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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of 

leadership practices that influence the implementation of professional learning 

communities (PLCs).  Leaders must ground themselves in practices that transform values 

into actions, visions into realities, and separateness into solidarity… (Kouzes, 2002, p. 

xvii).  Thus, PLCs provide the structures and practices to help change school cultures.  A 

phenomenological design was used in order to analyze textual evidence, which was 

collected using an interview protocol.  Interviews with eight teachers and four principals 

were conducted to determine their beliefs of the manner in which the leadership of the 

principal affected the implementation of a professional learning community within a 

school culture.  The research was driven by the Five Leadership Practices of challenge 

the process, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, model the way, and encourage 

the heart (Kouzes & Posner, 2002) and the Five Dimensions of a Professional Learning 

Community, shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective 

learning and application, shared personal practice, supportive conditions–

relationships/structures (Hord, 2008).  If being a leader is taking followers to a place they 

may have never been, and if leadership is instrumental in a PLC, then one can assume he 

or she must first understand PLCs and how it can make a difference in campus culture. 

Principals within this study were faced with creating a collaborative culture as answered 

by both teachers’ and principals’ interview questions responses.  The teachers in this 

study believed that challenging the process, enabling others to act and modeling the way 
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were the most important leadership practices affecting PLCs.  Whereas principals 

believed that modeling the way through a supportive structure and encouraging the heart 

were the most important leadership practices that would affect the implementation of a 

PLC.  The research questions and interview questions responses provided descriptions of 

each participant’s lived experience.  Thus, it is clear the common experiences of teachers 

and principals resulted in the belief that the leadership practice of model the way is 

necessary to affect the implementation of a PLC.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Achieving higher learning levels for all students is only possible if educators are 

willing to replace their long-held assumptions, beliefs, and habits of solitary policies, 

solutions, and procedures with more collaborative methods, methods more favorable in 

achieving desired learning outcomes.  Admittedly, the goal of all students learning at 

higher levels requires educators to meet challenges their predecessors seldom faced, and 

those challenges require a change in mindset which requires them to restyle their thinking 

with significantly different approaches (DuFour, 2010).  Changing a “baked-in” culture is 

not easy; it is not a matter of simply mandating changes in policies and procedures.  

Schmoker (2006) elaborates on the difficulty of change by explaining that the traditional 

school functions as a collection of independent contractors united by a common parking 

lot, which in turn creates a "mentality of isolation" (p. 91).  Consequently, isolation  

hinders exemplary practices, such as collaboration, a crucial underpinning of professional 

learning that could help all students learn at higher levels.  In brief, collaboration 

provides the best opportunity for changing a school system.  It will succeed, however, 

only if the process is undertaken with an understanding that if it is to be sustainable, it 

will require leadership and a long-term commitment in overcoming inevitable difficulties 

(Dufour, 2010). 

Accordingly, if institutional change is to occur, thus helping our educators sustain 

high levels of student learning, then principal leaders of campuses should understand, 

above all else, that success in changing the pre-collaboration views of isolation is 

dependent on them.  In time, these leaders will find that a collaborative environment in 
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which relating to one another is the norm is no different from that of professional 

learning communities. Thus, principals will find that they are the most important players 

affecting the character and development of teachers’ school-site PLCs (Dufour, 2011).   

Background of the Problem 

Given that their role in changing cultures is multifaceted, campus leaders face 

many challenges.  Campus leaders do not have the luxury of narrowly focusing on one 

area of the school requiring attention.  Their leadership practices unquestionably affect 

the change they seek, thus raising the question: What is leadership, and how do 

leadership practices affect professional learning communities?  

The definition of “leadership” is associated predominantly with the United States 

Army, but also with the economy and politics. Many are familiar with the concepts of 

military leadership, economic leadership, national leadership, or political leadership 

(Peleg, 2012).  Secretary Henry Kissinger, one of the most prominent statesmen in 

American history, said that a leader’s mission is to bring his people from the place where 

they are to a place where they never have been.  A reasonable conclusion, therefore, is 

that leadership is necessary and relevant for education the same as it is relevant for a 

thriving economy, namely, “to bring his people from the place where they are to a place 

where they have never been” (Peleg, 2012, p. 5). 

For some aiming to achieve successful careers, however, leadership is an 

intimidating subject, and an even more challenging responsibility.  More than twenty-six 

thousand books in print claim authority on the subject; consequently, it stands to reason if 

description and instruction were sufficient qualifiers, one would have to conclude that the 

world is filled with successful leaders (Reeves, 2002).  In fact, leadership is such a 
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gripping subject, that once it gains center stage, it draws attention away from everything 

else (Gardner, 1993).  For these reasons, principals assuming roles as leaders must by 

necessity understand effective leadership practices.  These include but are not limited to: 

setting examples of daily actions that demonstrate a deep commitment to beliefs, 

inspiring a shared vision that happens by knowing their people and speaking their 

language through discourse, challenging the process by innovatively stepping out into the 

unknown to acquire professional growth and improvement, enabling others to act by 

transforming their teachers into leaders, and encouraging the heart through authentic 

celebrations and rituals (Kouzes, 2002).  

Additionally, principals would benefit by considering the difficult nature of 

creating and leading cultures of collaboration to move students to high levels of learning 

coupled with adult learning.  To reach these goals, principals must understand that their 

teachers cannot work alone but must work in teams (Wise, 2004).  They must also not 

lose sight of the extent to which their duties include helping teachers develop and 

maintain a collaborative, professional school culture, fostering teacher development, and 

helping them solve problems together more effectively (Leithwood, 1992).  

If being a leader is taking followers to a place they may have never been, and if 

leadership is instrumental in a professional learning community (PLC), then one can 

assume he or she must first understand what a PLC is and how it can make a difference in 

campus activities.  However, when principals claim they are “doing PLCs today” or “our 

school is in a PLC meeting every week to go over stuff,” it becomes apparent they do not 

fully understand the intrinsic purpose of professional learning communities.  DuFour 

(2005) contends that “people use the term to describe every imaginable combination of 



4 

 

 

 

individuals with an interest in education - a grade level teaching team, a school 

committee, a high school department, an entire district . . . and so on” (p. 31).  Confusion 

is a natural result of districts failing to teach their leaders what a professional learning 

community is and how it should function to improve teacher practice and student 

learning.  Teachers who just share a common parking lot results in a mentality that 

creates an isolated culture (Schmoker, 2006).  The opposite is true, however, for a PLC 

that is grounded in three big ideas: a culture of collaboration, a focus on results, and an 

emphasis on student learning.  The driving forces behind those ideas are four 

fundamental questions:  What do we want students to learn?  How will we know when 

each student has learned?  How will we respond when students initially experience 

difficulty in their learning?  How will we enrich and extend the learning for those 

students who are already proficient? (DuFour et al., 2005; DuFour, 2010). 

Research indicates the three big ideas of a PLC and fundamental four questions 

can help leaders create professional learning communities on their campuses (DuFour & 

Fullan, 2013).  The opposite is true if a principal leaves every instructional choice to 

individual teachers who work alone.  In this situation inferior practices will continue, the 

consequence being that creating or even sustaining a culture of collaboration through 

professional learning communities will never take hold.  By contrast, effective leadership 

practices and professional learning communities offer the most promising strategies for 

sustained, substantive school improvement (DuFour et al., 2005). 

Statement of the Problem 

It is not known to what extent teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of the five 

leadership practices as defined by Posner and Kouzes (2009), and Hord’s (1997/2004) 
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five dimensions of a professional learning community have on the implementation of a 

professional learning community.  The problems in this study addressed factors that 

effected teacher and principal beliefs of leadership practices in the workplace.  

In the past, decisions were made deciding whether being a school leader was akin 

to being an instructional leader. Presently, additional expectations have been added to this 

role, including the principal’s school-based management, choice, and vision (Leithwood, 

1992).  Principals are called to be instructional leaders, however, in recent years the 

profession has called principals to be servants of a collective vision (Leithwood, 1992; 

Leithwood et.al., 2010) and to understand and develop people, redesign the organization, 

and manage the education system and its learning (Peleg, 2012).  Leadership theories 

have revealed that the instructional leader usually focused on student learning and 

achievement and rarely looked at teacher growth (Copland, 2006).  Today, one must look 

at and promote individual adult growth, to ensure our teachers become the best they can 

be collectively in a collaborative culture.  Additionally, it is equally important for the 

administrator to pay attention to and not to ignore the intellectual needs and interests of 

teachers (Dufour, 2011).  If principals can promote teacher growth, understand their 

teachers’ needs, and become instructional leaders to adults, then the change they seek 

will happen to make their schools effective places for students (K. A. Leithwood, 1992; 

K. Leithwood et al., 2010).  Otherwise, they may have to resign themselves to the role of 

managing, rather than leading, their schools (Dufour, 2011).   

To seek the change outlined above, principals must ground themselves in 

practices that “transform values into actions, visions into realities, obstacles into 

innovations, separateness into solidarity, and risks into rewards” (Kouzes & Posner, 
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2002, p. xvii).  Such change may be accomplished through professional learning 

communities in which “teachers work collaboratively to reflect on their practice, examine 

evidence about the relationship between practice and student outcomes, and make 

changes that improve teaching and learning for the particular students in their classes” 

(McLaughlin, 2006, pp. 3-4).  

Consider this analogy: Obesity is a problem plaguing a growing number of 

Americans.  The best strategy an individual can use for solving that 

problem is widely understood – eat less and exercise more.  The solution 

is grounded in research; moreover, the health care industry universally 

endorses the solution.  Although this most promising strategy is clearly 

understood and readily acknowledged, it remains challenging to 

implement. (Dufour & Marzano, 2011, p. 68) 

The same can be inferred for professional learning communities that provide an avenue 

of change, change that will help the growth of a teacher and collaboration that benefits 

students.  Jim Collins (2001) realized we must “simplify a complex world into a single 

organizing idea, a basic principle or concept that unifies a vision and guides everything” 

(p.91).  That unifying vision is a culture that is transformed from isolation into a culture 

of collaboration.  Campus principals are in a key strategic position to promote or inhibit 

the development of a learning community in their schools.  School administrators set the 

stage and conditions for starting and sustaining the community development process 

(McLaughlin, 2006).  

In summary, “What leaders think, say and do–and who they are when they come 

to work each day–profoundly affects organizational performance . . . Leaders’ thoughts 
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and actions shape the culture of their organizations and set the direction and pace for the 

professional learning that is essential in improving organization improvement” (Sparks, 

2005, p. vii).  It makes sense that the result of teachers’ beliefs of leadership practices 

will impact the moral purpose of making a difference in students’ lives and in 

implementing effective professional learning communities. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a professional 

learning community.  The objectives of this study are to examine the beliefs of both 

teachers and principals of their leadership practices and how such practices affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community through an interview protocol.  To 

accomplish this requires an examination of the following: 

• The five dimensions of a professional learning community, namely: shared and 

supportive leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning and 

application, shared personal practice, supportive conditions–

relationships/structures; and 

• The five leadership practices, namely: Challenge the process, inspire a shared 

vision, enable others to act, model the way, and encourage the heart. 

Significance of the Study 

The quest for leadership is first an inner quest to discover who you are. 

 Learning to lead is about discovering what you care about and value. 

About what inspires you.  About what challenges you.  About what gives 



8 

 

 

 

you power and competence.  About what encourages you (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2002, p. 391).   

The inability to identify one’s leadership practice with meta-cognitive clarity is 

one way a principal’s success can be thwarted when implementing a school-wide culture 

shift.   Although reliance on self-leadership discovery is a contributory factor, it cannot 

be the sole factor in establishing the new culture.  The discovery must move from the 

principal’s intrinsic awareness, to extrinsic action of eliciting those same ideals in their 

teachers.  

Given the vital nature of changing a culture, teachers and principals have a unique 

relationship - each relies upon the other to implement the change.  Why, then, is it so 

difficult to effect change that will benefit students?  One could draw the conclusion that 

this change is rooted in the fear of loss for teachers (Reeves, 2009).  In this case, loss 

would present itself as time-loss, rather than experience gained.  The argument could 

ensue that if teachers were to move toward a professional learning community, 

committing to daily collaboration, then when would one find time to make copies, plan 

lessons, make parent phone calls, and complete the obligations of paperwork (DuFour & 

Fullan, 2013)?  

Leaders referring to PLCs cannot expect a magical transformation by simply 

exclaiming, “Because you are professionals, you’ll be able to work together” (Gabriel, 

2005, p. 108). Teachers invited to participate in the professional learning community 

process, must view the experience as an opportunity for professional growth - growth that 

charges them to assume leadership roles, which will effectively lead to the achievement 

of significant campus-wide change. (Gabriel, 2005).  To eradicate this barrier, principals 
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must be better prepared to provide staff with appropriate support to enable efficient 

teamwork (DuFour & Fullan, 2013).  However, as Duetschman (2008) cautions, the loss 

of one’s individuality is threatened by change, even when the change is tremendously 

positive.  Although we grasp the fact that change is a vital part of life, we still crave 

consistency and continuity.  The inevitable anxiety resulting from the fear of losing one’s 

individuality, most often defeats change in cultures (Reeves, 2009).  How, then, do we 

move past this barrier of the individual mind-set to the collective mind-set, to be able to 

create and sustain a school-wide culture change?  Perhaps it is this pressing question that 

leads to conclude that the significance of this study may finds its origins are rooted in 

perceived leadership practices.   This study will provide information on the role of 

leadership practices as they relate to the culture shift toward a professional learning 

community mindset. 

Research Questions 

A qualitative study design will be utilized for the purpose of examining teachers’ 

and principals’ beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a 

professional learning community.   

This inquiry has three questions that will document a lived experience. 

1. What are teachers’ beliefs of principal leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community?  

2. What are principals’ beliefs of their leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community? 
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3. What are the similarities and differences between teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs regarding principal leadership practices that affect the implementation 

of a professional learning community? 

