficacy by supporting their 

improvement efforts. A key aspect of the professional development strategies of this 

intervention design is the presence of professional learning communities. This is a great 

opportunity for collaboration, sharing of ideas, observation, and discussion that can be 

had by people that are equally invested in the outcomes of the intervention and also have 

a common understanding of the specific underlying makeup of the students, parents, 

community, and culture that compose the educational setting in this school district.  

 Two other major components of the change drivers that will create the desired 

successful outcome in this school district are building instructional capacity and self-

efficacy of teachers and alignment of curriculum that provides the knowledge base, 

academic challenge, and instructional rigor that are key pieces of the college curriculum. 

Building instructional capacity and self-efficacy is something that the researcher hopes to 

address through professional development, observation, and the formation of professional 

learning communities so that teachers are able to grow their own skill sets through 

strengthening others in their own district. The ability to share what works and does not 

work with a similar context is critical with immediate application and practice. These 
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opportunities for conversations and feedback that center on instructional practices are 

critical to building confidence in teachers and also in principals. To be able to reflect on 

practice in a productive way that leads to positive interactions and outcomes challenges 

all people involved to really invest in the process and not waste time carrying out an 

innovation that will not be implemented with fidelity. 

Design, Development, and Pilot Implementation of a Professional Learning 
Program Intervention for Campus-Level Instructional Leaders 

Overview 

The professional learning program intervention that the researcher developed was 

designed, developed, and pilot implemented for this study based on improving the lack of 

knowledge, skills, and capacity the high school teachers and principal in this school 

district have to effectively provide instructional rigor and differentiated instruction that 

are necessary components of college coursework. The problem of professional practice in 

this district is that there is a lack of an aligned and articulated curriculum that is designed 

to provide the framework, foundation, and appropriate yearly growth that is necessary to 

provide rigorous learning that is necessary to prepare college ready graduates. The 

intervention strategies that were leveraged tried to create positive change and 

professional learning improvement focused on developing a targeted professional 

development program for both teachers and principals, building instructional capacity in 

teachers by increasing their self-efficacy through the learning they gain in professional 

development, and the creation of an aligned and articulated curriculum that fosters 

rigorous, higher-level thinking. 

 These intervention strategies will be used to give the teachers and principals in 

this school district the confidence and instructional capacity to provide lessons and 
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strategies for student instruction that prepare students for the rigor and demands of 

college coursework.  

Professional Learning Program Intervention Design: Work Plan and Timeline 

 The following portion of this study detailed the specific implementation schedule, 

plans, and timeline that was followed to conduct the various phases of this intervention 

design. These phases were the design and development phase, the professional learning 

program and pilot implementation phase, and the evaluation and impact analysis phase. 

Phase One: Program intervention design and development. There were 

several design and development activities that the researcher and the volunteer education 

personnel collaborators in this school-based field-based setting used to develop this 

professional learning system. This professional learning program intervention that was 

designed and developed during this insider action research study by the researcher and 

other education personnel collaborators was informed by the change drivers of 

developing a targeted professional development program, building instructional capacity 

in teachers by increasing self-efficacy through learning gained on instructional strategies 

and practice in professional development, and gaining confidence on the part of the 

campus administrator to articulate and align a curriculum that fosters rigorous, higher-

level thinking (see Figure 1.1, p. 20). These change drivers were used as the focal point 

for the teachers and the principal to gain the confidence and instructional capacity to 

provide lessons and strategies for student instruction that were rigorous and prepared 

students for the demands of college coursework. The education personnel collaborators 

utilized the identified change drivers during the conduct of this insider action research 

study to inform the design and development of the specific, customized professional 
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learning program intervention design by making them be the key purpose of the activities 

that were conducted in the pilot implementation schedule and timeline for this 

intervention study. All activities targeted the desired outcomes to be achieved from the 

implementation of these change drivers to a designed action research endeavor that put 

this change process into practice.  

One activity was the use of professional development workshops at the local, 

regional, and state levels. However, over the course of this study, most of this 

professional development was just not possible due to time constraints. Some possible 

examples of the local workshops that will be considered for future improvements include 

data digs within grade levels, subject areas, and campuses, curriculum audits, data 

disaggregation of testing and assessment results, and vertical alignment meetings to align 

curriculum, activities, instructional strategies, and challenging expectations for students 

that is consistent from one grade level to the next. At the region level, some possible 

workshops will involve improved instructional practices, content-specific ideas for 

activities and more specialized efforts to better understand standards, and also to attend 

curriculum meetings to help with exposure to the varieties and examples of curriculum 

possibilities that exist. At the state level, some possible workshops might include 

developing partnerships with state universities to discuss ways to better impact college 

readiness instruction, professional development activities that provide exposure to 

initiatives that can be implemented at the district level that would provide for common 

instructional practices, classroom activities, and lesson structures that would provide 

consistency for students and also work toward rigor and challenge in all classes, and 
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professional development that focuses on best practices, interventions, and innovative 

techniques that can allow teachers to add to their knowledge base.  

 A vast majority of the possible intervention activities came from a combination of 

coaching, inquiry, modeling, observations, and follow-up peer conversations. All of these 

were to take place in the form of professional learning communities that would be 

developed at the local level amongst grade levels and content areas. These professional 

learning communities followed the PLC framework model that is outlined in the 2016 

book, Learning by Doing: A Handbook for Professional Learning Communities at Work, 

written by DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, and Mattos. This framework is based on the 

ideas that the focus must be kept on a collective commitment to the learning of every 

student, collaborative work and collective responsibility must be taken for the success of 

every student with a focus placed on collaborative goals that are shared by everyone 

involved, and a results orientation that places an emphasis on evidence of student 

learning (DuFour et al., 2016). As the timeline for implementation of this intervention 

design took shape, it became obvious that not enough planning time had been put in place 

to adequately conduct PLC meetings. This will become a focus in the building of the 

master teaching schedule on this campus going in to next school year in order to develop  

a collaborative effort that addresses the data driven strengths and weaknesses on this 

campus with regard to student performance and achievement and knowledge gaps. 

The professional learning communities will provide opportunities for peer coaching, peer 

inquiry, peer modeling, peer observations, and peer conversations so that there is a 

constant exchange of ideas that are facilitated and productive and do not depend on an 

administrator as the only source of support, feedback, and criticism.  
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 The timeline and schedule for the professional learning program pilot 

implementation intervention design and strategies came from the local level because of 

accessibility, feasibility, lack of cost, and ability to be conducted at any time without 

having to only be available to the one time that it is scheduled. The desire was to create a 

robust environment of learning, sharing, discussing, and improving teaching and learning 

practices at all times. 

Phase Two: Professional learning program pilot implementation. The 

timeline and implementation schedule for the intervention design and strategies that were 

used as part of this intervention design study are detailed in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1   

Intervention Design 

Week Format Content/Activities 

1 Meeting of all 
selected 
participants  

Introducing the concept: 
• What are college readiness standards? 
• What type of material is covered on college entrance exams? 
• How are questions phrased on college entrance exams? 
• How can this be incorporated into the classroom? 
Analyzing strategies for instruction: 
• What teaching strategies do college professors use and how can we incorporate 

them into our class structures? 
• What types of activities are used to differentiate student learning in order to 

ensure mastery of the content? 
• How can the presentation of the material be differentiated to provide different 

opportunities for students to engage with the content? 
• Do our teachers have the pedagogical and content knowledge to present 

lessons from this challenge and rigor level? 
• How can we instill the necessary confidence in our teachers to teach classes at 

a college-level intensity? 
2 Meeting of all 

selected 
participants 

Analysis and selection of curriculum that is aligned with college readiness 
practices: 
• How is data collected to show the effectiveness of rigorous and challenging 

curriculum on student performance on higher-level thinking exams? 
• How can data be used to determine if all students are meeting college-

readiness standards? 
• How can we articulate a curriculum that fosters rigorous, higher-level 

thinking? 
• Teachers will gain a level of comfort with the aligned curriculum, instructional 

strategies, and activities that will be employed by all teachers as part of this 
initiative 

3 Classroom 
observations by 
volunteer 
participants 

Conducting observations of teachers focused on instructional strategies that is 
rigorous and challenging and includes information from college entrance exams 
• Teachers also observe students to identify successful instructional strategies 

and activities that engage students in learning 
3 Individual 

interview 
meetings 

Sharing feedback on observations that shows the academic growth of all students 
due to challenging, college preparedness instruction and materials that push all 
students to achieve academic growth 

4 Classroom 
observations by 
volunteer 
participants 

Conducting observations of teachers focused on instructional strategies that is 
rigorous and challenging and includes information from college entrance exams 

§ Education personnel will participate in an immersive, data-driven team-
learning project on learning how to engage effectively in instructional 
data-teaming that involves disaggregation and analysis of student data to 
uncover the root causes of and improve students’ learning 

4 Individual 
interview 
meetings 

Sharing feedback on observations that shows the academic growth of all students 
due to challenging, college preparedness instruction and materials that push all 
students to achieve academic growth 
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 The process monitoring and adjustment procedures that were employed to collect 

real-time implementation process data included trial and error opportunities, data 

feedback loops, and the collection of relevant data in order to document and evaluate the 

intervention design implementation process. The process data was accumulated and 

collected from the design development discussions of the intervention team and the 

feedback from observations in the classroom. 

 The adjustment response procedures that were utilized to carefully monitor and 

assess the effectiveness of the study’s overall professional learning program intervention 

pilot implementation activities were informed by the process data feedback and the 

discussions of the trial and error procedures involved with implementation of the 

intervention design. The main source of process data that was collected during this 

intervention implementation that resulted in necessary in-process adjustments to the 

ongoing pilot implementation activities that occurred in real time in this field-based 

setting was evidence that there is a lack of consistency with the structure of lessons, 

instruction, and activities in the classroom from the volunteer teachers in the intervention 

group that resulted in inconsistent data that showed gaps in content areas that are not the 

result of content knowledge. The major adjustments that need to be made to this 

intervention design schedule would all involve deeper support, professional development, 

and review of the validity of curriculum being used in order to make sure that 

instructional strategies are in alignment with the expectations of college professors. If the 

pacing, rigor, and challenge of the course sequence on a daily basis do not match college-

readiness standards, then more help, support, and professional development to build 
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capacity, self-efficacy, and confidence would be needed in order to gain a comfort with a 

new style and expectation for how class is structured.  

Phase Three: Evaluation and impact analysis. The procedures and activities 

that the education personnel collaborators in this study engaged in to evaluate the overall 

effectiveness of this professional learning program intervention pilot implementation 

consisted of evaluating different kinds of impact data, analyzing this impact data, and 

meeting with the researcher periodically to continue to inform the efforts to grow and 

build on any successes or failures that come from this intervention study. That impact 

data was accumulated from observations of the students as they participated in class to 

see what engaged them in meaningful learning, what their academic strengths were, and 

what their academic weaknesses were in terms of the knowledge base that is needed as a 

foundation for college success. 

Dissemination. The results, findings, and conclusions of this completed study will 

be disseminated to education personnel and stakeholders in the school district that is the 

subject of this action research study in the form of a local professional development 

workshop. This workshop will be used as a way to present the information at the end of a 

school year, have a discussion and planning session about next steps, and then plan 

professional development throughout the summer and teacher in-service period prior to 

the next school year. It will also be used as a way to begin discussions on looking at 

curriculum that fits the appropriate alignment, rigor, and challenge necessary to prepare 

for college readiness. After being shared with the school district stakeholders, this 

information will be shared with the other school districts in this region through 

opportunities for workshops at the region service center that serves this school district.  
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Limitations 

The major practical methodological limitation that was associated with this study 

is the lack of professional development that targets college-ready instructional practices. 

The lack of opportunities for high school teachers to be able to learn from college 

professors in order to better align instructional practices presents a problem with being 

able to really impact this targeted intervention. This caused much more focus to be placed 

on finding professional development that focuses exclusively on preparing for college-

entrance exams, which does not necessarily cause an improvement in instructional 

practices, rigor, and challenge that match college professors and courses. Another major 

limitation to the methodology associated with this study is in the ability to conduct 

professional learning communities without the opportunity to properly plan for their 

priority in the scheduling process. The researcher found it difficult to fit them in without 

the opportunity to already have their existence implemented in to the day-to-day class 

structure of the teacher. It is the belief of the researcher that, despite these acknowledged 

limitations, the overall intervention study design that has been presented in the Methods 

and Procedures chapter nevertheless can be deemed to be relevant and of practical value 

in terms of holding promise for advancing design-based professional learning 

improvement for education personnel in this school district organization. 

Chapter Summary 

The Methods and Procedures involved in the school improvement intervention 

study proposal design that has been articulated and described within this chapter looked 

first at the methodology that was used for this study. This included the research goals and 

approach of the study design, the process of selecting participants for the study, the 
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instruments that were used to collect data, and how this data was analyzed. The 

procedures section of this chapter included an overview of the design, development, and 

pilot implementation of this professional learning program intervention for campus-level 

instructional leaders, followed by a work plan and timeline for this professional learning 

program intervention design. This timeline and work plan consisted of three phases. The 

first phase was the program intervention design and development, the second phase was 

the professional learning program pilot implementation schedule, and the third phase was 

the evaluation and impact analysis. This chapter ended by looking at how the data was 

disseminated and any limitations that were seen as a possible impediment to successful 

outcomes from this intervention design study.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

 As stated in Chapter I, the purpose of this study is to investigate how the principal 

and teachers in this small, rural North Central Texas school district can improve their 

college readiness instructional practices. For the teachers, the following factors were 

investigated: (a) a lack of professional development that gives teachers confidence to 

differentiate lessons that match the rigor of college classes; (b) the need to build 

instructional efficacy in teachers so they can go beyond their comfort zone and challenge 

students; and (c) to give teachers other instructional strategies so they can scaffold 

lessons that meet all learning styles. For principals, the following factors were considered 

in the instructional observations: (a) the effectiveness of the current college readiness 

curriculum and how it can be articulated and aligned in a way that gives students the 

appropriate foundational knowledge for college success; (b) the needs of the teachers so 

the principals can give more appropriate support that builds capacity in the instructional 

team; and (c) to help principals target professional development that is appropriate to the 

needs of the teachers to address these factors that are an identified weaknesses on the 

high school campus. This chapter presents the results of the analysis of the qualitative 

data that was gathered to complete this study. 

 To solicit volunteers to participate in this study an e-mail was sent to all of the 

high school teaching staff of this small, rural school district. The teachers were given a 

week to respond to the researcher with their desire to participate in the study or to ask any 

questions that would help make their decision. Two teachers volunteered to incorporate 
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college readiness instruction in to their classrooms. Two other teachers volunteered to 

conduct observations of those classes. 

 As stated in Chapter III, two forms of data were collected for this study: (a) 

observations of classroom instruction to determine the strengths and weaknesses of 

college readiness instruction in terms of curriculum, vocabulary, foundational 

knowledge; and (b) higher-order thinking skills, and teacher interviews beyond their 

comfort zone to accept this challenge to diversify their instructional practices. To address 

the professional problem of practice, the researcher conducted observations and 

interviews to gain input from the teachers, which may be beneficial to guide future 

improvement efforts.  

 The first source of data was the classroom observations. The classroom 

observations were used to provide the background information to be discussed in 

individual interviews with each teacher participant in order to facilitate further discussion 

about the types of practices that need to be incorporated in to classroom instruction. The 

second source of data was the interviews of the four teachers that responded to the 

invitation. There were thirteen total questions that evaluated the overall experience of the 

study. Questions asked of the participants aimed to determine which classroom 

instructional practices had the most positive impact on student learning and engagement. 

They also investigated what areas the participants believed needed to be addressed in 

order to make a profound impact on every student. The researcher kept handwritten notes 

from the discussion of the interview questions that were asked in individual meetings 

with each participant. The researcher started a new page for each new question asked. 

Direct quotations were cited using the pseudonym that is associated with each teacher 
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participant (Alice, John, Sarah, Scott), in order to maintain confidentiality, and the page 

of the transcription where the quote is found that corresponded to the interviews with 

each respective teacher. As the researcher transcribed the notes, he created and organized 

themes that emerged from the common ideas and observations that were witnessed by the 

participants. 

Within-Case Results and Analysis 

 The researcher used the pseudonyms Alice, John, Sarah, and Scott for the 

participant names. The researcher omitted actual names of the teachers from this study. 

These measures served as safeguards to maintain the confidentiality of the participants. 

The researcher did use the actual grade levels and classes taught by the participants. Two 

of the participants were males and two were females. All of the participants had at least 

fifteen years of experience. For each teacher interview, the researcher provided the 

context and location, a summary of the interview responses, and the themes that emerged 

from the interview questions. Table 4.1 provides an overview of the four participants.  

Table 4.1.   

Overview of the Four Participants 

Teacher Gender 

High 
School 
Teacher Math Science 

Other 
Teaching 

Field 
Years of 

Experience 

Alice Female X X   26 
John Male X  X  18 

Sarah Female X   X 18 
Scott Male X   X 25 

 
 The participants conducted observations in upper level math and science classes 

that are taught by Alice and John. These classes were predominately made up of students 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 76 

that were juniors and seniors with a few sophomores included in the math classes. The 

researcher conducted a series of three interviews with the teachers that volunteered to 

participate in the study. The questions aimed to gain further insight on the observations 

that occurred in the classes. The questions began with an assessment of the knowledge 

that the participants had about college readiness and the standards that show readiness in 

mathematics, science, and English/Language Arts.  

Participant Background and Interview Information 

Alice 

 Alice is a teacher with 26 years of teaching experience. She has worked in this 

rural school district for 25 of those years, teaching 5th and 6th grade math for the first 20 

years and then high school math for the last four years. She has taught the upper level 

math courses during those four years. She spent one year at the beginning of her career 

teaching at the elementary level in two smaller districts than the one that is the topic of 

this study. Alice is one of the two teachers that volunteered for their classroom to be 

observed for this study. The classes that were observed involved the top students in the 

junior and senior classes at this school. Alice opted to meet in her classroom at the 

school. The interviews lasted a total of 45 minutes. 

John 

 John is a teacher with 18 years of teaching experience. He taught the first ten 

years of his career in a larger school district with about four times the enrollment of this 

small, rural school district where he currently teaches. John has taught at the elementary, 

middle, and high school levels in his former school district. He has taught in this rural 

school district for the last eight years, teaching physical science and physics. John is the 
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other teacher that volunteered for their classroom to be observed for this study. The class 

that was observed involved the top senior students at this school. John opted to meet in 

the high school principal’s office. The interviews lasted a total of 74 minutes. 

Sarah 

 Sarah is a teacher with 18 years of teaching experience. All of her teaching 

experience came from a small, rural school district. Her first three years of teaching came 

at the elementary level before moving to the middle school for the next seven years. She 

has worked in a variety of roles for the last eight years at this rural high school. Sarah 

opted to meet in the office of the high school library. The interviews lasted a total of 40 

minutes. 

Scott 

 Scott has gained 25 years of teaching experience. He has worked in six other 

school districts that range in size from very small schools with an enrollment less than 

one hundred students, to schools that have close to 1,500 students. He has taught in this 

rural school district for the last eight years. He has taught at the elementary, middle, and 

high school levels. Scott opted to meet in the band hall office at the high school. The 

interviews lasted a total of 67 minutes. 

Qualitative Interview Results 

 The specific interview questions were grouped to investigate the following areas 

of college readiness: (a) college readiness standards, questioning, vocabulary, and 

content; (b) instructional strategies and student engagement; (c) professional 

development; and (d) curriculum. Of the 13 questions discussed, six pertained to college 

readiness standards, questioning, vocabulary, and content, four looked at instructional 
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strategies, one looked at professional development, one at curriculum, and one at 

engagement. The researcher decided to group engagement with instructional strategies, as 

that was one of the primary concerns of the volunteer participants when looking at the 

types of instructional methods that produced the desired results from the students. These 

areas were identified in the literature review from Chapter II as explanatory factors 

behind this professional problem of practice investigation, as well as areas the drilled 

down deeper in to the curriculum piece of this study. 