Additionally, the following interview protocol derived from Hord’s Five Dimensions 

of a Professional Learning Community & Kouzes and Posner’s Five Fundamental 

Practices of Exemplary Leadership (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & 

Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008) will be utilized to answer the research questions of this study. 

1. Teacher: What does your leader do to enable others to act and provide shared 

and supportive leadership? 

Principal: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and provide 

shared and supportive leadership? 

2. Teacher:  How does your leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

Principal:  How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

3. Teacher:  What does your leader do to engage teachers in collective learning 

and application and challenge the process? 

Principal:  What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenge the process? 

4. Teacher:  How does your leader promote shared personal practice and model 

the way? 

Principal:  How do you promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

5. Teacher:  How does your leader provide opportunities to build relationships 

and encourage the heart? 

Principal: How do you provide opportunities to build relationships and 
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encourage the heart? 

General probing question (Teachers and Principals) 

6. In your understanding, what do you consider to be the most important 

leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC? 

Definition of Terms 

Model the Way.  Leaders establish principles to encourage the way people 

(constituents, peers, colleagues, and customers alike) should be treated and the way goals 

should be pursued.  They create standards of excellence and then set an example for 

others to follow. Because the prospect of complex change can overwhelm people of all 

walks of life and stifle action, leaders are encouraged to set interim goals so that 

individuals can achieve small wins as they work toward larger objectives (Kouzes, 1999; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008). 

Inspire a Shared Vision.  Leaders passionately believe that they can make a 

difference. They envision the future, creating an ideal and unique image of what the 

organization can become. Through their magnetism and quiet persuasion, leaders enlist 

others in their dreams. They breathe life into their visions and get people to see exciting 

possibilities for the future (Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008). 

Challenge the Process.  Leaders search for opportunities to change the status 

quo. They look for innovative ways to improve the organization. In doing so, they 

experiment and take risks. And because leaders know that risk taking involves mistakes 

and failures, they accept the inevitable disappointments as learning opportunities 

(Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008). 
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Enable Others to Act.  Leaders foster collaboration and build spirited teams. 

They actively involve others. Leaders understand that mutual respect is what sustains 

extraordinary efforts; they strive to create an atmosphere of trust and human dignity. 

They strengthen others, making each person feel capable and powerful (Kouzes, 1999; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008). 

Encourage the Heart.  Accomplishing extraordinary things in organizations is 

hard work. To keep hope and determination alive, leaders recognize contributions that 

individuals make. In every winning team, the members need to share in the rewards of 

their efforts, so leaders celebrate accomplishments. They make people feel like heroes 

(Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008). 

Shared and Supportive Leadership.  School administrators participate 

democratically with teachers by sharing power, authority, decision-making, and 

promoting and nurturing leadership among staff (Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 

2003, 2008). 

Shared Value and Vision – Staff shares vision for school improvement that have an 

undeviating focus on student learning.  Shared values support norms of behavior that 

guide decisions about teaching and learning (Stoll & Louis, 2007, pp. 121-122). 

Collective Learning and Application.  Staff at all levels of the school share 

information and work collaboratively to plan, solve problems and improve learning 

opportunities.  Together they seek knowledge, skills, and strategies and apply this new 

learning to their work (Stoll & Louis, 2007, pp. 121-122). 

Shared Personal Practices.  Peers visit with and observe one another to offer 

encouragement and to provide feedback on instructional practices to assist in student 
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achievement and increase individual and organizational capacity (Stoll & Louis, 2007, 

pp. 121-122). 

Supportive Conditions: Relationships – Collegial relationships include respect, trust, 

norms of critical inquiries and improvement, and positive, caring relationships among 

students, teachers and administrators (Stoll & Louis, 2007, pp. 121-122). 

Supportive Conditions:  Structures.  Structures include a variety of conditions 

such as size of the school, proximity of staff to one another, communication systems, and 

the time and space for staff to meet and examine current practices (Stoll & Louis, 2007, 

pp. 121-122). 

Professional Learning Community.  An ongoing process in which educators 

work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to 

achieve better results for the students they serve (Dufour, 2010a, p. 11). 
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Limitations 

Because of the small sample of schools and the small number of teachers who 

participated in the survey, this research may not be used as a gauge of best practices for 

campus leadership in implementing successful learning communities.   

Additionally, the following are considered as limitations to this study: 

1. The qualitative study was limited to five elementary schools in the same 

school district. 

2. The qualitative study was limited to two elementary school teachers from each 

campus selected. 

3. The principal of each campus chosen for this study selected two teachers from 

their faculty. 

4. The selection of the elementary teachers may not be representative of the 

opinions of the elementary teachers on the entire campus. 

5. Researcher bias is possible due to personal beliefs, values, and experiences 

may have influenced data interpretation and the results of the study.  

6. The information collected from the interviews only applies to the district used 

in this study because of differences with the implementation of PLCs and 

principal leadership practices in other districts. 
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Assumptions 

 The researcher recognizes multiple assumptions throughout his study.  One of his 

assumptions is that all of the teachers and principals selected came from different 

campuses wherein cultures had already undergone change to implement a professional 

learning community.  Additionally, he assumed that each principal would choose teachers 

that would provide a well-formed view of PLCs on their campus, instead of principals 

who directed that a certain view be shared.  He did not ask whether their campus culture 

was already changed to a PLC or whether the principal asked them to promote his or her 

own thoughts of his or her campus PLC.  He focused on the premise that the campus had 

already established a PLC culture and hence made the assumption that teachers were 

picked solely because they could offer the best information for this study.  

 Another underlying assumption is that all teachers and principals participating in 

this study would be willing to share information they may consider professionally and 

personally confidential.  Interviews were conducted individually to ensure confidentiality 

of any information shared.  In addition, interviews were conducted on the teachers’ and 

principals’ campuses to create a comfortable setting for the participant to share their 

thoughts.  Given the main assumption of participants’ truthfulness, the results of this 

study are solely based on the assumed validity of information gathered through individual 

interviews.  
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Implications 

 This research is focused on understanding teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of 

leadership practices and how these practices may be impacting the implementation of 

professional learning communities (PLCs).  This information will allow leaders to work 

on and improve their own practices within their campuses.  Identifying leadership 

practices was the first step to understanding PLCs on elementary campuses.  The second 

step was to understand which leadership practices will foster implementation of PLCs in 

elementary schools.  The literature in the introduction describes the significance of 

principals and their leadership and their importance to the implementation of a PLC; 

leaders should, however, also closely examine methods that will eliminate teacher 

isolation and create in its place a culture of collaboration as key components of 

implementing successful communities.  The results of this study may help districts not 

only in implementing professional learning communities, but also in providing principal 

leadership development that could positively impact student learning, campus 

culture/climate, and put an end to the cycle of teacher isolation. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 begins with an introduction and definition of the problem of leadership 

as a primary challenge in implementing professional learning communities.  The purpose 

for the study follows, outlining more specifically through an exploration of the ways in 

which the beliefs of teachers’ and principals’ leadership practices affect the 

implementation of these communities.  The five dimensions of a professional learning 

community formed the basis of the researcher’s interviews with both teachers and 

principals.  (Hord, 1997/2004) (Posner and Kouzes, 2009).  Additionally, the researcher 
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explained the significance of the study, provided his research questions, and defined the 

terms used within the study.  The researcher further offered his rationale for limitations 

and assumptions to the research.  Finally, he theorized possible implications this study 

may offer.  This study was limited to one large South Texas school district, five 

elementary campuses, two teachers from each campus, and one principal from each of 

those campuses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

Review of Related Literature 

The idea of schools becoming places known as professional learning communities 

(PLCs) was a result of research during the 1980’s through the 1990’s.  As reform 

changed over the years it included movements, such as; the excellence movement, the 

restructuring movement, the standards-based movement and President Barack Obama’s 

Blueprint for Reform (2011) of Education.  Each of the reform movements focused in 

some way on school structures that have an effect on teachers’ practice and a 

collaborative approach from administrators to teachers.   

Learning organizations, which became prevalent research for corporate America, 

moved into the educational realm, and later became known as professional learning 

communities.  This type of organization paved the way for school reform by promoting 

adult learning to enhance student learning.  This path would carry teachers from isolated 

classrooms to collaborative environments in which they might gain new insights and 

understandings of their own practice, while creating the school structures to do such 

work.  However, the research surrounds principal leadership as key to having effective 

implementation of PLCs.  The components of such effectiveness include collaboration, 

trust, and communication amongst all members involved in the PLC (DuFour, 2004b; 

DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour & Fullan, 2013; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997, 

2008; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Schmoker, 2006).   

This study will provide additional awareness and data that will fill the gaps in 

literature and provide additional support to principals about their own leadership 

practices to maximize the potential of effective implementation of PLCs.  The purpose of 
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this qualitative study is to understand teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of leadership 

practices that influence the implementation of a professional learning community.   

A Case for Professional Learning Communities 

Reform movement  

Terry Moe’s work (as cited in DuFour, 2008) states, “educational reform has 

become the new status quo.  Every president aspires to be the education president and 

every governor the education governor. The reform process has never ended because the 

reforms have typically led to disappointment – and to constant demands for still more” 

(p.31).   In the 1983 National Commission on Excellence in Education report, A Nation 

At Risk, we learned that our schools were failing and putting our national security at risk 

(“A Nation At Risk”).  This report was credited for the “excellence movement” a top-

down approach that attempted to mandate improvement through rules and regulations and 

detailed specifications of school practices (DuFour, 2008, p. 35).  However, the 

movement eventually met its demise.   

An opportunity for reform was opened again when President George H. W. Bush 

pushed forward his agenda in 1989 of establishing national goals and providing site based 

local autonomy through decentralization to meet those goals.  Those goals included:  

All children would start school ready to learn; High school graduation 

rates would increase to at least 90%; Students would leave grades four, 

eight, and twelve having demonstrated competency in challenging subject 

material including English, mathematics, science, history, and geography; 

and every school would ensure that all students learn to use their minds, so 

they may be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and 
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productive employment in our modern economy; Students will be first in 

the world in science and mathematics achievement; Every adult will be 

literate and will possess the knowledge and skills necessary to compete in 

a global economy and be responsible citizens (Background on the National 

Education Goals Panel, 1993, p. 3).   

However, the assumption of sending a message nationally to schools would no longer be 

able to function as usual and had the autonomy to do what they needed to do to improve 

their schools based on the national goals failed.  Changes were minimal and educators 

seemed no more inclined to discuss conditions about teaching or learning with their 

colleagues (DuFour, 2008).   

President George W. Bush with the, No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002, 

forged ahead with legislative reform by requiring state standardized testing to improve 

and strengthen teaching (“Title I - Improving The Academic Achievement Of The 

Disadvantaged,” 2005).  NCLB highlighted the achievement gap and created a national 

conversation about student achievement.  It also created incentives for states to lower 

their standards; emphasized punishing failure over rewarding success; focused on 

absolute scores, rather than recognizing growth and progress; and prescribed a pass-fail, 

one-size-fits-all series of interventions for schools that miss their goals (“Obama 

Administration’s Education Reform Plan Emphasizes Flexibility, Resources and 

Accountability for Results,”).  As public support waned for this law, our current President 

Barak Obama, weighed in with, A Blueprint for Reform (2011).  President Obama stated, 

“my Administration's blueprint for reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act is not only a plan to renovate a flawed law, but also an outline for a re-
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envisioned federal role in education” (“A Blueprint for Reform,” 2011, sec. A LETTER 

FROM THE PRESIDENT).   The Blueprint for Reform (2011) recommends an 

environment conducive to professional learning is put in place to help teachers grow in 

their practice.  Thus, providing knowledge to better effectively educate students (“A 

Blueprint for Reform,” 2011).  “Teachers are asked to truly examine their own practices 

and must be committed to improve them to meet the needs of students today” (“Built for 

Teachers,” 2012, p.11).    

In summary, each president worked through a process to become the education 

president.  Whether it was through recommendations, mandate, legislative or executive 

measures, all wanted to reform education and make it the national priority.  “The 

strategies that had been crafted to improve education were not developed in a vacuum.  

They reflect a certain belief about the problems with education and how to address them” 

(Dufour, 2011, p.14).  If success depends on commitment to a common goal and working 

to accomplish more together as teachers and principals than can be achieved individually 

(MetLife, 2011) then the, Blueprint for Reform (2011), appears to lay the argument for 

professional learning communities.  Reforming our schools to deliver a world-class 

education is a shared responsibility.  We must foster school environments where teachers 

have the time to collaborate and the opportunities to lead (“A Blueprint for Reform,” 

2011). 

Research on professional learning communities 

As education reform has brought about a greater emphasis on accountability for 

student learning we must look at how we arrived to such a perspective.  In both the 

private corporate world and the public education sector, attention in the 1980s began to 
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focus on the influence of workplace settings on workers (Hord, 2008).  For much of the 

history of education, teachers worked in what were architecturally characterized as egg 

crate schools.  A teacher would typically work in a classroom with no communication 

with other adults.  Cell like classrooms and cultures promoted insulation and isolation 

from other staff, leaving classroom teachers as self employed individuals, doing their 

own thing (Hord, 2008).  “During the late 1980’s, the focus of reform within schools 

began to shift from a traditional approach where teachers worked in isolation much like 

independent contractors within a school, to an approach that focused more on 

collaboration” (Stegall, 2011, p. 27).  First, Rosenholtz (1991) addressed this issue in her 

research study on teacher workplace conditions in which she believed isolated teachers 

suffer from incompleteness.  Schmoker (2006) further added, isolation, for all the 

superficial comforts of being left alone, they will admit that constructive collaboration 

would lead to greatly improved instruction.  Additionally, Barth (1990) 16 years prior 

wrote: 

Adults in schools talk about practice. These conversations about teaching 

and learning are frequent, continuous, concrete, and precise.  Adults in 

schools that observe each other engaged in the practice of teaching reflect 

on and talk about that teaching.  Finally, adults in schools teach each other 

what they know about teaching, learning, and leading.  Knowledge is 

revealed, articulated, and shared (p. 31). 

Little (2006) provided research on the importance of professional learning as an 

effective way to grow teacher knowledge through exploring six urban schools and 

examining each school as a workplace.  She believed that teacher learning arises from 
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close involvement with students and their work.  This would allow for teachers to 

examine and question students about their own learning while questioning their own 

practice.  Furthermore, the process allowed for shared responsibility for student progress 

connecting accountability to the learning through collaborative dialogue.  Stronger 

instructional practice grew through attainment of new knowledge about learning and 

teaching by accessing the expertise of colleagues inside and outside the school.  Focused 

and timely feedback on individual performance and on aspects of classroom or school 

practice created a sense of value and a professional community was cultivated through 

this ongoing process. 

Little (2006) also found that there were four goals that join the interests and needs 

of teachers when the school has a stake in teacher learning.  These included 

understanding and implementing plans to improve schools goals.  Those priorities 

provided a foundation to help build collective teacher knowledge so they could teach at 

higher levels.  In addition, building strong professional communities that enhance 

continuous learning and improvement would allow for strong student learning.  Finally, 

sustaining conditions that bolster commitment to teaching allowed for schools to continue 

improving plans, goals and collaboration for future success. 

If, as the literature reads, teachers understand collaboration is key to instructional 

improvement it needs facilitative hands reaching out to help (Rosenholtz, 1991).  There 

must be an avenue to do so that is structured in sound premise that will allow teachers to 

create a culture of trust to share teacher practice and student work.  New teacher thinking 

and learning must occur because such change needs a “bias for action” which is related to 

several insights of literature below (Fullan, 2007, p. 41). 
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In 1994, Peter Senge’s book, The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, became the guide on 

how to create an organization of learners where collaboration is the lifeblood of every 

endeavor.  The core concepts of these organizations were to focus on learning.  His push 

was to help people look inward versus looking outward.  The primary leverage for any 

organizational learning effort lies not with policies, budgets, or organizational charts, but 

in ourselves (Senge, 1994).  He believed it was possible to create organizations that learn 

through the ongoing practice of the five “learning disciplines” for changing the way 

people think and act together (Senge, 2012).   

The first two of the five learning disciplines focuses on articulating individual and 

collective aspirations.  First, personal mastery is the practice of creating an articulate 

image of your personal vision.  This should include the outcomes you want to establish in 

your life concurrently with the realistic assessment of the present-day reality of your life.  

Consequently, this creates a distinctive conflict but when fostered it can increase your 

ability to make better choices and attain more of the outcomes you have chosen.  Having 

a shared vision produces a focus on mutual purpose.  Secondly, individuals with a 

common propose can encourage commitment in a group or organization by developing 

shared images of the path they seek to create and the strategies, values, and practices they 

hope to achieve as a collective group.  In order to have a learning community, the school 

must have a common shared vision process. It must be one in which all parties can agree 

and live by, so that they may move forward (Senge, 2012). 

The following next two of the disciplines involve the practice of reflective 

thinking and generative conversations.  Attitude and perception awareness by individuals 

within the organization are created through mental models.  Not only the individual 
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creates those attitudes and perceptions but those people around the individual foster the 

mental model. Using these models helps a person more clearly and honestly delineate 

between the current reality and what is perceived.  It is important within this model that 

there is an atmosphere where educators can speak safely and productively about risky and 

uncomfortable topics and issues.  Consequently, a team must learn through interactions, 

if they want to be successful and move an organization forward.  Using methods such as 

dialogue and skillful discussion help small groups of people transform their collective 

thinking and learning to mobilize their energies and actions to achieve common goals 

(Senge, 2012).  Once this is established the collective work of moving an organization 

forward can be realized. 

The final discipline involves recognizing and managing complexity in the world 

at large.   

Systems thinking helps people learn better to understand interdependency 

and change and thereby are able to deal more effectively with the forces 

that shape the consequences of their actions.  This thinking is based on 

feedback and complexity that lead to growth or stability over time (Senge, 

2012, p. 8).   

These disciplines, while built for the boardrooms of corporate America, moved into the 

educational environment and from being known as learning organizations (Senge, 1994) 

to being known as learning communities (Hord, 1997).   

 The term learning communities deals with the notion that professional learning is 

an ongoing process.  Within a learning community, the learning of teachers is as 

important as the learning of children. Professional learning, however, is not easily 
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achieved (Sackney, L., Walker, K., & Mitchell, C., 2005).  In order to build those 

communities, Sackney et al. (2005) suggest they be built around three capacities: 

personal, interpersonal, and organizational. 

Building personal capacity entails a deep and critical deconstruction and 

reconstruction of one’s own professional knowledge.  Interpersonal 

capacity addresses the development of collegial relationships and 

collective practices, whereby ongoing professional learning becomes a 

sacred norm within the group.  Organizational ability is building 

organizational structures and systems that support and value personal 

learning and facilitates and encourages collective learning and growth 

(p.10). 

Building the above-mentioned capacities provides a framework for school based 

professional learning.  Shirley Hord (2004) suggested that a model school is a community 

of continuous inquiry and improvement.  She drew upon Senge’s Learning Organization 

Theory to establish what is now known in the research as professional learning 

communities.  Hord (2004) researched such communities and found five dimensions that 

represent the essential qualities and characteristics of a professional learning community.  

The following illustration, Figure 1, shows the five necessary dimensions of a 

professional learning community. 
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Figure 2.1 Five dimensions of a professional learning community (Hord, 2008). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hord’s (2008) dimension of supportive and shared leadership is defined as 

teachers becoming actively involved in the organization. They broaden their perspectives, 

develop a higher level of professionalism, and deepen their effectiveness. The principal is 

key for the initiation and development of any new element in the school, but the sharing 

principal soon develops the leadership potential of the staff and becomes the 

collaborating "guide on the side" rather than the "sage on the stage” (Hord, 2008, p. 12).   

Additionally, whether a principal or site-based team is leading, that leadership must be 

the prime “keeper” of the school’s vision (Kruse, S., et. al., 1994, p. 5).   

Shared values and vision requires the professional community construct a shared 

vision of the changes and improvements on which they will work for the increased 

learning of students (Hord, 2008).  Hipp and Huffman (2010) state, “staff share visions 

that have an undeviating focus on student learning and support of norms of behavior that 

guide decisions about teaching and learning” (p. 13).  It is that vision that determines how 

teachers will spend their time, the way they will solve problems, and how they will utilize 
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the resources they have (Hord, 1997).   “Within the dimension a vision of professional 

learning must be meaningfully connected to their daily work and to the students they 

serve as they must reassess their practice and learn new approaches” (Commission on 

Effective Teachers and Teaching (CETT), 2011, p. 12). 

Hord’s (2008) dimension of collective learning and application of learning 

requires a staff to decide what is to be learned.  This is based on a deep exploration of 

student data to identify the needs of students and reflection on the extent to which the 

staff's work is producing the results intended. This allows staff members to determine 

where they are succeeding with students and where they are not, and to identify priority 

student learning areas that need attention.  The identified student learning areas provide 

the target for the staff's intentional learning.  Wood and McQuarrie (as cited in Hipp and 

Huffman, 2010) state “teachers must learn by doing, reflecting on the experience, and 

then generating and sharing new insights and learning with oneself and others” (p. 17).  

Professional development must then be beneficial and sought after by the teacher to grow 

his practice or he may not “buy-in” to the new learning.   

The dimension of supportive conditions includes the physical conditions and 

human capacities that encourage and sustain a collegial atmosphere and collective 

learning (Hord, 2004).  Hord (2008) went on to elaborate on this dimension as 

structural/physical conditions including time to meet, a place to meet, and policies and 

resources that support the staff coming together to study and learn.  Teachers do not learn 

best from outside experts or by attending conferences or implementing “programs” 

installed by outsiders.  “Teachers learn best from other teachers, in settings where they 

literally teach each other the art of teaching” (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005, p. 141).  
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Consequently, when this occurs educators work together to solve problems, and design 

and refine instruction, curriculum, assessments, and interventions for student learning and 

achievement (Killion, J, 2005).  

Relational/human capacities (Hord, 2008) include the development of positive 

attitudes and respect of all staff members as they engage in professional and social 

activities with one another.  “Trust is a significant factor for the community, and leaders 

should take steps to build this important capital” (p. 12).  “Relational development occurs 

where risk taking, honest communication, and deep commitments to school initiatives are 

at the center of the work.  Human capacity occurs when insight and input of teachers is 

solicited and utilized from administrators” (Killion, J, 2005, p. 65). 

 The dimensions as described by Hord (2008) and the disciplines as describe by 

Senge (1994) vary somewhat from what is addressed by Kruse, Louis & Bryk (1994) in 

their article on Building Professional Community in Schools.  They address what they 

believe to be contributing factors to a strong learning community with their five critical 

elements.  One, reflective dialogue consists of members of the school community having 

conversations about their situations and specific challenges they face within the 

classroom and school. They can use these discussions to critique themselves, as well as 

the institution.  Secondly, teachers de-privatize practices so that may share, observe and 

discuss each other’s teaching practices. By sharing their practice, they learn new ways to 

speak about what they do thus, creating a trusting relationship between colleagues.  

Thirdly, there is a collective focus on student learning.  Teachers forgo excuses and focus 

on student learning, so that all students can learn at reasonably high levels with teacher 

instructional support.  Fourthly, collaboration amongst teachers create curriculum that 
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improve instruction through quality activities and planning with the end in mind.  They 

create assessments together to understand the educational gaps of student learning. 

Additionally, they converse about the assessments and curriculum to produce new and 

different approaches to staff development.  Finally, teachers share common norms and 

values toward critical educational issues, and focus on student learning such as children’s 

ability to learn, the use of time and space and the proper roles of parents, teachers and 

administrators (Hord, 2008; Senge, 1994; Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 1994). 

 Ainscow and Hopkins (1992) addressed some key features of school improvement 

through teacher communities.  They included teacher learning, disagreements, leadership, 

student involvement, and vision.  While three of the five features are embedded in the 

five dimensions Hord (2006) addresses, they provide some additional insight and help to 

further expound on the variables of the research in regards to PLCs.  Ainscow and 

Hopkins (1992) believed a learning teacher is aware of his or her own practice through 

collaboration.  These teachers focus on their teaching practice, meet to discuss their work 

product, share ideas, plan, and help one another in problem solving.  Additionally, as is 

considered de-privatization by Kruse S., et al. (1994), Ainscow and Hopkins (1993) 

considered the practice of teachers spending time with one another in their classrooms, 

observing, and providing feedback so that they may improve one another’s critical 

practice.  Hord (2008) and Senge (1994) address the need for a shared vision with all 

players having a role in that process.  Conversely, Ainscow and Hopkins related their 

need to have a vision in terms of the head teacher or other senior colleagues using staff 

meetings to share views on important educational ideas or “thinking aloud” about the 

school policy (Ainscow & Hopkins, 1993, p. 81).   
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Silins, Mulford and Zarins (2002) believe when schools function as learning 

organizations, they have systems and structures in place.  Those systems and structures 

then enable staff, at all levels, to collaboratively and continuously learn.  They describe 

four aspects that characterize a school’s capacity for organizational learning:  trust, risk-

taking, self-reflection, and professional development.  In a collaborative environment, 

value is placed on open and honest communication built on trust, with the belief that 

these conversations will produce improved practice.    

The school’s structure and systems support teacher initiatives, which are 

promoted through constant inquiry and dialogue by administrators.  Teachers are 

encouraged to take risks and initiative, leading to an empowered form of decision-

making.  Teachers are involved in a shared and monitored mission.  The school culture 

encourages critical self-reflection of practices and continuous learning for improvement. 

 Staff members are kept abreast of external events that may affect their school and ensure 

the curriculum is aligned with the school’s vision and goals (Ainscow & Hopkins, 1993; 

Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Senge, 1994, 2012; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002).  

When functioning as a learning organization, teachers are engaged in ongoing 

professional development, including academic cohorts, and gaining veteran knowledge 

by visiting other campuses. Teachers believe honing one’s skills is critical to supporting 

professional development (Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002).  The commonalities pointing 

toward an educational culture shift, as referenced by the four categories mentioned above, 

the five dimensions by Hord (2004), Senge’s (2012) seven disciplines, the five key 

features by Ainscow and Hopkins (1993) and the five critical elements by Kruse, Louis & 

Bryk (1994) - are cause to continue the case for PLCs.  
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 A basic premise of a professional learning community requires enabling and 

fostering the building of capacity through peer professional development (Hord 2004).   

Building capacity from the inward out (Senge 1994) would help teachers understand their 

practice much more clearly and develop trust amongst each other as they strive for 

student and organizational improvement.  The idea of a professional community must 

include the involvement of both teachers and principals (Lambert 2003).  Which leads 

one to believe it is important that principals understand the foundation of a professional 

community so they too can help build teacher capacity.   

The research discussed previously about a learning organization must have a 

framework that addresses goals, vision, processes, and human relational building.  

Dufour and Eaker (1998) found through their research that organizations that find success 

have strong characteristics that guide their people, the organizational thinking, and its 

day-to-day operations.  In 1998, books and videos began to be published to help persuade 

educators that the most meaningful way to help a learning organization develop their 

capacity was to function as a professional learning community.  Those publications 

offered specific strategies and structures to help make schools that chose to pursue PLCs 

successful (DuFour, 2010b).   

Dufour (2010b) contends that schools should not consider themselves PLCs 

simply because they have meetings on certain days of the week.  His belief is that PLCs 

function as a larger part of the organization not solely based through individual teams.  It 

is important that those teams are collaborative but they only function as a small part of 

the larger school wide effort.  Additionally, the PLC process must have a continuous 

impact of the structure and culture of a school.  It is not enough to engage in the process.  
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Engagement must be met with a belief that the process is much more than just meeting.  