College Readiness Standards, Questioning, Vocabulary, and Content 

 In the Phase 2 implementation of this study, the initial meeting between the 

researcher and the volunteer participants began by discussing what college readiness 

standards are. When the volunteers first came in to sign up to participate in the study, this 

was a common question that was of concern to the possible participants. In these initial 

meetings, the volunteer participants also brought up that it would be important to probe 

the students knowledge about the content of those standards, gaining an understanding of 

that content, gaining a knowledge of the academic vocabulary, and then being able to 

answer questions that test their ability to analyze, synthesize, and disseminate that 

knowledge. A large number of the questions to glean the qualitative data from these 

observations comes from the interview questions that discuss these areas because of how 

critically important they are to improving this professional problem of practice. 

 College Readiness Standards in Texas require students to combine content 

knowledge in a particular area with the ability to analyze issues that pertain to that 

content (Center, 2009). This is a much different goal than what is assessed of students at 

the high school level. At this level students are expected to know specific knowledge 
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about a particular content area. The primary difference is the need to be able to analyze 

and discuss beyond the foundation knowledge.  

 The questions asked of the volunteer participants in the interview were meant to 

probe for observed feedback concerning the strengths and weaknesses of the students in 

grasping the college and career readiness standards and the particular content that 

challenged students the most. A common theme that was presented in two of the 

interviews concerned vocabulary. There was a stated need to review prior vocabulary, but 

to also spend time teaching new vocabulary that would promote knowledge of the 

expectations outlined in the college readiness standards. Another observed weakness 

came with attitude, comprehension, and endurance in terms of reading capabilities. 

Critical thinking skills were also seen as a weakness, but mostly due to the lack of 

exposure to those types of in depth questions compared to gaining proficiency on 

standards, as is required in high school. In terms of strengths, the use of technology was 

presented as something that allowed students to gain learning support. This use must be 

guided in order to ensure that it is directed in the appropriate manner to enhance learning.  

 Another area that the volunteer participants wanted to target their observed 

feedback concerned vocabulary and foundational knowledge related to the required 

knowledge that must be demonstrated according to the readiness standards. Vocabulary 

deficiencies were seen as weaknesses by all of the volunteer participants. John stated that: 

I have emphasized the scientific vocabulary throughout these lessons. I have 
provided them with the definitions and have asked open-ended questions with 
concepts related to the terms. I have also had the students provide their own 
explanations of meanings to terms. Reading a definition and gaining an 
understanding/comprehension is an obstacle for the students that do not like 
reading or are reading at a low level. (p. 3, Lines 8-13) 
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All of the volunteers agreed that vocabulary exposure needed to become a staple in all 

classes in order to increase the challenge in terms of college standards rather than 

dumbing down the content to only what the students can easily understand. The volunteer 

participants also discussed whether cognition or lack of foundational knowledge were 

greater weaknesses when it comes to a lack of confidence with college readiness 

standards. The participants all agreed that cognition is the greater issue for the students. 

The ability to drill down deeper into the analysis and application phases of learning were 

seen as skills that the students currently lacked. The volunteers agreed that incorporating 

skills practice for college exam preparation, college readiness standards, college 

vocabulary, and study skills needed to be incorporated into every class, even if for only 

10 minutes each class period.   

Instructional Strategies and Student Engagement 

 A major point of investigation in this study involved analyzing the instructional 

strategies being used by the teachers in this small, rural high school in North Central 

Texas to see if the necessary rigor and challenge of college courses was present in order 

to prepare students for success. During the initial meeting process, the volunteer 

participants wanted to use a variety of methods in order to see what elicited the best 

results from the students. They also expressed an interest in which instructional strategies 

would produce the greatest student engagement results.  

 In the interview questions, the goal was to discuss areas of instruction that were 

observed as being strategies that best engaged students in learning or presented a level of 

rigor, pacing, and challenge that would resemble what was found in a college class. John 

and Scott both used forms of discussion and questioning in their classes. John preferred 
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to incorporate Socratic questioning in to his science classes as a way to facilitate 

discussion and oral explanations on scientific concepts in order to collaborate on different 

learning points. Scott has started to use open discussions in his classes in order to get his 

students to talk more openly about their thoughts and ideas on various topics discussed in 

class. He stated that the students have been very respectful of the different viewpoints 

that are presented and that it has led to more beneficial learning for the students because 

the ideas come from each other rather than a teacher. Sarah stated that the collaboration 

being fostered in the classes where discussion occurred is critical to student learning due 

to the amount of social networking that students today are used to engaging in. John, 

Alice, and Sarah felt that incorporating ACT, SAT, and TSI practice into their classes 

was critical to students gaining a greater level of comfort with those types of questions.  

 Another area that was of interest from the observations was to discuss which 

instructional strategies best engaged the students and also promoted mastery of the 

content as opposed to gaining only a small amount of knowledge on the topic. Alice 

stated that, “I have seen that the kids have more confidence after I show them how to 

work a problem. They will go, “Oh! That’s how you do that!” (p. 1, Line 23). Modeling 

was seen by Scott as an instructional strategy that promotes content mastery for students, 

as well. John and Sarah both felt that a hands-on approach promotes content mastery 

better for today’s students. Sarah stated, “In science hands on instructional strategies or 

activities that are able to connect several science standards in one have the greatest 

positive impact toward student mastery” (p. 2, Lines 4-6).  

 Student engagement became a primary topic during the interviews. This was a 

behavior that was observed to impact attitude, rigor, classroom environment, and the 
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confidence of students to successfully learn the new content and vocabulary. The 

volunteer participants discussed the issue of engagement as a group before the individual 

interview meetings. The consensus of the group was that hands-on activities and active 

discussions were the most effective engagement strategies used for instruction. Alice 

stated that, “Our students will not engage unless they are made to” (p. 2, Lines 22-23). 

The group also believed that some form of Socratic questioning or discussion needed to 

be present in every class along with a strong commitment to expanding the vocabulary of 

all students. Sarah stated that, “We have discussed how limited their vocabulary is 

because of the way they talk. They are not used to talking with college words and the 

standards we teach in high school do not allow them to go that deep into what words 

mean” (p. 2, Lines 32-36). Scott added that “an improved vocabulary will help students 

gain a better understanding of what they are reading, which should help their reading 

comprehension” (p. 3, Lines 1-2). The volunteer participant group believed that the most 

critical component of engagement needed to be discussion and collaboration of some sort 

in order to facilitate talking about content so students can connect with the content, learn 

from each other, and drill deeper into topics through thinking, connecting, and oral 

expression. 

Professional Development 

 A key component of this study is the need for professional development that 

provides a lasting opportunity for continuous improvement in these areas of needed 

growth in order to improve upon this professional problem of practice. The main 

questions coming from the observations concerned pedagogical or content-related needs 

that could be improved through targeted professional development. A major limitation of 
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this study was the lack of access to professional development. This proved to be a 

limiting factor in this study due to the lack of planning that could give scheduling the 

flexibility to allow the teachers to learn from each other on a more consistent basis in 

professional learning communities. Alice and John both expressed an interest in attending 

professional development that provides college entrance exam information that could be 

presented in class to incorporate lessons across content areas and increase motivation for 

students to see the importance of experiencing success on these assessments. Sarah 

expressed an interest in gaining professional development that would help with being 

more data driven in investigating the successes and struggles of graduates from this 

school district. Scott stated, “I have learned more by watching other teachers than I have 

in a classroom for professional development. The observations I have done have been eye 

opening in many ways.” (p. 2, Lines 13-14) 

Curriculum 

 The major concern with the curriculum being used is that it must provide the 

necessary foundation content knowledge for students to be able to succeed in college and 

it must provide for the necessary challenge and rigor opportunities that allow for students 

to be pushed to greater levels of learning and demonstration of knowledge. During the 

observations, the purpose was to investigate whether the curriculum that is currently 

being used provides the proper foundation for content knowledge where it can be built 

upon with a natural progression that is aligned and allows for opportunities to learn in a 

variety of ways. There was some mix amongst the volunteer participants about their 

feelings on the curriculum. Most of the participants felt that the curriculum provided the 

appropriate foundation of knowledge but that it was up to the teacher to present that 
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curriculum in the most engaging and applicable way for students to learn. Alice stated 

that she did not care for the school-wide math curriculum because it did not provide 

enough practice opportunities before moving on to the next topic. The group agreed that 

the curriculum needed to be flexible to fit both the needs of the students and the teachers. 

The teachers need to gain a level of comfort with the curriculum so they can present it in 

a variety of ways so that learning can be hands on and engaging. The students need 

learning to be presented in ways that scaffold learning so they can see it, hear it, talk 

about it, and then do it. This presents learning in several ways so it can be connected, 

synthesized, and then applied. 

College Readiness Program Implementation Emergent Themes 

 This section will outline the results of the specific themes that have emerged in 

this study. The observed behaviors in this study between all of the participants became 

the basis for the discussions that would drive the professional learning community 

meetings. The main question to be asked of this group involved developing a consensus 

on what was working best for the student population in this school as a whole in terms of 

instructional strategies or activities. The responses from the group were areas in which 

the greatest need of improvement in order to address this professional problem of 

practice.  

Vocabulary 

 One of the specific behaviors noted by the volunteer participants was a lack of 

understanding what words mean in the test questions and answers. The lack of 

appropriate vocabulary was expressed as needing to improve in order to start improving 

college entrance exam scores. Alice stated that, “Our students do not have a good college 
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vocabulary in any subject.” (p. 2, Line 25) Alqahtani (2015) says that new vocabulary 

must be learned, practiced, and then put in terms where the students can understand it in 

their own way. In presenting one vocabulary term it is better to have several techniques 

such as objects, drawings, or rhymes in order to facilitate remembrance (Alqahtani, 

2015).  

 One method that has been used on this particular small, rural high school campus 

in North Central Texas has been the use of mnemonics, word parts, and vocabulary cards. 

Alice stated that one of the other math teachers on this campus uses mnemonics to teach 

formulas and the students practice these phrases in the form of chants. Alqahtani (2015) 

says that, “Students must see words more than once for it to be placed in their long-term 

memories, but this cannot be done just through sight. The word must be seen in multiple 

contexts.” As is the case with language acquisition, words must be seen in as many 

relatable ways as possible in order for students to use them in language and context that 

applies to their interests and comfort level. 

Curriculum 

 All four teachers stated that the curriculum being used in class met the needs of 

the students when it comes to how it builds on prior knowledge and appropriately provide 

students with new skills. Sarah stated that, “Teachers and their instructional methods play 

a large role in the curriculum being applied and built upon.” (p. 2, Lines 20-22) The 

greater theme emerging from this study when it comes to curriculum is how to build off 

of what is established. Curriculum is defined as a set of materials acquisition of valued 

concepts, procedures, and ways of reasoning (Clements, 2007). This definition is much 

more than just a book with information that is read by a student or discussed by a teacher. 
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The concept is presented, but there is limited opportunity for reasoning, discussion, or 

connection of meaning from that information. Donald (1986) states that at the university 

level, the differences in curriculum come from the different subject areas due to the 

broadness of the information covered in that area. If an area is very straightforward, such 

as mathematics, then there is not much need for a diversified curriculum. In areas where 

there is a great deal of diversity to the content, then more curriculum options are needed 

in order to connect with the wider range of information. 

 Curriculum should not be separated by subject, but instead should be integrated 

with other disciplines so students can connect learning (Beane, 1995). Curriculum should 

be more about planning activities and projects that allow students to be hands on with 

learning rather than just for teachers planning content-based learning that fits their 

personal comfort zone (Beane, 1995). Curriculum should be facilitated so that it is about 

habitual and individualized learning that allows students to connect what they have seen 

before with the pedagogy that is used by the teacher as the method for presenting content 

(Nygaard, Hojlt, & Hermansen, 2008).  

 Curriculum should be about more than just acquiring new knowledge or just a 

book with information. As knowledge is linked to college, curriculum becomes about 

perceived learning experiences and reasoning (Nygaard et al., 2008). This knowledge 

allows students to acquire skills that develop competency in the areas of learning 

(Nygaard et al., 2008). There should be a cycle of action where content is learned and 

then reflection where learning is demonstrated in ways that show that the information is 

being recalled and verbalized in a way that means something to the student (Nygaard et 

al., 2008).  
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Higher-Order Thinking Skills   

 The volunteer participants stated one of the biggest factors in the students’ lack of 

ability to answer college entrance exam test prep questions was the fact that they were 

used to giving answers based on pulling from foundational knowledge and giving a 

simple answer. When they are asked to dig deeper in to questions and put forth effort, 

they tend to shut down. As Alice said, “Students struggle with long questions. If they are 

too long, they won’t read the full question.” (p. 1, Line 8) These skills are developed 

through processes that are implemented into the classroom structure on a daily basis that 

require students to do more than just acquire basic knowledge. Higbee (2003) states that: 

At the college level, academic success is about more than memorization. Students 
must be actively engaged in the learning process because they are  curious. 
Students must be open-minded and able to observe learning from other 
perspectives. Learning must be viewed in terms of the context of the student, the 
culture of learning they come from, and how they learn. Students have to think 
independently, form their opinion, and support it with evidence. They have to 
think critically and creatively and sometimes fail. Then they have to make use of 
the feedback they get effectively so they can understand what happened. 

This statement magnifies the need to provide learning that emulates this demand on 

students before they get to the college level. 

 The learning scale should begin with remembering information and understanding 

information. However, most of the students do not get beyond that level. They must also 

apply knowledge, analyze what they have learned, evaluate this new meaning, and then 

create their own definitions and understanding of the new information they have 

acquired. Students that are tested with high-level questions over a period of time better 

understand the material (Jensen, McDaniel, Woodard, & Kummer, 2014). The 

expectations of the course are outlined in how rigorous the questioning is that determines 

learning (Jensen et al., 2014). Courses should be designed in reverse so that the end goal 
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of what needs to be learned is the first factor, followed by the learning activities that align 

with the assessments (Jensen et al., 2014). This strategy will ensure that courses are 

taught with appropriate rigor and that content is presented that challenges students 

beyond basic knowledge, understanding, and recall. 
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Table 4.2.   

Professional Development Sessions Mentioned by Teachers 

Teacher Practices to Address 
Professional Development 

Suggested 

Alice Motivation of students on 
college entrance exam practice 

TSI techniques for struggling 
learners 

John Incorporation of co-curricular 
lessons in class 

Workshops and information 
on college readiness standards 

Sarah Struggles and successes of 
graduates so teachers know 
what to work on 

Data collection on student 
information that helps teachers 
know where they can improve 

Scott Implementation of new 
teaching methods  

Learning from other teachers 
in the form of local 
observations  

 
Implementation and Sustainability Strategies 

 The teachers who participated in this study voiced appreciation for the efforts to 

help improve college readiness practices on their campus. Two of the participants 

currently have children that are students on this campus and are directly impacted by 

these efforts. One of the other participants had two children graduate from this campus, 

which allows her to draw on previous experiences and learning to reflect on what these 

positive changes could have meant for her children. The participants, along with the 

researcher, have articulated some strategies that were agreed upon by the professional 

learning community that can help with further practice, implementation, and the creation 

of a campus-wide program that focuses on improving this professional problem of 

practice. 

Implementation of Campus Professional Learning Communities  

 This particular campus that was the subject of this study has never been through 

the professional learning community process. The teachers all discussed with the 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 90 

researcher what a PLC would look like on this campus. Through this discussion, ideas 

were presented and discussed that involved common planning periods, periodic meetings 

to discuss data from student work and formative assessments, and regular planning 

meetings that would help with alignment of content, instructional practices, rigor, and 

questioning in terms of probing for deeper thinking and learning. An unforeseen obstacle 

in this study was the planned presence of PLC meetings. The lack of prior planning so it 

would work in teacher’s schedules kept it out of this study. All of the participants 

acknowledged that with a year to plan for their existence they would be of great benefit to 

the campus, school district, teachers, and students.  

Reading and Vocabulary Emphasis in All Classes 

 There were many comments in the interviews about the poor reading skills that 

students displayed, the disdain that the students showed about reading, and the general 

display of apathy that the students showed toward reading. The volunteer participants 

also discussed the poor vocabulary that most of the students used and their lack of 

understanding when it comes to reading passages and questions on tests that use a higher 

level of vocabulary words. The suggestion was made by John to make a reading 

requirement in all classes. The reading can be appropriate to the subject of the course, but 

it must be guided reading, followed by discussion that brings deeper meaning to what is 

being read. 

Study Skills Class Added to the Curriculum 

 As Sarah mentioned, a major cognitive problem amongst the students is their lack 

of knowledge on how to study and their lack of work ethic when it comes to putting in 

the time to study. Many colleges and universities offer study skills courses that can be 
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taken in a dual credit setting by establishing a memorandum of understanding between 

the public school district and the university. A course such as this could provide students 

with the skills necessary to positively aid their study habits and create lasting change that 

leads to greater success at the college level. 

Summary 

 In the preceding information of Chapter IV, the researcher provided the context 

and location of the individual meetings, a summary of the interview, and the themes that 

emerged from the feedback provided by the participants. Each interview served as a 

comparison of the thoughts, experiences, practices, and suggestions of each teacher as 

ideas are presented that can help begin the change process of addressing this professional 

problem of practice. Chapter IV presents the summaries of the themes that were 

presented during the data collection from observations and teacher interviews. The 

following chapter contains the conclusions, discussions, and implications of the findings 

from this study. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 Chapter V begins with a review of the purpose of the study. Next, major findings 

and conclusions of the study are explained, followed by the major findings and 

conclusions that apply to the research questions and a brief description of how the results 

were analyzed to determine the results and findings across the study. Next is a discussion 

of the concerns at the district and campus level. The conclusion looks at 

recommendations for future college readiness program implementation in terms of 

professional learning community development, professional development considerations, 

curriculum alignment, and a reading and vocabulary emphasis in all classes.  

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was identified through an exploratory needs assessment, 

a review of data, a root cause analysis, and a review of the knowledge base to help back 

up the identified problems have guided the purpose of this study. The explanatory factors 

that resulted, in sequential order, are as follows:  

§ The principals lack the necessary knowledge and skills to articulate a 

curriculum that meets the necessary rigor for college readiness  

§ The principals do not have the knowledge and leadership skills to support 

instructional team capacity building 

§ The principals do not understand how to properly target professional 

development that provides teachers with the confidence, knowledge, and skills 

to build capacity toward increasing college ready rigor in instructional 

practices 
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§ The teachers in this school district lack the necessary professional 

development to gain confidence in being able to appropriately differentiate 

lesson delivery in order to provide college-level rigorous lessons  

§ The teachers lack instructional efficacy and confidence to provide lessons that 

go beyond their personal comfort zone to challenge students  

§ The teachers lack the necessary instructional strategies to be able to structure 

lessons that include appropriate scaffolding to build toward college-level 

rigorous questioning and thinking skills for all students.  

Major Findings and Conclusions 

 This section presents a synthesis of the major findings and conclusions taken from 

the results of the data collection that was conducted in Phase I and Phase II of this study. 

This section is broken into three sections that address the research questions and the 

corresponding emergent themes. The following questions guided this study: 

1. How can the professional learning community articulate and align a 

curriculum that builds on the mastery of content and provide instructional 

practices that facilitate college preparedness and readiness through teaching 

higher-level and higher-order thinking skills and placing learning in the hands 

of the students? 

2. In what ways can a targeted professional development system be designed that 

provides instructional support for all teachers in the areas of differentiation 

and rigor that meet college readiness standards? 

3. How can the campus principal target and facilitate professional development 

opportunities that include practical experience with developing strategies that 
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increase self-efficacy and positively impact instructional capacity so that 

teachers can prepare students for college-level coursework?  

Across-Case Results and Analysis 

 The researcher conducted the across-case results and analysis while transcribing 

and analyzing the within-case results and analysis. He used his personal experience and 

knowledge as an educator and the literature reviewed in Chapter II and compared this 

information from the findings in this study to the explanatory factors that were presented 

in the literature review. The researcher transcribed the responses to the interview 

questions and arranged the across-case findings and analysis portion by the research 

questions that guide this study. Following each research question is a data table that has 

the teachers listed vertically on the left and the important factors from each question 

listed horizontally at the top. This helps to show the frequency and importance placed on 

each of the most observed behaviors or factors in this study.  