A professional learning community as defined by Dufour (2010b): 

An ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring 

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

the students they serve. These communities function under the assumption 

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

learning for educators (p.11). 

Hord (1997) provided the basic framework necessary for developing a 

professional learning community.  As discussed previously, the framework must include; 

shared beliefs, vision and values; supportive and shared leadership; collective learning; 

shared practices, and supportive conditions.  These ideals by Hord (1997) are inherently 

embedded in the six characteristics of a PLC as defined by DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker 

(2008) and are designed to help engage teachers and principals in problem-solving and 

decision making to help further student learning (Hord, 2004).  To produce fidelity and 

consistency using the six characteristics of a professional learning community, Dufour 

(2004) developed three big ideas, which represent a school’s effort to sustain a PLC.   

Shared mission (purpose), vision (clear direction), values (collective 

commitments), and goals (indicators, timelines and targets).  The very essence of this 

community is to focus on the learning of each individual student.  In high functioning 

PLCs, teachers and principals embrace high levels of learning for all students.  This is 

accomplished by a shared purpose that must have a compelling vision of their schools are 

to become.  Each educator makes collective commitments to clarify their contributions to 

creating an organization that is results-oriented and goal centered.  This sets the 
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foundation for how educators will work to improve their schools and keeps the moral 

purpose of their responsibility to why their work is imperative (DuFour, DuFour, & 

Eaker, 2008).  

A collaborative culture with a focus on learning.  A key to a high functioning 

PLC is the building block of effective teams.  They build upon shared mission, vision, 

values and goals to sustain the organization.  Members of a PLC work interdependently 

to achieve collective goals that are linked directly to student learning.  Additionally, the 

members are held mutually accountable for the success of the collective goals.  However, 

having collaborative teams itself does not lead to improved results if people on that team 

are not focused on the right matters.  This process must be systematic so that 

interdependence creates an analytical and reflective impact on one’s professional 

practice.  This will, in turn, improve student learning, team performance and meet school 

goals (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008).  

Collective inquiry into best practice and current reality.  Teams will dialogue 

about best practices in teaching and best practices in learning.  They use their current 

reality as a guide to come to consensus about what should be changed, improved, or 

shared to help students learn. The pure dialogue, clarification of their own practices and 

honest assessment of students’ current levels helps with better decision making.  

Collective inquiry allows for teachers to develop new skills that will lead to new 

experiences that help transform the school culture (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008).  

Action orientation.  Members of a PLC move into action by reflecting of their 

data to understand their reality.  Teachers understand that engaging with other colleagues 
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and growing from those experiences create a powerful educational setting (DuFour, 

DuFour, & Eaker, 2008).    

A commitment to continuous improvement.  A PLC culture rebukes the status 

quo and is constantly in search of better ways to accomplish its goals.  Team members 

embrace learning.  By doing so, they can gain stronger knowledge and a stronger 

commitment to the purpose of the organization.  This continuous learning consists of 

gathering evidence of student learning, developing strategies to build on strengths, 

implementing new ideas, analyzing the impact and determine what was effective, and 

applying new knowledge in the next cycle to continue improving (DuFour, DuFour, and 

Eaker, 2008). 

Results orientation.  All efforts must be assessed to determine the impact on 

student learning not on the hope to impact student learning.  Building a PLC in an 

organization must be solidified in the notion that it will produce dramatically improved 

results which requires teams to develop and pursue measurable goals (DuFour, DuFour, 

and Eaker, 2008).  

Big Idea 1: Ensuring That Students Learn.  The professional learning 

community process makes the assumption that the core mission of education is two-fold, 

one is ensuring that students are taught using a viable curriculum and the second is to 

ensure that they learn.  The educational shift from a focus on teaching to a focus on 

learning has had some major implications for schools.  One of the implications of this 

shift is by focusing on student learning the individual success of students takes center 

stage and dialogue about this learning creates a collaborative environment (DuFour, 

2004a, 2004b, 2010a, 2010b; DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 
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Staff of schools whose mission statements promise “learning for all” and those 

staff that take that statement literally have experienced profound changes within their 

schools. They stay consistent with this work by asking and answering the following 

questions: What school characteristics and practices have been most successful in helping 

all students achieve at high levels?;  How could we adopt those characteristics and 

practices in our own school?;  What commitments would we have to make to one another 

to create such a school?;  What indicators could we monitor to assess our progress?;  

These questions provide shared knowledge and help build common ground so the 

professional learning community process takes hold (DuFour, 2004b, 2010a; DuFour, 

DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  

Continual professional growth of a school must be met with engaged colleagues 

in regards to a constant investigation of four crucial questions that drive the work of those 

within a professional learning community: What do we want each student to learn?  How 

will we know when each student has learned it?  How will we respond when a student 

experiences difficulty in learning?  How we respond to those students who already know 

the material?  The conversations and responses to the third and fourth questions are what 

separate a learning community from traditional schools (DuFour, 2004b, 2010a; DuFour 

et al., 2008, 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 1998).   

Interventions are systematic and school-wide.  The following characteristics are 

embedded in the continual growth of a PLC school.  They rapidly identify students who 

need additional time and support.  They believe in intervention not remediation.  For 

example, they have a developed plan that will provide help as soon as students begin 

experiencing difficulty rather than putting them in a remedial course or depending on 
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summer school to close the educational gap.  Finally, they are directive about 

intervention.  For example, requiring students to spend more time on their educational 

gaps and receive additional assistance until they have mastered the necessary content or 

concepts (DuFour, 2004). 

Big Idea 2: A Culture of Collaboration.  In a school where professional 

communities are being established there is an understanding that teachers must work 

together to achieve their collective purpose of learning for all.  Therefore, they create 

structures to promote a collaborative culture.  Such as, reworking the master schedule to 

add time to meet or creatively using support staff to provide staff time to meet and have 

collegial conversations surrounding student learning and teacher practice.  Consequently, 

this idea breaks down isolation and moves a staff from working on management of a 

classroom, a school, social climate or other operational procedures to one that invests in a 

professional dialogue that can transform a school to an effective PLC.  Throughout this 

collaborative process, teachers work together to analyze and improve their classroom 

practice in a systemic process. They work in teams, using an agenda that is lead by the 

guiding questions located under Big Idea 1: Ensuring That Students Learn, which 

promotes deep team learning.  This process creates effective adult learning and better 

student achievement (DuFour, 2004). 

Yet, for this process to take place schools must ensure they remove the barriers to 

the process.  Schools must professionally develop teachers in such a way that the 

curriculum can find success when taught.  They must not just believe providing a viable 

curriculum will ensure student success rather, they must ensure all students have access 

to the curriculum and will learn at high levels (DuFour, 2004).  In addition, as Dufour 
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(2004) stated, “faculties must stop making excuses for failing to collaborate” (p. 9).  Few 

educators publicly assert that working in isolation is the best strategy for improving 

schools. Instead, they give reasons why it is impossible for them to work together: “We 

just can't find the time” (p. 9).  “Not everyone on the staff has endorsed the idea” (p. 9).   

“We need more training in collaboration” (p. 9).   But the number of schools that have 

created truly collaborative cultures proves that such barriers are not insurmountable. 

Big Idea 3: A Focus on Results.  PLCs are considered effective when they use 

their results to change teaching practices, which results in student achievement. 

Educators in the PLC work together to improve student achievement and it becomes the 

norm and the responsibility of everyone in the school.  Every teacher team participates in 

a continuous process of ascertaining the current level of student achievement, 

establishing goals and benchmarks to improve the current achievement level, working 

together while sharing best practices to achieve those goals, and providing intermittent 

data of the progress.  The data comes from teacher team developed common formative 

assessments.   These assessments allow for teachers to identify how their students 

performed on each skill compared with other students. As a result of these assessments, 

teachers can call on their colleagues to help them reflect on areas of concern. This 

process allows for each teacher to have access to the ideas, materials, strategies, and 

talents of the entire team (DuFour, 2004b, 2010a; DuFour et al., 2008, 2005; DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998).    

However, schools that do not focus on results through a result oriented 

professional learning community fall into the DRIP syndrome (data rich/information 

poor).  Improved teacher practice can only occur if the teacher has a basis of comparison 
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through data and collegial dialogue to help improve that practice (Dufour 2004).  

Moreover, teachers should understand how to use their data and administrators should 

make the data accessible, provide training and support teachers on correct use of the data, 

and allow time for reflection so that enhanced student learning and teacher practice will 

prevail.  Dufour (2004) used the cycle below to demonstrate the three big ideas in action. 

Figure 2.2 PLCs thee big ideas and four guiding questions (DuFour, 2004).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All of the research regarding learning organizations eventually translates into hard 

work. Whether it be the four dimensions by Silins, Mulford and Zarins (2002), the five 

dimensions by Hord (2004), Senge’s (2012) seven disciplines, the five key features by 

Ainscow and Hopkins (1993) the five critical elements by Kruse, Louis & Bryk (1994), 

or the three big ideas by DuFour (2004) change requires commitment, dedication and 

unwavering desire to redesign a culture.  The professional learning community model is a 

powerful way of working together that greatly affects the practices of staff members 

within a school community. However, beginning and sustaining the process requires 

dedication and hard work. “It requires the school staff to focus on learning rather than 
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teaching, work collaboratively on matters related to learning, and hold itself accountable 

for the kind of results that fuel continual improvement” (DuFour, 2004, p. 6).   

In summary, when a professional learning community is in place, it offers 

opportunities for the professional staff to look deeply into their own teaching and a 

collaborative environment that stymies isolation.  They offer a change in culture in which 

it looks from the inside out for improvement.  Therefore, when effective they offer a 

balance between a learning organization’s structure and its use of the organizational time 

(M. S. Morrissey, 2000).  Appendix A provides a comparative view to the researchers 

used in this study. 

School culture change 

In this section, the understanding of school culture and change is necessary to 

continue to make the case for PLCs.  A clear and strategic understanding to school 

culture and change and their connections to the foundations of creating PLCs is an 

imperative.  Morrissey (2000) offers another viewpoint in regards to Hord’s (2004) five 

dimensions and how they can affect a learning organization’s change of culture when 

their five core issues are weak.  This includes, organizational structures, focus of 

improvement work, personal and social dynamics, contextual influences and leadership 

which were prompted from studying campuses that were in the process of culture change 

for their respective schools.  The premise behind this study was to help educators 

understand how culture and change are important factors to school improvement 

surrounding professional learning communities.  

Organizations, such as schools, run effectively when there are appropriate 

structures and processes in place.  The study of the schools in the article found that many 
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supports to the organization were lacking.  Since the cultures studied were ones of 

disorganization, lack of direction, no set processes for problem solving or collaboration 

teachers were inherently frustrated.  A lack of communication was found to lead to a 

disconnection between its norms, values, beliefs, traditions and rituals (Morrissey, 2000).    

As organizations structure their practices they are likely to be influenced by 

beliefs, symbols, values and assumptions, regardless of whether they are real or 

perceived. Additionally, they will be swayed by the analysis of the artifacts, values and 

reinforcing beliefs.  “Moreover, practices, especially those with cultural meaning and 

significance are likely to influence beliefs, values and assumptions thus creating interplay 

between organizational culture and structure” (James & Connolly, 2009, p. 391).  Culture 

is embedded deeply in people.  It is in people’s attitudes, values, and skills which all 

come from their own life experiences and the communities they have come from (Senge, 

2012b).  Supportive conditions (Hord, 2004) should be provided so staff may go about 

their daily work and engage in learning with each other.  This suggests there tbe time set 

aside so that teachers can meet and engage in such substantive work such as looking at 

student work, teacher practice and data.  Therefore, organizational structures should be 

put into to place so that a professional learning community may occur.  This necessitates 

a re-culturing of the whole organization.  Once organizational structures are in place a 

focus on student learning can take place (Hord, 2004). 

Focusing on student work should be absolute so that a school’s reform is 

purposeful and intentional.  In the study, this focus was lacking and a common focus 

school-wide not apparent.  Teachers did not examine student data regularly and when 

they did they were unclear as to what they were suppose to do with the data.  No problem 
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solving was evident which should it have occurred it would have lead to empowering 

teachers.  Therefore, the school culture was translated into lack of collaboration for 

student learning and teacher practice improvement.  The consequence was a lack of trust 

and collegiality.  Subsequently, the lack of this focus leads to conflict resolution 

(Morrissey, 2000).    

Green (2007) addressed this issue in his work regarding standards-based 

instruction.  He believed to have a culture where a focus on learning was evident teachers 

should have a system in place to understand if students have learned what has been taught 

and a process for reinstructing the students who had yet mastered the learning.  His six 

steps to this type of culture included: 

Clarity.  Teachers need to be clear themselves about what they expect students 

their students to learn (Green, 2007).  This can be done through planning, reviewing the 

state standards and assessment data (Dufour, 2004). 

Expectation.  Teachers need to tell the students what they expect them know and 

be able to accomplish by the end of a lesson based on what was planned (Green, 2007).  

This can be accomplished through creating learning goals that students will understand 

and be able to verbalize in their own words and can relate to them with classroom 

activities (Marzano, 2003). 

Teach the essentials.  Teachers must teach the essential knowledge and skills 

necessary so that the students can show mastery on the content taught (Green, 2007).  

Teachers must know how their students understand and misunderstand what is being 

taught so they know how to anticipate and diagnose such misunderstandings.  That will 

allow them to know how to deal with the issues as they arise (Green, 2007).   
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Checkpoints.  Teachers need to have checkpoints to observe whether or not 

students have learned what was expected and taught (Green, 2007).  These progress 

checks will allow for any adjustment in teaching or reteaching that must take place.  

These can be done through formative or common assessments (Dufour, 2004). 