Research Question 1 

 Research Question 1 sought to determine how these four teachers felt that a 

curriculum could be chosen that incorporates the level of thinking and reasoning that 

skills that students must obtain in order to succeed in college-level classes. The following 

questions were asked of the teachers: 

• Due to the lack of textbook curriculum that focus on aligned curricula that 

prepares for college readiness, what other resources need to be brought in that 

can help prepare students for college readiness? 

• In what ways can higher-level and higher-order thinking skills be practiced in 

your classes? 
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• What types of instructional practices and strategies do you believe are critical 

to improving college readiness? 

Finding 1  

The teachers responded that the textbook curriculum was not the problem. They 

stated that the greatest resource that could be brought in was college prep material to 

be used either to supplement daily classroom activities or as a critical part of the 

overall curriculum that is used in their classes. 

 The volunteers felt that the exposure to the level of questioning, the practice on 

how to answer those questions, and the ability to discuss vocabulary and what the 

information means were critical components to helping increase student performance on 

college entrance exams and should be present in the curriculum activities used in 

classroom instruction.  

Finding 2  

The most important weaknesses in this study were identified as higher-order 

and higher-level thinking skills. The participants felt that most classes do not present 

students with the opportunity to analyze, connect, and re-state content so that they can 

engage with what they are learning in their own way. 

 The volunteers felt that most teachers are not comfortable with leading 

discussions and activities that extend to this level of demonstration of learning. 

Scaffolding activities were seen as an important professional development consideration 

in order to allow for teachers to gain ideas on how to incorporate these strategies into 

their daily lessons. John stated that, “The best way to improve their higher-order thinking 

skills is through questioning and discussion.” (p. 2, Lines 26-27) Alice stated that, “Those 
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skills must be practiced on a daily basis just like their math skills, formulas, and 

vocabulary.” (p. 1, Line 14) 

Finding 3  

The instructional practices and strategies that were deemed to be the most 

important to college readiness involved the presence of discussion and questioning in 

all classroom activities, hands on opportunities to engage with learning, and the 

importance of increasing academic vocabulary. 

 The participants also felt that reading comprehension and understanding, note-

taking skills, study skills, and the ability to listen to lecture for a long period of time were 

all necessary instructional practices and strategies that students needed to be more 

comfortable with and be exposed to before they entered college. However, there was one 

answer that was shared by all four teachers. That answer was student engagement. The 

teachers stated that students could be engaged either through hands on activities in class 

or through being involved in the classroom discussion as an active participant.  

Research Question 1 Conclusions 

 The data collected for this study confirms and supports the importance of the 

chosen curriculum in providing the necessary activities that help prepare students for 

success in college. The findings of this study also support the importance of incorporating 

higher-order and higher-level thinking skills into the daily instructional activities in every 

class. Nygaard et al. (2008) states that curriculum development must be thought of in the 

following ways: (a) are students starting in different places; (b) are they moving in 

different directions, moving slow, or moving fast; (c) students need to learn how to act 

and react so they can learn in different ways and also learn how to learn; and (d) students 
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need to look at their experiences and see how they have shaped their learning. This study 

helps to see the importance of curriculum being viewed as a diverse set of activities that 

all enhance the process of learning for every student. The curriculum used must also 

contain instructional strategies that require students to think in ways that correspond with 

the world they live in. Students must be given opportunities to engage with the content in 

multiple ways so they can challenge their own thinking, understanding, and knowledge in 

as many ways as possible. 

 Another conclusion is that higher-order and higher-level thinking skills must 

become a part of the instructional strategies that are utilized by all teachers on a daily 

basis. From the Understanding University Success study in 2003, David T. Conley states 

the following: 

One of the most dominant themes raised by participants is the importance of the 
habits of the mind students develop in high school and bring with them to 
university studies. These habits are considered by many faculty members to be 
more important than specific content knowledge. The habits of the mind include 
critical thinking; analytic thinking and problem solving; an inquisitive nature and 
interest in taking advantage of what a research university has to offer; the 
willingness to accept critical feedback and to adjust based on such feedback; 
openness to possible failures from time to time; and the ability and desire to cope 
with frustration and ambiguous learning tasks. (p. 8) 

This statement presents the different ways in which thinking and learning occur. In order 

to engage students in learning that mimics their thinking patterns, curriculum must begin 

to contain opportunities for students to think critically, analytically, and solve problems 

on a daily basis. Higher order assessments help students get a deeper understanding of 

material along with application, analysis, evaluation, and better retention of core subject 

information (Jensen et al., 2014). Research question 1 sought to guide this study through 

a process of investigating the appropriateness of the curriculum in terms of its relevance 
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in providing the ability for students to build on knowledge toward mastery and also be 

provided opportunities for instruction that engage in practice with critical thinking and 

higher-order skills. The information in this section confirms the importance of this 

question in that all of these topics have been revealed as being necessary to providing a 

curriculum that prepares students for college success.  

Research Question 2 

 Research Question 2 sought to determine what types of professional development 

the teachers wanted to investigate in order to provide the appropriate training that would 

help to improve differentiation and rigor in instructional practices. The following 

questions were asked of the teachers: 

• How successful have you been in your previous professional development 

experiences at being able to convert that learning in to practice? 

• What kind of professional development do you recommend to help with 

improving practices with differentiating instructional methods and increasing 

rigor in your classroom teaching practices? 

Finding 1  

The volunteer participants expressed discontent with prior professional 

development because of the lack of application and practice opportunities provided. 

 Scott stated: 

I have learned more by watching other teachers than I have in a classroom for 

professional development. The observations I have done have been eye opening in 

many ways. I do not mind saying that I have stolen some of the methods I have 

seen and tried to put them into practice. (p. 2, Lines 13-15) 
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The participants felt that the information they gained from professional development was 

great theoretical information, but without the help with implementation and without the 

support from their administration to invest in those areas of change they were not able to 

do much to change their classroom practice. 

Finding 2  

The volunteer participants felt that the best way to improve practices with 

differentiating instructional methods and increasing rigor is to best exposed to those 

strategies and ideas through workshops at the region service center, but to also see 

them modeled by a teacher that already implements them with fidelity in their 

classroom. 

 All four teachers stated that they had attended workshops that focused on 

differentiating instruction and increasing rigor in classroom teaching practices. They all 

four stated that the biggest issues with implementation in those areas involved planning, 

scheduling, and the ability to make it be more than just one teacher so that you can see 

change in all classes. 

Research Question 2 Conclusions 

 The findings of this study provide evidence to confirm that professional 

development for teachers must involve continuous support in order for there to be 

meaningful changes in the level of rigor and differentiated learning strategies that are 

present daily in instruction. Opfer & Pedder (2011) state that professional development is 

more effective when it comes to teacher practice if there is collective participation 

amongst teachers from the same school, department, or grade level. A professional 

development system such as this that provides support from co-workers and continued 
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practice that is shared within helps to maintain a level of accountability on improved 

practice that meets student needs. Effective professional development should consist of 

the following: (a) it should be sustained over time; (b) consistency in the group of people 

that in a position of influence on the teacher reinforces the chance that practices will 

change; (c) the content should be based on practice and linked to standards, curriculum, 

and assessments that are shared in the school and district of the teachers; and (d) learning 

activities should be active and involve group discussion and analysis of the content of the 

professional development (Sun, Penuel, Frank, Gallagher & Youngs, 2013). Zimmerman 

& May (2003) cite the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 

(ASCD) in stating that professional development must be the following: (a) focused on 

achieving student goals and the individual learning needs of students; (b) collaboration 

between teachers and administrators; (c) must be school-based and directly tied to the job 

of the teacher; (d) sustained over the long-term; (e) differentiated in order to provide 

strategies that are appropriate to all participants; and (f) tied to district goals. All of these 

factors verify the importance of support from either principals or fellow teachers when it 

comes to sustained improvement in teaching practices. 

 A primary early consideration in this study was the presence of professional 

learning communities (PLCs) as a local form of professional development that would 

lead to a continuous growth environment based on support and collaboration. Although 

time and planning constraints eliminated their presence in this study, their importance is 

verified in research. Poekert (2012) states that PLCs help teachers guide their own 

professional growth because of their practical application and ability to use questioning, 

feedback, inquiry, and discussion as means to spur on conversations with fellow teachers 
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about real situations and problems that are shared in context. The existence of PLCs on 

this campus as a long-term goal and priority will be a major recommendation that results 

from the data collection and analysis of this study. 

Research Question 3 

 Research Question 3 sought to investigate what types of professional development 

the teachers suggested that could be facilitated by the campus principal in order to be able 

to apply these skills to practice and be supported in these efforts in order to gain 

confidence and a more diverse ability to meet student needs. The following questions 

were asked of the teachers: 

• What do you need from your principal in order to increase your self-efficacy 

and build your instructional capacity for being confident enough to attempt 

teaching at a college-ready level of rigor and challenge? 

• In a practical sense, what can your campus principal do to provide support 

during the school year that helps to continue to facilitate growth in these 

areas? 

Finding 1  

The volunteer participants agreed that the best source of support that can be 

given by their principal is in the form of opportunities for them to observe each other 

and to be active participants in professional development that they feel is important to 

their ability to learn in an active, practical environment. 

 The volunteer participants stated that this type of commitment to the day-to-day 

operations of the campus would show that the principal values this collaboration and 

growth to the point of making it a planning priority. The participants also stated that the 
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feedback from the principal in terms of other suggestions for strategies, activities, 

curricula, and other improvement strategies would be more beneficial to adding value to 

their teaching and supporting their continued improvement than listening to professional 

development speakers whose context may keep the content from being applicable, 

appropriate, valid, and reliable. 

Finding 2  

The volunteer participants stated that they wanted their principal to be more 

involved in their classroom with giving them feedback on the strategies that they were 

working to implement and to help them identify the strengths, weaknesses, and areas of 

improvement when they do take chances. 

 The volunteer participants also stated that the ability to observe each other during 

the school year was an opportunity that they wanted to be able to pursue in order to see 

how certain strategies work with the students that they are teaching every day. All four 

teachers felt that consistent accountability was the key to continual growth. They all said 

that it did not matter whether their principal was visiting their classroom, whether they 

were talking in the office, or if the comments were just made in passing, the constant 

motivation and words of affirmation that could be made to support and reinforce the 

desired behaviors would make the most difference to making those changes become 

permanent practices rather than just attempted strategies. 

Research Question 3 Conclusions 

 The ability of the principal to select professional development that builds capacity 

in teachers and improves their self-efficacy so that they are confident to take chances 

with their instructional strategies has been verified in this study to be an important factor 



Texas Tech University, Brian Bibb, May 2019 

	 103 

in college readiness. The ability of teachers to b6uild a menu of instructional strategies 

that can be called upon to produce a learning environment that provides engaging, 

challenging curricula on a daily basis is key to students’ learning in the world they live in 

today. Posnanski (2002) states that a constructivist method of professional development 

should be used that combines subject areas and specific teaching strategies for those areas 

with the same methods and strategies for learning that are used by students when they 

learn those subjects in school. This professional development would build capacity and 

increase self-efficacy because of the aspect of learning that is tied to the idea. If teachers 

can also be learners then it allows them to see their method of instruction through the 

same lens as the student. If a teacher would not learn from someone that taught in the 

same style as they do, it would help them provide differentiated instructional strategies 

and activities that would appeal to their own learning style. Over the course of this study, 

the data collection and analysis has shown that for professional development selection to 

be effective it must lead to practical change that can only occur when teachers are not 

afraid to take chances and feel that they have the necessary support from other teachers 

and their principals to be bold with their instructional practices. 

 Nicholson, Capitelli, Richert, Bauer & Bonetti (2016) cite the Mills Teacher 

Scholars professional development project as a basis for their study on creating a teacher 

leadership network by creating collaborative thinking spaces that strengthen the skills of 

teachers through conversations that are based on data. This project states that, 

“professional development should be designed to support teacher learning about student 

learning and should work toward improving student outcomes” (Nicholson et al., 2016). 

Nicholson et al. (2016) lists the following key components of professional development:  
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• Teachers define an area of their own practice they want to improve that is 

based on student learning  

• This identified area becomes a yearlong inquiry  

• Teachers clarify their long-term goals for learning and determine what success 

would look like so that evidence can be provided that helps determine if the 

goals are being met 

• Teachers collect data in real-time in order to investigate the effect on student 

growth and learning outcomes 

• Once a month the teachers meet to discuss their data and engage in 

discussions as a collaborative and collective group that are meant to foster 

growth and improved practice (p. 34) 

Throughout this study, professional development has been a point of emphasis as a 

primary factor in improving college readiness practices. The data collection and data 

analysis has shown that there is a great need for improved practice pertaining to getting 

deeper into differentiated instructional strategies that are meant to engage students in 

activities, discussions, and open conversations that produce deeper levels of connected 

learning. These examples of methodology behind developing these types of professional 

development programs provide support to the need for this type of intervention to 

improve this problem of professional practice. 

Discussion 

 This section provides a discussion of the implementation and sustainability 

processes that come from the identified emergent themes. These items for discussion are 
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presented in three parts: (a) district level considerations; (b) campus considerations; and 

(c) the sense of urgency of college readiness implementation and sustainability. 

District Level Considerations 

 At the district level, the greatest level of consideration in implementing a program 

that addresses these weaknesses in college readiness preparation comes from budgetary 

constraints. The superintendent must recognize that resources must be provided that 

allow for the potential of increased professional development requests, increased supply 

requests, and increased curriculum requests. The superintendent must also recognize that 

college readiness is an equally important factor in school district accountability in the 

state of Texas as STAAR/End-of-Course state assessment performance scores. 

Campus Considerations 

 The principal must make scheduling for the existence of professional learning 

communities a priority in planning for the next school year. The principal must also 

provide the necessary support to allow teachers to have the flexibility to go and observe 

each other in practice. The principal must allow for the possible changes to the 

curriculum requested by teachers that can meet student needs in terms of college 

readiness materials, activities, or supplemental materials that can aid in the learning 

process.  

Sense of Urgency 

 For schools to be successful in preparing students for college, all district and 

campus leaders must place a focused emphasis on creating a culture that supports and 

directs all decisions through this same lens of improvement. In order for change to occur, 
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there must be a relentless commitment to this process in order for every stakeholder to 

know that the mission of the district is to improve this professional problem of practice. 

 In order to create a professional development program that allows for continued 

teacher growth the district and campus leaders must provide the same opportunities to 

those teachers as they have for their own growth. This requires a commitment to 

flexibility when it comes to providing them the time to seek out ways to improve.  

Implications 

 This section presents the recommendations from the findings and conclusions of 

this study. This section is divided into three parts: (a) the existence of professional 

learning communities as a form of continuous professional development; (b) a continuous 

professional development effort that builds capacity in teachers in order to help them 

differentiate their instructional strategies in order to add higher-order and higher-level 

thinking skills practice to their daily classes; and (c) curriculum flexibility that allows for 

activities that produce engagement through discussion and inquiry and an increase in the 

amount of reading and vocabulary present in all classes. 

Professional Learning Communities 

 In order to improve instructional practices that lead to improved college readiness 

it is imperative that teachers are able to learn from each other in order to see what 

strategies best engage students in learning. For this to be effective, professional learning 

communities must be created and present for the long-term commitment to growth that 

this endeavor will command. PLCs are driven by data-informed discussions about 

students, their strengths, their weaknesses, and what observations each teacher can make 
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about how to improve their outcomes. This is also an opportunity for teachers to grow 

each other by providing feedback on possible instructional improvements.  

Continuous Professional Development 

 For teachers to buy in to a strategy that is based on student growth, they also must 

submit to becoming learners themselves. If students are being asked to improve on a 

consistent basis, then teachers must be willing to do the same. In order to provide the 

support and accountability necessary to mandate growth, professional development must 

be provided and facilitated on a consistent basis. In this setting, the recommendation of 

the researcher is for the school district to allow teachers to observe each other as often as 

they would like in order to get practical experience with seeing how others do their job.  

Curriculum Flexibility 

 To institute a program that focuses on college readiness improvement, it is critical 

that the curriculum being used in the class involves a level of flexibility that allows for 

practice materials, activities, discussion, open conversation, feedback, and inquiry. 

Students must be allowed the same experiences and expectations that will be placed on 

their learning abilities when they enter a college classroom. The opportunities to engage 

with content and curriculum in the same ways must become a common presence in all 

classes. For students to be able to analyze, construct, and create their own understandings 

of information, they must be exposed to those same opportunities so they will know how 

to learn. College classes are not based on information that is purely given to students by 

their teachers. They are going to be asked to think for themselves and support their ideas 

with evidence. The time is now for high school classes to begin to expect the same 

demonstration of learning. 
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Summary  

 Chapter V began with an introduction and review of the overall purpose of the 

study. Next, the major findings and conclusions of the study were discussed. Next came 

an overall breakdown of the analysis of the results across the study. The research 

questions were then discussed including findings and conclusions that were drawn from 

the reflective lens of the questions that guided this study. A discussion was then 

presented that addressed the recommendations for further practice at the district and 

campus levels. This chapter concluded with recommendations for further efforts to 

improve college readiness practices at the small, rural high school level. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Recruitment Letter 

 
10-15-18 
 
High School Teachers:  
 
College readiness is becoming a major part of the public school accountability system in 
the state of Texas as a result of the new A-F accountability system for campuses and 
school districts. College, career, and military readiness will now receive the same 
percentage of that grade as student achievement, which is determined by state assessment 
results. The focus must now shift beyond STAAR scores to TSI, ACT, SAT, dual credit, 
and AP courses as guides to the type of material students must know to have success in 
their first year of college and beyond. 
 
As part of my dissertation-in-practice action research study, I will be conducting a review 
of the practices and data concerning the college readiness practices of the high school 
campus in the junior and senior math, science, and English classes. This study has been 
approved by the Human Research Protection Program (HRPP) office and Texas Tech 
University. I would like to invite all of you to be an active participant in this study.  
 
The potential benefits of this study can directly impact the teaching and learning that 
occurs in your classrooms and can help facilitate the creation of a college-going culture in 
the students that you come in contact with on a daily basis. You will be asked to observe 
the college readiness instructional practices of other classes. You will be asked to meet 
once a week in a professional learning community (PLC) to discuss these observations 
and to look at data to see what best engages students in learning. This will involve your 
actual class periods and conference periods during the school day. You will also be asked 
to meet with me, as the primary researcher, once a week for 30 minutes for the 13-week 
duration of the study to discuss your self-reflections on effective and engaging teaching 
and learning practices from the observations and PLC meetings.  
 
Please contact Brian Bibb if you are interested in volunteering to participate in this study. 
A consent form that gives additional details about the study is also included that can help 
to inform your decision on whether to volunteer your time. Thank you for your 
consideration and I look forward to potentially working with you to create positive 
change in the focus area of this study. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to 
call Brian Bibb at (940) 347-1662.  
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Sincerely,  
 
 
Brian Bibb, M.Ed.    Dr. Joseph G. Claudet, Ph.D. 
Co-Principal Investigator   Principal Investigator 
Doctoral Candidate    Associate Professor, Educational Leadership  
Educational Leadership   Department of Educational Psychology 
College of Education    and Leadership, College of Education   
Texas Tech University   Texas Tech University  
16 Arledge Dr.    3008 18th St./Box 41071 
Seymour, TX 76380    Lubbock, TX 79409-1071 
Telephone: (940) 347-1662   Telephone: (806) 789-6377 
E-Mail: brian.bibb@ttu.edu   E-Mail: joe.claudet@ttu.edu 
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Appendix B 
 

Classroom Observation Form 

 
Observer:  
 
Duration of Observation:   
 
Topic(s) Covered:   
 
Date(s):   
 
Number of Students:  
 
Classroom Layout:   
 
Instructional Methods and Strategies Observed:   
 

 
 

Knowledge of the Subject/Discipline 
The students have a level of mastery knowledge about the subject. If students have no 
knowledge of the subject, does that impact their engagement with the content? How do 
they engage with topics that are being introduced for the first time? How do they engage 
with information that they are unsure of?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Course Preparation & Organization 
The concepts are clearly linked to course and/or lesson objectives.  The session 
progresses logically with clear transitions and/or references to material covered earlier or 
coming up.  Visual aids and technology are skillfully integrated and designed to enhance 
learning.  What activities are implemented that help to enhance student learning? 
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Enthusiasm for Subject/Teaching 
The students care about learning, the subject, and the teacher. The students want to be 
present in class and are engaged with the teacher. The students want to be in class and are 
engaged with the content. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

College Readiness Standards 
The standards that are being emphasized promote mastery through a variety of methods 
that promote student engagement and learning. How do the students handle more 
rigorous expectations for knowledge, questioning, and the level of mastery to be able to 
fully understand each standard of knowledge? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Student Engagement with the Learning 
How well did the students engage in the lesson?  What styles of learning did you 
observe?  How did students handle learning outside of their style? How were students 
involved in questioning and discussion in order to enhance mastery of the content and 
standards? 
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Overall Comments/Summary: 
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Appendix C 
 

Interview Questions 

1. What college readiness standards did students struggle with the most? Which did 

they find the easiest to grasp? Why? 