Accountability.  Teachers must have accountability for whether their students 

have learned the material presented and have a method for which it is reported out 

(Green, 2007).  This accountability to results could yield benefits for teaching and 

learning.  The formative assessments should be embedded in instruction so that students 

are not surprised what they are being tested on.  Additionally, teachers must have a strong 

knowledge in the subjects being assessed (Little, 2006). 

Take action.  Teachers should use the data and checkpoints to re-teach or 

intervene when needed and as appropriate (Green, 2007).  

Teachers cannot argue the benefits of the six steps however; the work is hard and 

must be intertwined with the change in school culture.  This culture will be one where 

data is analyzed critically (Morrissey, 2000).  Dialogue about that the data through a 

sharing of teacher practice with a student learning focused approach at the forefront is 

significant in such a culture.  In total, this should lead to an increased collaborative 

culture that will sustain itself in trust and improved teacher practice to advance student 

learning (Hord 2004).  

The personal and social dynamics of a team that face a culture change must 

include, trust, mutual respect within the human relationships, and a collective 

commitment of all educators within the school.  In the study, some schools had some 

trust and were open with each other and others there experienced high levels of mistrust 
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and a culture of disrespect.  Norms had not been established.  Additionally, theses 

schools had little to no time spent on their staff’s different personal cultures, experiences, 

and capabilities, which hindered trust and collegial growth (Morrissey, 2000).  Dufour 

and Marzano (2011) addressed theses dynamics in what they called “seven areas to 

achieve high-performing teams” (p.70). 

1. Teams must be organized into meaningful teams not just teams of chance.  These 

teams could consist of grade-level teams in which they already share a common 

bond, which is their grade level; vertical teams that consist of teachers together 

through content with those in grade levels above or below; electronic teams that 

use technology to become partners with colleagues across the district or state; 

interdisciplinary teams; or logical links which are teachers who are together 

because of their common expertise and foundational knowledge of a specific 

content area (Dufour, 2011). 

2. Teams must be provided time to collaborate.  The time must be found in a way 

that is cost effective and there will not be a loss of instructional time.  These could 

include: common planning time, parallel scheduling, adjusting starting and ending 

times of school, sharing classes, using large group lessons, testing and assemblies, 

and using staff meeting times (Dufour, 2011). 

3. Provide the supportive structures that will enable groups to become PLCs.  A 

commitment to building that team is a social contract that must be in place among 

its members that relates to their purpose.  It guides the team and makes them 

responsible for how they must work together.  The root of the team is 
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accountability.  It is the promises we make to others and ourselves which create 

commitment and trust (Katzenbach, 2003). 

4. Teams must have clarity in order to make sure their social dynamics are driven by 

purpose and priorities, focused on the right work, and working to improve their 

team effectiveness (Dufour, 2011). 

5. Teams need to be monitored and they must be given direction and support to 

become personally and socially responsible for their work.  Additionally, they 

need timelines for the work to be done and also produce artifacts of the work help 

to create the collaborative team’s capacity to self govern (Dufour, 2011). 

6. Teams should avoid the temptation of shortcuts in creating a collaborative culture.  

They need to work on their practices and share student learning results ritually 

and not forego the time to collaborate.  Building shared knowledge and a 

collaborative dialogue help to sustain their personal and social dynamics that will 

produce capacity (Dufour, 2011). 

7. Teams should celebrate their successes.  The study provided by Morrissey (2000) 

found that when teams don’t work together and get to know one another they 

couldn’t collegially grow and share in their success. 

Supportive conditions must exist to address the issue of mistrust.  Team members’ 

attitudes and relationships must be fostered.  The norms, purpose and vision are entrusted 

to these teams and are fostered through communication that is respectful and meaningful.  

PLCs that have these in place function as a school family and help each other to problem 

solve.  Sharing one’s personal practice requires trust and respect from colleagues (Hord, 
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2004).  Moreover, contextual influences can also hinder the process of cultural change to 

a professional learning community. 

• Educational systems work in the context of factors such as the school, 

community, district and state-level demands.  The school factors included such 

areas as non-maintenance of the campus, inadequate relationships within the 

campus and low expectations for staff as adult learners.  Community factors 

included negative public relations, disharmony within the communities the 

campus serves and strained parent/community and staff relations.  The district 

factors included too many policy requests and the lack of access to the data that 

was needed for school improvement.  Finally, the state-level factors included a 

discrepancy in communication from the district level to the school level regarding 

policies, adoptions, and mandates by the state (Morrissey, 2000, pp. 7-8).   

To alleviate these issues creating and maintaining schools as effective must be of 

urgency to a district.  Schools need the larger organization’s support to be effective or 

maintain its effectiveness.  Too often schools are left with the principal expected to be the 

hero with only a few staff members helping him to create culture change (“Journal of 

Effective Schools, Spring 2011 Edition,”).  The Education Plan for the Chicago Public 

Schools set out to support such cultures.  The district committed to building instructional 

capacity that would guarantee a viable curriculum to increase student learning at all 

levels.  They set out to recruit high quality teachers and administrators.  In return, they 

would develop and support them through the journey.  Finally, create and maintain strong 

learning communities where teachers worked hand-in-hand with the principal.  This 

would eventually foster a collaborative culture built on problem solving and professional 
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development (DuFour et al., 2005).  This shared vision and values can temper the various 

contextual influences on schools and communicate a supportive atmosphere of high 

expectations for all (Hord, 2008). 

Leadership was the final core issue that Morrissey (2000) found as an emergence 

in her study.  She found without a shared focus principals could not guide staff 

development, student achievement or even articulate their vision for the school.  

Principals were unable to model or improve the image of their school to all constituents.  

These principals made the decisions for school structures unilaterally and lacked the 

necessary organizational systems to communicate, problem solve, resolve conflict and 

build community rapport (Morrissey, 2000).  However, “the actions and behaviors of the 

principal do not openly affect student achievement because in reality they are not directly 

teaching students” (Dufour, 2011, p. 49).  Conversely, the excellence of teaching, 

learning and relationships within a school culture depends on leadership from the 

principal (DuFour et al., 2005).  Principals should provide opportunities for the staff to 

learn from one another, provide time for the staff to enjoy one another, to work together 

and to understand the expertise of his people on the campus (Hord, 2008).  

In summary, the five dimensions of a professional learning community can be 

weakened if the five core issues of schools trying to reform take hold and are not 

removed as barriers.  The research on culture change to a professional learning 

community surrounds itself around the five dimensions of a professional learning 

community.  Furthermore, leadership is vital for an organization to be successful in 

reform and culture change.  “The bottom line for leaders is that if they do not become 

conscious of the cultures in which they are embedded, those cultures will manage them. 
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Cultural understanding is desirable for all of us, but it is essential to leaders if they are to 

lead” (Schein, 1992, p. 15). 

Role of Principal Leadership 

As schools came into existence, the leader was expected to be the resident 

specialist on teaching and learning.  The campus leadership of the school was setup to 

make the principal responsible for staff improvement and supervision (Tucker & 

Codding, 2002).  Future principals were recruited from the teaching profession, which 

created the idea that they were instructional leaders so they should be able to do the job 

well and with comfort (Tucker & Codding, 2002).  However, these assumptions are 

incorrect as Tucker & Codding (2002) stated, “…this knowledge was often tacit or dated, 

based on increasingly distant memories of a former life in the classroom, and uninformed 

by new conceptions of teaching and learning” (p. 44).  What appears to have been 

clarified is the demands of leadership are beyond one person’s capacity and must be 

fulfilled by giving the leader the skills necessary to be lead, create change, and build a 

vision that is believed by the organization.  How do principals change culture and 

implement PLCs?  What role must they play in influencing collaborative cultures?  What 

leadership practices can be considered as effective in the implementation of a 

professional learning community?  

Principals can be strategic thinkers by acting strategically about the challenges 

they face and putting in place a clear and influential approach for addressing the 

challenges.  “Educators tend to think on the level of plans and processes, which cannot 

help a school, meet its goals however strategy can” (Tucker & Codding, 2002, p. 32).  

This type of thinking has been drawn out of literature from the military and business.  
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Drucker (2004) in his article furthered the notion of strategic thinking by offering 

leadership practice support.  He believed leaders get the knowledge they need for the job.  

They ask what needs to be done and take it seriously or otherwise they are rendered 

ineffective.  They follow up by asking if this is the right thing for the organization.  It 

may not always ensure the right decision is made however, without asking you are going 

to make the wrong decision. 

Additionally, leaders develop an action plan that focuses on desired results, 

possible pitfalls, checkpoints, and revisions.  They act by taking responsibility for their 

decisions and making sure they communicate follow through with action plans.  Also, 

they focus on opportunities rather than problems and making their meetings professional 

development times rather than administrative.  Finally, they think “we” rather than “I” 

who provides the organization with opportunities to focus their needs rather than the 

leaders own wants and needs (Drucker, 2004). 

Posner & Kouzes (2009) viewed strategic thinking as a way to find a leadership 

voice by using their leadership practice of model the way.  The premise of this leadership 

practice is to be believable in your message by believing your own message.  To have a 

belief you have to have clarity in what you want your message to sound like and feel like.  

Leaders must model the way by being credible in their own story and understanding that 

their words are influential and must be thoughtful and strategic to have a shared value 

across the organization.  Additionally, to model the way, a leader must set the example to 

ensure the shared values are taking hold by others within the organization (Kouzes, 1999; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008).   
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A leader will send the following signals to promote the values he has come up 

with strategically such as; spending time and attention wisely by staying visible in 

meetings to help guide direction and purpose; using language that promotes the culture 

that is being built; questions intentionally to promote purposeful thinking; seeks feedback 

to promote authenticity about self-improvement; confronts the critical issues so that core 

values are able to take root; is a story teller with true examples that pull on the emotions 

of others to make those core values reality; and reinforces desired behavior by 

recognizing performance is promoting the core values (Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 

2008; Posner & Kouzes, 2009). 

The principal may model the way through the sharing of values that are important 

to changing the culture but the leader must be mindful of what should be preserved in the 

core culture of the organization while balancing the progress toward changing the culture 

of new shared values (Tucker & Codding, 2002).  Leaders understand the difference 

between what should never change and what should be open for change and between 

what is genuinely sacred and what is not. It takes a very thoughtful approach to manage 

continuity and change.  It requires discipline and is closely linked to the ability to develop 

a vision (Collins & Porras, 1996).  Vision helps leaders understand the core of what must 

be maintained and what must be viewed as opportunity for change.  However, Collins 

and Porras (1996) state, “vision has become one of the most overused and least 

understood words in the language, conjuring up different images for different people” (p. 

4). They looked at vision as a yin and yang of complementary pieces in order for this to 

be well conceived.  As figure 3 depicts yin as the core ideology as what we stand for and 

why we exist which is unchanging.  The yang is the envisioned future (opportunity for 
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change) such as, what do we want to become, create or achieve.  These are the things that 

will require change and constant progress to attain the desired change.  They must be 

audacious goals that are time bound with vivid descriptions of what the organization is to 

become (Collins & Porras, 1996).   

Figure 2.3 Articulating a Vision (Collins & Porras, 1996). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reeves (2006) described visionary leadership as a contemplation of the future.  

That future inevitably involves uncertainty, change, and fear.  Having an effective vision 

helps those individuals in the organization understand that they are part of a greater 

process and supports their importance to the organization.  Visionary leadership provides 

consistency to the questions that people in the organization will have such as: 

• Where are we headed as an organization this year? 

• Where will we be three to five years from now? 

• What parts of our organization will be the same, and what will change? 

• Will there still be a place for me in the future? 

• How will my work change? 
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• What will I need to learn in order to be more valuable to the organization in the 

future? 

• Why will I still want to be a part of this organization in the future? (Reeves, 2006, 

p. 36) 

Posner & Kouzes (2009) viewed goals of “what could be” and contemplations of 

the future as a way to inspire a shared vision.  Leaders view these opportunities as 

blueprints with a well-designed finish at the end of its construction.  However, leaders 

cannot make those blueprints a reality without the help of their people who must believe 

in the vision themselves.  Leaders who want to inspire a shared vision view the following 

two commitments as important drivers to help this change take place. 

Envision the future.  Leaders look forward by imagining the possibilities and 

finding a common purpose.  To do this a leader must first clarify his vision.  It must be a 

vision that represents the future and has broad themes. This is considered the central 

message of what you want your people to understand and follow. To get there, a leader 

must reflect on the past and understand the previous culture.  Additionally, envisioning 

the future involves considering all the small things that happen all around you and being 

able to identify relationships that help guide the future.  The other part to envisioning the 

future comes by way of finding a common purpose.  Leaders get people involved in 

asking, "What's next?" They have real conversations about the effects of the things they 

are doing now.  They work with their people by moving toward the future legacy that will 

be left by the vision they develop together (Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 

2003).  
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Enlist others.  Leaders should understand that in order to get everyone on board 

with the vision they must enlist others to help them get there.  Leaders will only get 

extraordinary results through a shared vision that is believed by the whole organization 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  In order to do this a leader should appeal to common ideals 

and animate the vision (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  People should feel that what they do 

will make a difference in the lives of others. This is done by making their organization 

stand out from the rest, creating pride and being unique (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  

Moreover, the leader should help people understand how their own well-being and goals 

are aligned with the vision (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  How can one accomplish this?  

First, record your shared vision. Write down an ideal and unique image of the future for 

yourself and for your organization.  Second, breathe life into your vision. Define your 

vision in concrete terms.  Third, expand your communication skills. Expressing the vision 

is the most difficult task for leaders. The more practice in public speaking you have, the 

more comfortable you'll be with it and you can then let your emotions show (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2008). 

Leaders should be reflective concerning their shared vision and be willing to take 

risks that may further the organizational change and reform.  Shtogren (1999) stated, “to 

lead change, skills are need for creating an attractive vision of the future and making it a 

real possibility.  The test of good leadership is the achievement of intended change in 

systems and people” (pp. 2-3).  It is the desire for achievement that drives leaders to look 

inward to find the necessary time to reflect on the change, the challenge to the process 

and the next steps for such an endeavor.     
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Reflective leaders use the challenges of change and the process to think about the 

opportunities they are presented with, make note of their small incremental wins and 

review any conflicts between what is a shared value and the actual practice (Shtogren, 

1999).   

Reeves (2006) suggests that leaders should use the following questions as a guide: 

• What did you learn today? 

• Whom did you nurture today? 

• What difficult issue did you confront today? 

• What is your most important challenge right now? 

• What did you do today to make progress on your most important challenge? 

(p.50)  

Additionally, as the leader drives change he should also be cognizant of his own 

skill set.  This will allow him to lead, design, and drive and maneuver through the 

process.  Learning the root of problems and gathering data will allow for a plan to be 

formed that is thoughtful and beneficial to challenging the process and changing the 

culture (Tucker & Codding, 2002).  Bass & Riggio (2005) discussed the issue of 

challenging the process as intellectual stimulation.  Leaders question assumptions, 

reframe problems and approach situations in new ways as to help change the culture and 

challenge the status quo.  They summed up this element as challenging assumptions, 

taking risks and soliciting ideas, stimulating and encouraging creativity, nurturing and 

developing independent thinkers and viewing unexpected situations as opportunities.  

Kouse & Posner (2008) viewed this type of leadership as challenge the process.  If the 

leader was seeking to create change they must search for opportunities that will grow the 
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vision.  First seeking out initiative by creating an environment that will provoke an “I 

can” spirit by providing opportunities for people to gain confidence in their work in 

incremental steps.  Challenges should be created with clear purpose and the work should 

be meaningful to people.  The second way to search for opportunities was to develop 

“outsight” which means looking for ideas from outside the organization.  The leader 

should listen to opinions and keep aware of other possibilities to help create the change 

that is being sought (Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003).   

Furthermore, to challenge the process a leader should be willing to experiment 

and take risks.  This means that at times those experiments and risks may fail but they 

also give you small wins and opportunities for growth.  This is made possible by taking 

big jobs and breaking them down into small incremental steps.  These small steps should 

eventually lead to the larger goal, shared vision and sustain the culture change (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2008). 

Along the way, as the leader moves through change of culture learning 

experiences occur.  Consequently, the mistakes people make will allow for the quality of 

work to be achieved over time to improve.  Mistakes provide an opportunity for the 

leader to meet them with a spirit of inquiry, openness, patience, and a tolerance for 

forgiveness.  The leader and organization should view the missteps as opportunities for 

growth.  Blame for failures should be outweighed by a spirit of learning from the 

mistakes of challenging the process.  Success and failure go hand in hand when 

challenging the process (Kouzes & Posner, 2008). 

Leaders should also be able to handle the stress of the mistakes that take place 

while they challenge the process.  How is this possible when there is such high stakes in 
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changing a culture?  Kouzes & Posner (2008) found the following assumptions that 

leaders had about themselves to tolerate the stress of change: 

• They felt a strong sense of control, believing that they can influence the 

direction and outcome of what was going on around them through their own 

efforts.  

• Lapsing into powerlessness, feeling like a victim of circumstances, and 

passivity seemed like a waste of time to them.  

• They were strong in commitment, believing that they could find something in 

whatever they were doing that seemed interesting, important, or worthwhile.  

• They were curious about what was going on around them, and this led them to 

find interactions with people and situations stimulating and meaningful.  

• They were unlikely to engage in denial or feel disengaged, bored, or empty.  

• They felt strongly about the need for challenge, believing that personal 

improvement and fulfillment would come through the continual process of 

learning from both negative and positive experiences.  

• They felt that it was not only unrealistic but also stultifying to simply expect 

— or even to wish for — easy comfort and security. 

Leaders understand that in order to challenge the process they must learn to build trust 

and relationships with their followers and vice versa.  People will have difficulty 

following leaders they do not know and understand (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).   

The test of trust comes when someone shows they are willing to share 

information, which might be harmful to them.  It is easy to see it’s 

opposite.  Mistakes and faults are hidden, or reluctantly admitted in too 
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many organizations.  If followers trust their leader, mistakes and problems 

are discussed… The upside of trust in the leader is so significant to the 

organization that fostering that trust must be an ongoing concern. (Daniels, 

2007, p. 172). 

However, a leader must also be willing to “tell your truth.”  Meaning the leader 

must be willing to describe what they are seeing from their vantage point.  Making sure 

they state their assumptions and making it clear what they desire from the culture as it 

moves through change (Sparks, 2005).  This doesn't go without risk but if one is 

challenging the process it is important to proceed with truth-telling.  It also will provide 

clarity to others about the leader’s views and is an important factor in helping the 

organization learn.  As a result, the relationships with colleagues are deepened and it 

models the way for how the organization should speak within and outside to each other 

(Sparks, 2005). 

 Marzano et al. (2005) believed the responsibility of relationships was the extent to 

which the school leader demonstrates knowledge of the personal lives of teachers and 

staff.  Behaviors of school leaders who understand relationships that build trust include: 

• Staying informed about significant personal issues within the lives of the staff 

they supervise. 

• An awareness of the personal needs of teachers. 

• Celebrating and acknowledging significant events in the lives of the staff they 

supervise. 

• Sustaining personal relationships with teachers. 
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 Reeves (2006) viewed building trust as relational leadership.  These leaders build 

trust by listening to their colleagues without interrupting or prejudging what is being 

stated or their beliefs.  They continue to build trust by respecting the confidence of 

others.  They practice empathy by continually questioning.  They find out what their 

colleagues hold most dear in their hearts.  These leaders use their relation abilities to 

build and emotional bank account that will help them move their shared vision, purpose 

and organizational culture forward all the while enabling others to act for the good of the 

organization.    

 Enabling others to act comes from fostering collaboration and strengthening 

others.  To foster collaboration the leader must create a culture of trust and build 

relationships (Kouzes, 2002).  Because trust is a major issue in human relationships a 

leader must be in tune with what it takes to build such relationships.  When a culture of 

trust is built people in the organization feel free to be innovative and contributive to the 

culture (Kouzes, 2002).  There are three important factors to building trust as addressed 

by Kouzes & Posner (2008) including; a leader must be the first to trust which means he 

must show his own vulnerability and must be willing to let go of control; a leader must be 

open to influence by accepting of other viewpoints and he should make sure that the 

expertise and abilities of others are utilized; a leader must share information and 

resources which will encourage others to do the same.  These factors taken together allow 

for others to feel involved in making decisions and creates buy-in to the organizational 

culture (Kouzes & Posner, 2002). 

Facilitating relationships provides the basis for which a collaborative culture can 

be sustained.  In order to get great things done within the organization people have to rely 
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on each other.  A community of people that is collaborative for the success of the shared 

vision will be mutually dependent upon each other (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  Lambert 

(2003) believed community was a group of people focused on a shared purpose, they 

have mutual regard and care for each other, and an insistence on integrity and 

truthfulness. How does a leader facilitate relationships that build this type of community?   

Kouzes & Posner (2008) addressed this issue by the providing the following key ideas: 

• Develop cooperative goals and roles. Have a focused common goal to promote a 

teamwork mindset in which the people believe if they do not work together 

toward the goal they will fail.  

• Support norms of reciprocity, which will help the people within the organization 

believe the expectedness and stability in relationships.  A give and take within the 

relationship between the leader and his people makes work less stressful. 

• Structure projects to promote joint effort. People need to understand that he 

accomplishment of projects is more rewarding together than apart.  The mindset 

should be that together we could achieve more than alone. 

Furthering those relationships requires a commitment to strengthen others in 

which enhancing self determination and developing competence and confidence in others 

furthers the leadership practice of enable others to act.  To enhance self-determination 

leaders should provide choices to their people so that they have authority to choose the 

direction they want to pursue to help the organization.  Additionally, leaders should 

design jobs to offer latitude that helps the staff be creative and flexible in doing their jobs 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  Lastly, foster accountability by holding people accountable 

for their actions (Kouzes & Posner, 2008). 
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Developing competence and confidence requires the leader to take four steps.  

They include, educating people by increasing expenditures on professional development. 

Once provided with the skills and tools they will be able to fulfill the work.  Additionally, 

provide clarity on the work required and allow for input for decision-making about how 

they get the expected work accomplished.  Finally, foster self-confidence by having 

confidence and believing in your own ability, as a leader and acting as a coach.  When 

leaders act as coaches they inherently share power and demonstrate a profound trust and 

respect (Kouzes & Posner, 2008).  

Gary Hamel stated, “people get the courage to try new things not because they are 

convinced to do so by a wealth of analytical evidence but because they feel something 

viscerally” (as cited in Sparks, 2005, p. 105).  The leader works to develop those feelings 

as he is in the process of reforming and working on a shared vision.  It is important to 

note that even as the leader is moving toward creating a collaborative environment built 

on trust he must also be cognizant that conflict will have to occur.  Too much valuing of 

positive relationships can have an adverse effect on the organization without the leader 

willing to engage in conflict to move the organization forward (Reeves, 2006).  As 

research, data, and analysis are reviewed to improve teaching and learning, conflict is 

most certain to occur as opinions, feelings, and thoughts are shared.  However, if leaders 

work on telling stories, using images and experience that touch the heart it will bring in a 

sense of wanting that will help sustain collaboration which will help build the culture and 

bring the shared vision to reality (Sparks, 2005). 

Kouzes & Posner (2008) in their fifth dimension of leadership “encourage the 

heart” had two commitments to help leaders maneuver through the challenges of human 
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relationships.  The two commitments are recognizing contributions and celebrating the 

values and the victories.  To recognize contributions the leader first must bring others to 

life by giving them the opportunity to perform and have confidence in their performance.  

The leader shows faith in his people by giving them this opportunity and by being 

nurturing, supportive, and encouraging.  Second, recognize contributions occur by 

drawing out high performance from people and believing in their abilities to perform at 

high levels and living up to their own potential.  Third, give clear expectations and goals 

that will help people stay on the right track.   Fourth, make sure that feedback is given so 

that people stay engaged.  To have a goal is the first step but to understand the 

progression toward that goal and how they can continue to help is key.  Fifth, make sure 

that the conditions exist for success.   

Additionally (Kouzes & Posner, 2008), personalizing recognition by the leader is 

important to engaging the heart using the following four steps : 

• Get close to your people by finding out what motivates them and how they like to 

be recognized. 

• Be creative about incentives but make sure what types of rewards people like to 

receive. 

• Just say thank you for a job well done with specifics to what was done well. 

• Be thoughtful by personalizing recognition that will be remembered in the future. 

The final commitment is to celebrate the values and victories by doing it with 

your people.  Sharing success stories reinforces the work that is being done to bring the 

shared vision to a reality.  This is done in two means, creating a spirit of community and 

becoming personally involved.  There are five keys to creating a spirit of community: 
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• A leader should connect celebration, community, and commitment by never 

allowing an opportunity pass to make sure that everyone knows why they're a part 

of the organization and how they will help create a culture of collaboration to 

move the organization forward. 

• Leaders should celebrate accomplishments in public so that peers see the 

commitment by others to the organization. 

• Leaders should make celebrations part of organizational life by making them 

known through a calendar or posting them in a visible area for all to see. 

• A leader should provide social support by using ceremonies and celebrations as 

opportunity to show all are supported and provide a teamwork mindset. 

• Leaders should have fun with his staff.  Fostering a fun environment works to 

create a sustained productive environment (Kouzes & Posner, 2008, p. 14).   

The second part of this final commitment to engaging the heart is to become 

personally involved by being visible, being a good listener and attend the organizational 

planned events.  Leaders should be mindful of the messages that may be sending when 

celebrating (Kouzes & Posner, 2003).  These celebrations create meaning and purpose for 

what the organization is trying to accomplish.  The visibility of these celebrations also 

reinforces the type of behavior that is acceptable in the organization.  It is very important 

to take the opportunity at all public events to reinforce the culture and shared vision that 

is to be created (Kouzes & Posner, 2003). 

In summary, the role of principal leadership is to model the way by clarifying his 

values.  This can be accomplished by finding your own voice along with aligning them 

with what the organization stands for.  Secondly, a leader should inspire a shared vision 
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by looking to the past to create the future and making sure others are enlisted to help with 

bringing the vision to reality (Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Lambert, 2003; 

Posner & Kouzes, 2009; Reeves, 2002, 2006, 2009; Sparks, 2005).  Thirdly, a leader 

should challenge the process to help grow and improve the organization (Kouzes & 

Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Lambert, 2003; Posner & Kouzes, 2009; Reeves, 2002, 2006, 

2009; Sparks, 2005).  The leader should take risks and experiment to create opportunities 

for growth.  Fourthly, a leader should enable others to act by fostering collaboration and 

building trust (Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Lambert, 2003; Posner & Kouzes, 

2009; Reeves, 2002, 2006, 2009; Sparks, 2005).  Finally, a leader should encourage the 

heart through recognitions, celebrations and building a community (Kouzes & Posner, 

2002, 2003, 2008; Lambert, 2003; Posner & Kouzes, 2009; Reeves, 2002, 2006, 2009; 

Sparks, 2005).  Organizations with leaders who practice these leadership behaviors create 

higher functioning teams and people to want to follow these leaders (Kouzes & Posner, 

2002, 2003, 2008; Lambert, 2003; Posner & Kouzes, 2009; Reeves, 2002, 2006, 2009; 

Sparks, 2005). 

Teachers’ beliefs of principal leadership practices 

Principals must work meticulously and purposefully in leading teachers in 

reforming schools to a professional learning community culture (DuFour et al., 2005).    

In order to do so, teachers must perceive leaders as people they can follow with a shared 

vision that will create a sustained learning community.   Lord & Maher (2002) viewed 

leadership perceptions as recognized and inferred.  Recognized leadership is considered 

to be those people who fit the perceived characteristics of what frames the ideal leader.  