2. What types of questions did students struggle with the most from college entrance 

exam practice? 

3. What college entrance exam content did students struggle with the most from 

college entrance exam practice?  

4. How can instruction be incorporated into your classroom that meets the needs of the 

areas where these students are struggling? 

5. What teaching strategies are you finding to be most effective in simulating the rigor 

and critical thinking challenge that occurs in college classes? 

6. In what ways have you seen the greatest positive impact toward student mastery in 

terms of instructional strategies or activities that you have incorporated into your 

classroom? 

7. What types of professional development do you feel you need in order address any 

pedagogical or content knowledge weaknesses toward furthering instructional 

differentiation toward student mastery? 

8. Is the curriculum being used properly aligned in order to allow for a progression of 

content knowledge and rigorous thinking so that learning can be applied and 

continually built upon? 

9. In what ways have you noticed that students more actively engage with the content 

or lesson delivery in order to develop a consistent method of effective teaching? 

10. What has been the consensus of the professional learning community (PLC) on what 

is working best for the student population here as a whole in terms of instructional 

strategies or activities? 

11. How would you evaluate the knowledge of the students on college vocabulary? 

12. Is there a greater weakness in terms of cognition or in terms of foundational 

knowledge when it comes to college readiness standards? 
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13. How can your school incorporate ways to cover the science and math standards 

across different subjects in order to help with breaking them down and gaining 

practice in a variety of different areas in order to enhance mastery? 
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Appendix D 

Interview and Transcription Summaries 

Interview Transcript for Alice 

1. What college readiness standards did students struggle with the most? Why? 
 
 Factoring and fractions are hard. Maybe because of too much reliance on 
 calculators. They can only use a 4 function calculator on TSI. 
 
 Which did they find easiest to grasp? Why? 
 
 Basic Algebra was the easiest. 
 

2. What types of questions did students struggle with the most from college entrance 
exam practice? 

 
 Long questions. If it was too long, they wouldn’t read the full question. 
 

3. What college entrance exam content did students struggle with the most from 
college entrance exam practice? 

 
 Trigonometry. They just haven’t been exposed to it much. 
 

4. How can instruction be incorporated into your classroom that meets the needs of 
the areas where these students are struggling? 

 
 Do some questions each day with your lesson. 
 

5. What teaching strategies are you finding to be most effective in simulating the 
rigor and critical thinking challenge that occurs in college classes? 

 
 I tried to find some practice problems from actual tests to show them what to 
 expect on the test. 
 

6. In what ways have you seen the greatest positive impact toward student mastery 
in terms of instructional strategies or activities that you have incorporated into 
your classroom? 

 
 I have seen that the kids have more confidence after I show them how to work a 
 problem. They will go, “Oh! That’s how you do that!” 
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7. What types of professional development do you feel you need in order to address 
any pedagogical or content knowledge weaknesses toward furthering instructional 
differentiation toward student mastery? 

 
 I would love to attend something to motivate the lower kids that will need to take 
 TSI to get into college. They see no point in Algebra, but they won’t pass TSI 
 without it. 
 

8. Is the curriculum being used properly aligned in order to allow for a progression 
of content knowledge and rigorous thinking so that learning can be applied and 
continually built upon? 

 
 I don’t like the current school-wide curriculum. It does not give students enough 
 practice before it moves on to the next topic. You have to supplement your 
 lessons. I can do that, but not all teachers along the way will. 
 

9. In what ways have you noticed that students more actively engage with the 
content or lesson delivery in order to develop a consistent method of effective 
teaching? 

 
 They like to see if they know how to work the problems out first. Then I will help 
 them if they need it. 
 

10. What has been the consensus of the professional learning community (PLC) on 
what is working best for the student population here as a whole in terms of 
instructional strategies or activities? 
 
As a group, we have all agreed that keeping students engaged in hands on work or 
in active discussions is the most effective instructional strategy. Our students will 
not engage unless they are made to.  

 
11. How would you evaluate the knowledge of the students on college vocabulary? 

 
 Our students do not have a good college vocabulary in any subject. 
 

12. Is there a greater weakness in terms of cognition or in terms of foundational 
knowledge when it comes to college readiness standards? 

 
 I think most of it is cognition. These kids are different than kids we have had in 
 the past. They need new techniques and skills. 
 

13. How can your school incorporate ways to cover the science and math standards 
across different subjects in order to help with breaking them down and gaining 
practice in a variety of different areas in order to enhance mastery? 
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 Vocabulary could be done in any subject. 
 
Interview Transcript for John 
 

1. What college readiness standards did students struggle with the most? Why? 
 
 Students have a difficulty designing their own experiments to investigate and 
 draw conclusions from their own hypotheses. They also struggle with writing 
 their lab reports and concisely communicating observation and 
 procedures/methods. During our lesson with connecting Biology/Genetics and 
 Physics, we had to spend more time reviewing and reinforcing the cell organelles 
 and protein synthesis than I had first expected. This made me realize that focusing 
 on both new and previous vocabulary was needed. 
 
 Which did they find easiest to grasp? Why? 
 
 My students have a good grasp of the basic mathematical concepts and functions  
 utilized in Physics, however, when multi-step processes are required, they 
 sometimes struggle. The chemistry and atomic-structure material we covered in 
 the aforementioned lesson required very little re-teaching. Students are successful 
 at reading graphs and making inferences from data tables. They are also very 
 good at utilizing technology in their learning. 
 

2. What types of questions did students struggle with the most from college entrance 
exam practice? 

 
 With students demonstrating strengths in mathematics, I incorporated a variety of  
 content-based ACT/SAT prep to substitute problem sets. The reading passages 
 with comprehension and improving sentence structure assignments were the ones 
 where students struggled most. We have also had to practice some “mat without a  
 calculator” just so students feel more comfortable with performing their 
 arithmetic skills. I also noticed a problem with the kids willingness to read. 
 

3. What college entrance exam content did students struggle with the most from 
college entrance exam practice? 

 
 As a whole, my students struggled most with the reading and writing practices. I 
 truly believe their apathy toward reading and writing is the main reason for their 
 lower performance. 
 

4. How can instruction be incorporated into your classroom that meets the needs of 
the areas where these students are struggling? 

 
 I think that students should be expected to read for comprehension more content-
 related material and get away from the stand and deliver and spoon-feeding 
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 teaching methods. I use Socratic questioning, concept analogy, and I don’t ask 
 why questions. It might be for lead in and expansion to attempt to engage for 
 better understanding. I don’t do a good enough job of having kids read and 
 engage. I need to give more reading for comprehension types of assignments, 
 even if it is a bell-ringer type of activity. 
 

5. What teaching strategies are you finding to be most effective in simulating the 
rigor and critical thinking challenge that occurs in college classes? 

 
 Students have demonstrated a better understanding and higher level of interest in 
 the co-curricular lessons. Physical sciences are based on both concept and math, 
 teaching how some of the Physics concepts can be connected and/or reinforced 
 other curriculum has benefited my students. 
 

6. In what ways have you seen the greatest positive impact toward student mastery 
in terms of instructional strategies or activities that you have incorporated into 
your classroom? 

 
 I think tying the college readiness standards and a few exam practice to my TEKS 
 and classroom content has helped to challenge the students in a variety of new 
 ways. I believe it is also easier for the college-bound students to buy in when they 
 realize that there is value in these activities. 
 

7. What types of professional development do you feel you need in order to address 
any pedagogical or content knowledge weaknesses toward furthering instructional 
differentiation toward student mastery? 

 
 I would like to have some kind of exposure to the college readiness standards and 
 be able to collaborate with colleagues to find ways to incorporate a variety of co- 
 curricular lessons. 
 

8. Is the curriculum being used properly aligned in order to allow for a progression 
of content knowledge and rigorous thinking so that learning can be applied and 
continually built upon? 

 
 I think, for my Physics students, the curriculum is aligned for the progression of 
 content and rigor. This course requires the utilization and expansion of many 
 previous learned materials and skills to ensure knowledge/skill attainment. My 
 IPC classes are more for introduction to content, but I also try to maintain the 
 rigor and alignment. 
 

9. In what ways have you noticed that students more actively engage with the 
content or lesson delivery in order to develop a consistent method of effective 
teaching? 
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 Students have to be more active in lecture when discussing the cross curricular 
 lessons. My attempts at using Socratic questioning have seemed to help students 
 gain a better understanding of the concepts we discuss. 
 

10. What has been the consensus of the professional learning community (PLC) on 
what is working best for the student population here as a whole in terms of 
instructional strategies or activities? 

 
 Our main discussions have involved using more Socratic questioning and 
 discussion, incorporating more vocabulary into lessons, and engaging them more 
 through discussion rather than recall, review, and just presenting new material. 
  

11. How would you evaluate the knowledge of the students on college vocabulary? 
 
 I have emphasized the scientific vocabulary throughout these lessons. I have 
 provided them with the definitions and have asked open-ended questions with 
 concepts related to the terms. I have also had the students provide their own 
 explanations of meanings to terms. Reading a definition and gaining an 
 understanding/comprehension is an obstacle for the students that do not like 
 reading or are reading at a low level. 
 

12. Is there a greater weakness in terms of cognition or in terms of foundational 
knowledge when it comes to college readiness standards? 

 
 I think it is a combination of both. Successful students may have a solid 
 knowledge base but have difficulty expanding that knowledge and applying it in a 
 variety of ways. Students that have a limited knowledge base and few previous 
 experiences have complications with streaming both the cognition and knowledge 
 attainment. 
 

13. How can your school incorporate ways to cover the science and math standards 
across different subjects in order to help with breaking them down and gaining 
practice in a variety of different areas in order to enhance mastery? 

 
 The physical science already meshes mathematics with science curriculum. 
 Finding ways to integrate more of the other curricula like Life Science, English, 
 or history into science lessons may help in increasing interest and solidifying 
 knowledge attainment in one or the other or both. 
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Interview Transcript for Sarah 
 

1. What college readiness standards did students struggle with the most? Why? 
 
 In mathematics, it seems that Geometric Reasoning, Probabilistic Reasoning, and 
 Statistical Reasoning give students more difficulty. 
 
 Which did they find easiest to grasp? Why? 
 
 Numeric Reasoning and Algebraic Reasoning appeared easier for students to 
 work through.  
 

2. What types of questions did students struggle with the most from college entrance 
exam practice? 

 
 Students seemed to struggle with college entrance exam practice questions that 
 required detailed reading. For example, the deciphering of specific information 
 requested or not requested. 
 

3. What college entrance exam content did students struggle with the most from 
college entrance exam practice? 

 
 In my experiences as a teacher, English/Language Arts content seems to cause 
 students to struggle the most. 
 

4. How can instruction be incorporated into your classroom that meets the needs of 
the areas where these students are struggling? 

 
 As a classroom teacher and observer, it is my opinion that practice TSI, ACT, and 
 other college prep material be incorporated to assist students that are struggling on 
 college entrance exam practice. 
 

5. What teaching strategies are you finding to be most effective in simulating the 
rigor and critical thinking challenge that occurs in college classes? 

 
 Collaboration among students on lessons is a teaching strategy that engages 
 students and makes their learning social, which is key in today’s students. Making 
 sure lessons can be connected to students’ real lives provides a platform for 
 critical thinking challenges. Communicating high expectations for all is 
 important. 
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6. In what ways have you seen the greatest positive impact toward student mastery 
in terms of instructional strategies or activities that you have incorporated into 
your classroom? 

 
 In science hands on instructional strategies or activities that are able to connect 
 several science standards in one have the greatest positive impact toward student 
 mastery. 
 

7. What types of professional development do you feel you need in order to address 
any pedagogical or content knowledge weaknesses toward furthering instructional 
differentiation toward student mastery? 

 
 I would be interested in some type of professional development that provided 
 knowledge to a teacher, counselor, or high school on how to collect data from a 
 few select students from each graduating class the last three years and their 
 success at college or in the workforce. Input from those that have been the 
 school’s product and their struggles or successes would serve as a platform for 
 what development the teacher would need to focus on. 
 

8. Is the curriculum being used properly aligned in order to allow for a progression 
of content knowledge and rigorous thinking so that learning can be applied and 
continually built upon? 

 
 The high school curriculum is properly aligned and allows for a progression of 
 content knowledge and rigorous thinking, in my opinion. Teachers and their 
 instructional methods play a large role in the curriculum being applied and built 
 upon, however. 
 

9. In what ways have you noticed that students more actively engage with the 
content or lesson delivery in order to develop a consistent method of effective 
teaching? 

 
 Discussion and conversation seems to be one of the methods that most actively 
 engage a majority of students. From experience, digital content engages students 
 as well. 
 

10. What has been the consensus of the professional learning community (PLC) on 
what is working best for the student population here as a whole in terms of 
instructional strategies or activities? 
 
Hands on activities and active discussions. We have discussed how important it is 
for our students to be involved rather than to sit and listen. We have discussed 
how limited their vocabulary is because of the way they talk. They are not used to 
talking with college words and the standards we have to teach in high school do 
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not allow them to go that deep into what words mean. We need to do a lot of 
vocabulary so they can understand what they are reading. 

 
11. How would you evaluate the knowledge of the students on college vocabulary? 

 
 Knowledge of vocabulary is typically always low because most of our every day 
 words only include simple language. Exposure to college vocabulary can be 
 incorporated in all subjects, either through reading passages from books, 
 magazines, or newspaper articles that are related to the subject area or with 
 writing assignments. 
 

12. Is there a greater weakness in terms of cognition or in terms of foundational 
knowledge when it comes to college readiness standards? 

 
 It is my opinion that the majority of our students have foundational knowledge 
 when it comes to college readiness standards. However, a lack in work effort and 
 study skills, which in my opinion are cognitive weaknesses, are detrimental to 
 many students when it comes to college readiness standards. I would say the 
 greater weakness is cognition. 
 

13. How can your school incorporate ways to cover the science and math standards 
across different subjects in order to help with breaking them down and gaining 
practice in a variety of different areas in order to enhance mastery? 

 
 It is more difficult in high school and junior high, compared to elementary, to  
 incorporate standards across different subjects, but it can be done. In my opinion,  
 English/Language Arts is a subject that you can use to read and write about 
 science and math. Teachers can easily access magazine or newspaper articles 
 related to science and then have students journal or create digital reports. Students 
 could also write creative math word problems as an activity to incorporate writing 
 and math. In addition, all classes/teachers could provide ACT prep 
 worksheets/group work in each course no matter the subject area. A few questions 
 a day could be used as bell-ringers, so entire class time would not be taken away. 
 Several subjects could work on training students to read and answer questions at a 
 speed that will achieve them success on a college entrance exam. Maybe 
 approximately 10 minutes per ACT English/Language Arts passage/set of 
 questions. This could be done using the curriculum of the subject. 
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Interview Transcript for Scott 
 

1. What college readiness standards did students struggle with the most? Why? 
 
 The students definitely struggle with the proper vocabulary most. When asked for 
 definitions to new terms the students have difficulty figuring them out initially. It 
 seems to mainly be an issue of not pulling from prior knowledge. 
 
 Which did they find easiest to grasp? Why? 
 
 They seemed to work better with the simple plug and play formulas for 
 mathematics. 
 

2. What types of questions did students struggle with the most from college entrance 
exam practice? 

 
 Anything that involved critical thinking. They can recall the knowledge when 
 prodded along. However, they struggle to make the immediate recall. 
 

3. What college entrance exam content did students struggle with the most from 
college entrance exam practice? 

 
 They seem to struggle more with vocabulary than with mathematics. They can 
 speak on a subject in simplified terms but have difficulty when immersed in the 
 proper terminology. 
 

4. How can instruction be incorporated into your classroom that meets the needs of 
the areas where these students are struggling? 

 
 For my classroom, I can incorporate the open discussion form of instruction and 
 immersing the students in the proper vocabulary. I tend to dumb down the 
 vocabulary so as not to intimidate the students.  
 

5. What teaching strategies are you finding to be most effective in simulating the 
rigor and critical thinking challenge that occurs in college classes? 

 
 I have seen that the open class discussion is keeping the students more engaged. 
 There tends to be less drawing, sketching, etc. in the classes that I have observed 
 when there is a full class discussion. The plug and play math class seemed to have 
 more distracted students as the work was being demonstrated. 
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6. In what ways have you seen the greatest positive impact toward student mastery 
in terms of instructional strategies or activities that you have incorporated into 
your classroom? 

 
 I’ve tried to incorporate the discussion in one of my classes and it has had a great 
 impact. The students are digging into deeper meanings of things and I am letting 
 them lead the discussion. 
 

7. What types of professional development do you feel you need in order to address 
any pedagogical or content knowledge weaknesses toward furthering instructional 
differentiation toward student mastery? 

 
 I feel like we have the content knowledge already. I am not sure how to further 
 help teachers that might not be willing to step out of their comfort zone in order to 
 implement new teaching methods. I have learned more by watching other teachers 
 than I have in a classroom for professional development. The observations I have 
 done have been eye opening in many ways. I do not mind saying I have stolen 
 some of the methods I have seen and tried to put them into practice.  
 

8. Is the curriculum being used properly aligned in order to allow for a progression 
of content knowledge and rigorous thinking so that learning can be applied and 
continually built upon? 

 
 In both classes I observed I saw a consistent requirement to call upon prior 
 knowledge. The concept was then built upon to learn the new concepts. In 
 Physics, the knowledge was used during a discussion to see how it applied. In 
 math it was being used through the formulas to determine the best possible 
 answers. 
 

9. In what ways have you noticed that students more actively engage with the 
content or lesson delivery in order to develop a consistent method of effective 
teaching? 

 
 I have noticed the students were much more engaged when involved in the 
 process when being spoken to instead of being spoken at. 
 

10. What has been the consensus of the professional learning community (PLC) on 
what is working best for the student population here as a whole in terms of 
instructional strategies or activities? 
 
The consensus has been to involve the students in as many hands on activities and 
open discussion as possible. We have to get them to talk and discuss so they can 
analyze what they are learning and better be able to understand it. We have to 
improve their vocabulary. That needs to be a major part of every class so that our 
students know what words mean. We need to practice on their ability to read for 
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understanding so that they can combine their improved vocabulary with an ability 
to understand what they are reading and then be able to discuss and talk about it 
so they can put it in their own words. 

 
11. How would you evaluate the knowledge of the students on college vocabulary? 

 
 Vocabulary is definitely a weakness. There is a completely different learning  
 environment when they are being confronted with college vocabulary versus 
 having the information dumbed down for them. 
 

12. Is there a greater weakness in terms of cognition or in terms of foundational 
knowledge when it comes to college readiness standards? 

 
 Many of the students seem to have an issue digging deeper than just the surface 
 information given unless they are prodded for a deeper meaning. When led to a 
 deeper level they are showing to have the knowledge already, they just aren’t 
 confident in the process of getting to it. 
 

13. How can your school incorporate ways to cover the science and math standards 
across different subjects in order to help with breaking them down and gaining 
practice in a variety of different areas in order to enhance mastery? 

 
 In science, I could definitely see that the discussion methods and constant student 
 input was working and had the students engaged. The formulaic parts of the math 
 class I was struggling to see a way to get more student input. However, on my 
 second observation of class in Algebra, the students were more involved. But they 
 had no choice. She couldn’t lead the examples as much due to having to only 
 write with her left hand so they had to be more involved. 
 

 