Inferred leadership is the perceptions that come from favorable outcomes of noticeable 



64 

 

 

 

events.  These perceptions will develop over time and will play an influential part in 

changing culture for the future.  For the purposes of this study the culture change is one 

that is collaborative in nature and is sustained by the whole organization.  It is important 

to note the leader must be perceived as a social participant in the lives of their people and 

also model the behaviors they expect to see in the organization (DuFour et al., 2005).   

 Newton, Fiene, & Wagner, in a study conducted in 1999, viewed teacher 

perception of leadership practices through the theory of constructivism.  They believed 

that teachers learn or develop perceptions by synthesizing new experiences into their own 

existing perceptions.  They develop rules for interpreting new experiences.  When they 

experience conflict with their existing perceptions, they either modify their existing rules 

or devise new ones.   In their study, teachers learned to perceive principal leadership 

practices as learners as well as professionals though their discourse, collaborative work 

and reflection together.  

 Leithwood & Jantzi (1999) used their study to understand the development of 

teachers' leadership perceptions.  They believed two variables would make the difference 

in perceptions, alterable and unalterable.  Alterable, include specified conditions 

associated with the school's mission and goals, culture, structure, programs and 

instruction, policies, and resources.  Unalterable variables include selected demographic 

characteristics of both teachers and leaders, as well as the characteristics of the school.  In 

their summation, they stated, “leadership is defined as an influence process, one that 

depends on the extent to which people eventually perceive leadership as a quality 

someone posses and, as a result of that perception, consent to be led” (p. 21).  Thus, being 
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perceived as a leader is very crucial to a leader's effectiveness in the role as is the 

exercise of some set of leadership practices (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999). 

 As has been detailed throughout this study, leadership practices have a human 

relationship component.  Leadership is no longer thought of as contingent upon 

situations: leadership styles are always dependent on a concept defined by personal 

relationships (Leech, Smith, Green, & Fulton, 2002).  Sergiovanni (1984) brought this 

idea forward with his five leadership forces.  One of them was the role of human 

engineer.   The leader should focus on human relations and interpersonal competence and 

provide support, encouragement, and growth opportunities to the school’s human 

organization.  Finally, Leech et al. (2002) viewed teacher perception through the lens of 

Kouzes & Posner’s (2008) Five Leadership Practices: Challenge the process, Inspire a 

shared vision, Enable others to act, Model the way, and Encourage the heart.  Through 

these five practices leaders are able to elicit the human relationship skills.  Accordingly, 

principal leadership practices should include relationships that can further their 

organization not just rules, tasks or structures. 

 In summary, teachers’ beliefs take into account relationships and experiencing 

leadership practices within the school.  Hord (2008) used five dimensions of a 

professional learning community, as previously noted in this study, to provide 

administrators a blueprint of how to reform a school culture.  Kouzes & Posner (2002) 

used their five leadership practices to help guide principals through transforming values 

into actions, visions into realities, obstacles into innovations, separateness into solidarity, 

and risks into rewards (xvii).  Used together, the five dimensions of a PLC and the five 

leadership practices can allow teacher perception to be experienced and evolve over time. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a professional 

learning community.  The objectives of this study are to examine the beliefs of both 

teachers and principals of leadership practices, their similarities and differences, and how 

such practices affect the implementation of a professional learning community through an 

interview protocol.  To accomplish this requires an examination of the following five 

dimensions of a professional learning community; shared and supportive leadership, 

shared values and vision, collective learning and application, shared personal practice, 

supportive conditions–relationships/structures; and the following five leadership 

practices; challenge the process, inspire a shared vision, enable others to act, model the 

way, and encourage the heart.  The five elementary schools in this study have been 

working toward the implement professional learning communities for a range of one to 

three years.  The principals in these schools have all attended training on PLCs.  It is the 

researcher’s intention to provide school leaders and the district used for this study insight 

into the perceived leadership practices of the principals that influenced the 

implementation of PLCs within the five schools.  Table 1 detail the setting and subjects 

used for this study. 

This chapter describes the qualitative research of teacher and principal beliefs of 

leadership practices that influence the implementation of a professional learning 

community.  Additionally, the researcher will examine the uniqueness an individual's 

perceived reality within the experience of the implementation of a PLC (Creswell, 2014).  
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Further, this chapter discusses the research questions that directed this study, the 

identification of the participating schools, the interviews, the questionnaire, the document 

review process, the data collection procedures, the data analysis, the researcher’s role, 

and validity of the data from the five schools studied.  

This qualitative study will use a phenomenological design in order to analyze 

textual evidence using an interview protocol in which the transcripts of the interviews 

with the teachers and principals provide meaning or substance of the lived experience.  

Lester (1999) states, “phenomenological methods are particularly effective at bringing to 

the fore the experiences and perceptions of individuals from their own perspectives, and 

therefore at challenging structural or normative assumptions” (p. 1).   

A naturalist setting will be used, as described by Creswell (2014), to meet the 

subjects at their place where they are experiencing the phenomenon.  Furthermore, this 

up-close information gathering would allow for the researcher to speak directly to the 

subjects and also observe their behavior within the context of their roles and schools.  

This research will take an inductive approach to gathering the data.   

Induction is a method for promoting the growth of knowledge about the natural 

world; its underlying logic is compatible with the common-sense view that ideas 

in general are derived from experience, whether this experience is characterized 

as the observation of natural phenomena (Swann & Pratt, 2003, p. 16). 

The overarching ideals of this work are to expand one’s knowledge about leadership 

practices which influence the implementation of PLCs and gives credibility to the 

findings of the subjects interviewed.  



68 

 

 

 

In summation, a qualitative study is the best design for this research to answer 

guiding questions that pertain to teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of leadership practices 

that influence the implementation of a professional learning community.  This inquiry has 

three questions that will document a lived experience. 

1. What are teachers’ beliefs of principal leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community?  

2. What are principals’ beliefs of their leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community? 

3. What are the similarities and differences between teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs regarding principal leadership practices that affect the implementation 

of a professional learning community? 

Additionally, the following interview protocol derived from Hord’s Five Dimensions 

of a Professional Learning Community & Kouzes and Posner’s Five Fundamental 

Practices of Exemplary Leadership (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & 

Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008) will be utilized to answer the research questions of this study. 

1. Teacher: What does your leader do to enable others to act and provide shared 

and supportive leadership? 

Principal: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and provide 

shared and supportive leadership? 

2. Teacher:  How does your leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

Principal:  How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

3. Teacher:  What does your leader do to engage teachers in collective learning 

and application and challenge the process? 
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Principal:  What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenge the process? 

4. Teacher:  How does your leader promote shared personal practice and model 

the way? 

Principal:  How do you promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

5. Teacher:  How does your leader provide opportunities to build relationships 

and encourage the heart? 

Principal: How do you provide opportunities to build relationships and 

encourage the heart? 

General probing question (Teachers and Principals) 

6. In your understanding, what do you consider to be the most important 

leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC? 

This study was not designed to identify negative or positive leadership practices 

of principals.  However, the purpose of this qualitative study is to understand teachers’ 

and principals’ beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a 

professional learning community.  Also, the results will provide valuable information to 

the school district being used in this study to improve the implementation of PLCs in 

other campuses.  

Setting and Subjects 

Setting and subjects were limited to one large South Texas school district, five 

elementary campuses, two teachers from each campus, and a principal from each those 

campuses.  The school district used is in a diverse and growing area located 20 miles 

north of downtown Houston in an urban setting of Harris County that spans 57 square 
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miles.  The district’s 37 campuses include three comprehensive high schools, early 

college academy, a high-school career academy, and a virtual school program.  In 

addition, the district has six sixth- through eighth-grade middle schools, one middle 

school of choice, and 25 pre-kindergarten through fifth-grade elementary schools.   The 

district has over 36,000 students enrolled and it employs over 2,632 professional teaching 

staff.  Of the eight subjects, seven were female and one was male, each professional 

having varied years of experience.  The subjects’ teaching experience ranged from one to 

five years.  Two of the teachers have two years of teaching experience, four teachers have 

three to four years of teaching experience, and two have five years of teaching 

experience.  The principals ranged from one to five years.  Student populations ranged 

from around 600 to over 1200.   

Sample 

In this qualitative study a purposeful sampling procedure was used to identify the 

setting and subjects.  When individual participants are selected, it is not for the 

participants’ representativeness of a larger population but for their personal experiences 

with the phenomenon being explored.  Using the purposeful sampling the researcher 

selected participants who able to provide substantial descriptions of their lived 

experiences, practices, and/or their perspectives as related to the phenomenon of interest 

(Koch, Niesz, & McCarthy, 2014). 

The researcher used the following criteria for identifying the subjects and setting 

for this study who were able to contribute to the purpose of this study: 

1. Elementary teachers who had one to five years of experience and had been 

involved in the implementation of professional learning communities. 
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2. Elementary principals who had one to six years of experience and had been 

involved in the implementation of professional learning communities. 

3. Elementary campuses that had been implementing the process from one to 

five years. 

4. Elementary campuses were low socio-economic to mid socio-economic 

schools, large enrollment to low enrollment schools, schools that had one 

principal with an assistant principal and two of the campuses had two assistant 

principals. 

The researcher acknowledges a sample based on these criteria excluded some elementary 

educators who might have contributed to the lived experience in different ways due to 

limited number of educators asked to participate in the study.   

The subjects consisted of teachers and principals currently employed within the 

school district. The district gave permission to conduct the study and to contact principals 

and teachers accordingly.  The researcher contacted principals and teachers using the 

district email requesting their voluntary participation.  The point of this study was to not 

to make generalizations or inferences based on numeric attitudes or opinions of the 

sample population, which included, teachers and principals (Creswell, 2014).  Rather, the 

sample of textual evidence through the use of an interview protocol met the purpose to 

understand teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of principal leadership practices as 

influencing the implementation of a professional learning community within the setting 

of one large South Texas school district.   
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The Role of the Researcher 

This study reveals the researcher’s knowledge of a district’s attempt to implement 

professional learning communities district-wide.  The researcher was significantly 

involved in the training for the PLC process and built knowledge of the leadership 

practices currently influencing the implementation of a PLC within a district.  

Additionally, the researcher was trained in relation to PLCs through taking an online 

course titled, Creating a Professional Learning Community at Work: Foundational 

Concepts and Practices, being introduced to the framework by Richard DuFour and 

Rebecca DuFour.  After completing this course, the researcher attended a summer PLC 

Institute in San Antonio and was able to gather knowledge to be able to help train 

administrators.  As a current principal, in the district being studied, the researcher 

experienced personal frustrations relating to the implementation of a PLC and cultural 

change within a campus.  Since the researcher is new to the district being used in this 

study, the researcher was able to put distance between experiences, biases and the 

research of themes that evolved through the interviews.  

“Ethical issues in research command increased attention today.  The ethical 

considerations that need to be anticipated are extensive, and they are reflected through the 

research process (Creswell, 2014, p. 92).”  It is the researcher’s responsibility to adhere to 

the University of Houston’s Review and Oversight Committee known as the Committee 

for the Protection of Human Subjects (CPHS).  This committee reviews the following: 

• Respect of the people interviewed in the study, 

• Maximize the benefits and minimize harms or risks, and 

• The selection, recruitment and fair treatment of human research subjects. 
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Prior to the collection of the data each participant was asked to complete the 

University of Houston Consent to Participate in Research (Appendix D) that completely 

explained their rights as a participant.  To be faithful to the data and data collection, the 

researcher abided by the University of Houston Division of Research data retention 

policy.  Finally, as referred to in Hatch (2010), the researcher wanted to pursue a 

phenomenological study to find the results within a setting that would change based on 

real circumstances based on semi-structured questionnaire.   

To create such a setting an interview protocol was used for all participants.  These 

structured questions allowed the participants to create options for responding and to allow 

participants to voice their experiences and perspectives.  The researcher followed up by 

probing to gauge a better understanding.  Additionally, the transcription of the interview 

allowed for coding of the data based on terms, phrases and keywords, which created 

themes.  Finally, member checking will be used during the interview by restating or 

summarizing the information received to determine accuracy which would provide a time 

to revise, edit or confirm responses by the participants. 

Data Collection 

The data will be collected through a phenomenological study by interviewing 

individuals.  A benefit of interviewing the individuals was the one-on-one contact 

between the researcher and the participants, which provided detailed and personal data.  

The main method of collecting qualitative data that the researcher used was audio 

recording of individual interviews.  This qualitative study was a semi-structured 

interview with follow-up questions that provided opportunity to explore the central 

phenomenological ideas that emerged from the lived experience.  
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Additionally, the questioning created an environment where the participants are 

free to engage in conversation that will cover a variety of sub-headings that revolve 

around leadership practices (Seale, 2004).  The researcher used a predetermined set of 

questions (Appendix F), which were based on Hord’s (1997) five dimensions of a 

professional learning community and Kouzes & Posner's (2003) five leadership practices.  

All the interviews were individual and the participants were only interviewed once.  The 

average interview lasted approximately 30 minutes because of the structured nature of the 

questioning.  

The researcher used district email to contact the participants as his initial 

invitation.  The letter of the initial invitation was sent to principals which also included 

the request for them to send the researcher the names of the teachers they wish for the 

researcher to invite to be participants in this study.  Once the names were received, the 

researcher sent the invitation for the teachers to participate in the study.  The researcher 

attached the interview protocol to all participants so that they had an opportunity to 

engage in thoughts before the actual interview took place on their campuses in their 

classrooms or offices. 

Data Analysis 

The documentation of the data and the process of data collection consisted of 

interviews being digitally recorded and transcribed into text.  The researcher analyzed the 

data to understand, which included reading and re-reading the text.  The researcher wrote 

down themes as the researcher reviewed the data.  Also, the researcher attempted to 

create succinct meanings on discoveries.  To check for consistency and understanding the 
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researcher revisited the data to rationalize his discoveries of the themes he uncovered 

through member checking.  The data were coded into the following themes as a first pass: 

• Shared and Supportive Leadership/Enabling Other to Act (Hord, 1997, 2004, 

2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Posner & Kouzes, 

2009) 

• Shared Values & Vision/Inspired a Shared Vision (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; 

Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Posner & Kouzes, 2009) 

• Collective Learning and Application/Challenge the Process (Hord, 1997, 2004, 

2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Posner & Kouzes, 

2009) 

• Shared Personal Practice/ Model the Way (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 

1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Posner & Kouzes, 2009) 

• Supportive Conditions – Relationships and Structures/Encourage the Heart (Hord, 

1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008; Posner & 

Kouzes, 2009) 

Moreover, the researcher put any unique and/or outlier topics aside for further study 

as necessary to help foster an understanding or recode if necessary to build a more 

complex connection of the themes that were gleaned at first pass.  Finally, the researcher 

used personal analysis to add meaning to the subjects’ lived experiences within   the 

phenomenological study (Creswell, 2014). 

Reliability and Validity 

 To improve the reliability of the results, the researcher employed an interview 

protocol approach by asking predetermined questions that were recorded and followed up 
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by probing questions.  The researcher also made sure to keep handwritten notes of the 

interview should the recorded interview fail.  The strategy employed to make sure the 

information was valid was member checking.  This process included, taking a final report 

of themes back to the participants to determine their accuracy.  The researcher did not 

take back actual transcripts but parts of a refined product from the actual recordings and 

transcripts.  This process provided the participants the opportunity to clarify any 

misunderstandings or misconceptions of the data collected (Creswell, 2014).   

 As an interview protocol was determined to be the method of data collection the 

benefits of the process included: 

• Face-to-face/one-on-one questioning. 

• The participants were not directly observed. 

• The participants could offer historical information. 

• The researcher could control the questioning and probing. 

As noted previously, the research sample was limited to one large South Texas school 

district, five elementary campuses, two teachers from each campus, and a principal from 

each those campuses.  Member checking validated this sample.  However, the researcher 

was cognizant that because the participants were interviewed once and member checking 

was used it may have weakened the validity of the study due to the participants’ ability to 

go back and change their answers to previously asked questions.   

In summary, chapter three described the methodology that will be used to study 

teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of principal leadership practices that influence the 

implementation of a professional learning community.  This qualitative study was 

designed with a purposeful sample including schools that have created professional 
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learning communities.  The research process included in this study was to use questioning 

and probing of the participants followed by member checking to create a reliable and 

valid research study.  The researcher upheld all ethical standards of the University of 

Houston detailed in “The Role of the Researcher.”  In conclusion, as indicated in the 

preface of chapter three, the initial study proposal included ten teachers and five 

principals; however, this changed due to participants’ withdrawal of School 1.  The 

principal resignation was the deciding factor for the change in participation.  As a result, 

a total of eight teachers, four principals and four schools participated in the study.  Since 

teachers and principals from the defaulting campus had already been assigned numbers 

and interviewed, the numbers for teacher subjects begins at three and principal subjects 

begins at two. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Introduction  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a professional 

learning community.  The objectives of this study were to examine the beliefs of both 

teachers and principals of principal leadership practices and how such practices affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community through an interview protocol.  

This inquiry sought to answer the following three research questions: 

4. What are teachers’ beliefs of principal leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community?  

5. What are principals’ beliefs of their leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community? 

6. What are the similarities and differences between teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs regarding principal leadership practices that affect the implementation 

of a professional learning community? 

Additionally, the following interview questions, derived from Hord’s Five 

Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community and Kouzes and Posner’s Five 

Fundamental Practices of Exemplary Leadership (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 1999; 

Kouzes & Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008) were used to answer the three research questions 

posed in this study. 

1. Teacher: What does your leader do to enable others to act and provide shared 

and supportive leadership? 
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Principal: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and provide 

shared and supportive leadership? 

2. Teacher:  How does your leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

Principal:  How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

3. Teacher:  What does your leader do to engage teachers in collective learning 

and application and challenge the process? 

Principal:  What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenge the process? 

4. Teacher:  How does your leader promote shared personal practice and model 

the way? 

Principal:  How do you promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

5. Teacher:  How does your leader provide opportunities to build relationships 

and encourage the heart? 

Principal: How do you provide opportunities to build relationships and 

encourage the heart? 

General probing question (Teachers and Principals) 

6. In your understanding, what do you consider to be the most important 

leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC? 

Qualitative Results 

To answer the questions of this research regarding the understanding of teachers’ 

and principals’ beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a 

professional learning community, an interview protocol was developed and administered 

to teachers and principals of five elementary schools.  The initial study proposal included 
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ten teachers and five principals; however, this changed due to participant withdrawal of 

School One.  The principal resignation was the deciding factor for the change in 

participation.  As a result, a total of eight teachers, four principals and four schools 

participated in the study.  Since teachers and principals from the defaulting campus had 

already been assigned numbers and interviewed, the numbers for teacher subjects begins 

at three and principal subjects begins at two. 

Teacher Interview Protocol Results 

In response to research question one, what are teachers’ beliefs of principal 

leadership practices that affect the implementation of a professional learning community, 

the following six refined questions were asked through an interview protocol which 

helped address the research question.   

Interview question 1: What does your leader do to enable others to act and 

provide shared and supportive leadership?  Eight teachers answered the question and the 

following common theme emerged:  Leaders provided opportunities for staff members to 

initiate change by providing weekly PLCs.  Furthermore, the principal provided feedback 

ensuring people grew in their professions by continually developing themselves..  

Teacher 8 described the principal’s role as enabling others to act and providing shared 

and supportive leadership, providing time for teachers to meet and provide feedback 

during those meetings.  Teacher 8 responded, “My leader designates a certain time where 

all teachers of a particular grade level can meet and she (the principal) also went into the 

meetings to help facilitate or ask any questions that need be.”  These comments were 

echoed by three other teacher’s interviews.  The teacher’s responses included the 

following: 
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Teacher 3:  Our principal arranged our PLCs so we could actually have some 

vertical alignment.  This time proved useful, and I got the chance to speak to 

teachers about students they had before me so that I could understand the 

prerequisite skills the students needed to have when they came to third grade.  

Prior to that, when we had PLCs, you kind of were just with your own team, but 

our principal provided the scheduling and support so our classes would have a 

different rotation certain weeks and we would get the chance to plan vertically. 

Teacher 5:  During the weekly meetings, we got together as a team and spoke 

about the students and what each student needed.  My principal would come in if 

he needed to help out and supervise. He was usually a leader that guided us, so he 

was not the only person who was making the decisions.  It was more of a 

committee decision on what is going on, and we could come to him for support. 

Teacher 9 spoke to her historical perspective coming from another campus, “My 

principal established a day in which the whole school was a PLC and then made sure that 

those departments had a common conference to plan…”  Teacher 4 addressed the 

question by describing how the principal gave additional duties or roles to help them 

grow in education.  The principal was keen on helping teachers build their resumé and 

grow as a teacher leader.  

Interview Question 2:  How does your leader share values and inspire a shared 

vision?  Interview data provided the following common themes: Principals provided 

systems to facilitate the collaborative process for developing a shared vision.  Teachers 3 

and 5 described their experiences with their leader in terms of instructional leadership 

and professional development.   
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Teacher 3:  One thing we did last year that I really appreciated in terms of vision 

during our instructional leadership was that our principal gave a us a book and we 

always did some sort of study from the book and applied that study to our school.  

For instance, we studied Gung Ho and then we studied Outliers.  Gung Ho 

explained how the community worked together, it had these little tidbits. Well, it 

inspired us to create teams and those teams were given the leeway to create 

meetings for different things to help the school become functional. 

Teacher 5:  We do a lot of book studies for professional development.  Our 

principal would give us a book that he had read and that he found applicable to 

use for the classroom… giving us positive feedback and what we need to work 

on.  As a result, I was able to his vision for the classroom. 

Teacher 4 spoke about a vision that was pre-existing, but that the principal was open to 

accepting some feedback.  Teacher 4 stated, “when she (the principal) was talking about 

creating a vision or giving a new vision, she already had a vision there.  She was 

receptive to change it a bit as long as it stayed on the model of what was already 

presented.”   

Teachers 6 and 7 shared thoughts on sharing ideas and buy in to help make 

decisions.  The teachers’ responses included the following: 

Teacher 6: …we all kind of feel like we do have similar values and we all feel 

like we can share what we know, or share if we have questions, and not be judged 

because we are such a close-knit group. 

Teacher 7:  I believe my campus leadership gives me an opportunity to 

collaborate… So it is never, “ok this is how it is going to be”, it is like, so here are 
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my (principal’s) thoughts, what is our vision? Because we have buy-in, we help 

develop the vision. 

 Interview Question 3 focused on how a leader engages teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenges the process.  The following common theme that 

emerged from the data was principal support for professional development of teaching 

staff.  Teachers described collective learning and challenging the process as follows: 

Teacher 5:  To engage us, when we have our professional development after 

school, we had a choice as to what we wanted to implement in our classrooms… 

The challenge posed from our leader was “Can you apply these ideas in the 

classrooms, can you implement these into your instructional practice?” 

Teacher 6:  As far as collective learning goes, we will attend different trainings 

together or separate and come together to discuss it.  As far as applying what 

we’ve learned, we have walk-throughs and are checked on to determine what we 

have learned and how that learning is being applied. 

Teacher 7:  As far as the collective piece, that is in professional development.  It 

is something we do together.  As far as application, we are to bring it back to the 

classrooms.   

Teacher 10:  I guess trying to get us to participate in as many different 

professional developments as possible and coming back and making sure that our 

teams know what we participated in. 

Three of the eight teachers addressed the question in terms of expectations with positive 

and negative comments.  The following data represent their responses to this question: 

Teacher 3:  What our principal was very good at doing was setting expectations 
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for us.  He didn’t go about telling us how to be the most effective in our 

classrooms, but he did provide us with feedback…he challenged each teacher by 

saying, “can we try doing something a different way?” 

Teacher 4:  We as teachers were expected to come up with whatever the end goal 

was.  Our principal would guide, she would answer questions, but that was her 

extent of encouragement.  It wasn’t a free for all.  She was very structured, so she 

would encourage and promote what it was that she wanted to do. 

Teacher 7:  I personally feel like (professional development) is an individual 

thing to bring back to the classroom. The learning is there but as far as the 

application, some of the ideas are individual. 

It is important to note that while the responses varied on this question, each teacher 

answered the question based on their experience. 

 Interview question 4 refers to how a leader promoted shared personal practice and 

modeled the way.  Interview data provided the following common 4 themes:  Teachers 

had opportunity to work collaboratively, to share their instructional practice, receive 

feedback from peers, and receive input from their principal so that there was an 

adherence to the work that was agreed upon.  Four out of the eight teachers described 

shared personal practice and modeled the way as follows: 

Teacher 3:  Our principal allowed teachers at PLC to get up and teach the lesson 

to our colleagues.  As a result, we gathered ideas from each other.  By giving us a 

chance to teach a lesson in front of just our peers, it opened up a lot of discussion 

for best practices, management styles, and things of that nature. 

Teacher 7:  You bring to PLC information such as a test.  The conversation 
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would center on why a student did get a question right or wrong.  I am going to 

show you as the teacher what I did in the classroom exactly step-by-step.  Then 

you’re going to see where we are, why did this happen, and where are we going.   

Teacher 9:  So one of the things we do as far as personal practice is highlighting 

the great things that certain teachers are doing.  We were all creating a video 

database, so if there was a teacher that said “you know I am really struggling at 

the secondary level with word study applications I really need some help,” we 

would have teachers willing to download videos of instructional practices to help.  

Also, there existed the expectation that if you present a proposal to go to a 

training, that when you get back from the training you differentiate that training 

so it can be shared with the whole group.  Consequently, our teachers knew every 

time they went to a conference, either in town or out of town, the expectation was 

that you attend the training and come back and build capacity resulting from the 

teaching of that training. 

Teacher 10:  We used to post a lot of student progress on the walls, but that 

became a fire hazard which required us to share within the classroom or within 

PLC.  We brought student work samples to share.  I don't know if it is so much 

the principal, but the assistant principal modeled for us. 

Teachers 4, 5, 6 and 8 responded to the question differently and this created a deviation 

from the common theme that emerged.  The comments varied from not being able to 

address the question, to positive comments how their principal set an example of what 

was expected.  The following are their comments to shared personal practice and 

modeled the way: 
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Teacher 4:  My campus leader knows I knew her limitations, she knew what 

color she was (very blue) and she knew what type of person she was. That came 

for the True Colors personality test.  When there were items she wanted to 

implement or wanted to promote, she would trickle them down to the rest of the 

leadership.  She would find that person who would be able to promote, pump-up, 

and get the staff engaged and kind of lead us to where we needed to be.  From that 

viewpoint, she was a delegator.  She knew who she could turn to on her 

leadership staff.  She knew who was strong in what to get that buy-in from 

teachers. 

Teacher 5:  Model the way is very important to me because he showed me how 

to be a great leader.  What our principal would do is come in and offer support.  

That was the main thing.  He didn’t put you down, but let you know when you 

were in the wrong, but he would also give guidance in other areas.  By asking 

questions, keeping me on a plan, and just being able to communicate, talk.  We 

could come to him at any time. 

Teacher 6:  I don’t know. 

Teacher 8:  Shared personal practice… most of the time she (the principal) is a 

person who starts out the meetings and she tells us how she has experienced 

certain things.  My principal was an autistic coordinator before becoming a 

classroom teacher, so she was able to share those experiences with the teachers.   

While this question was split amongst the responses between the eight teachers, the data 

provided insight on schools 2, 3, and 4.  The teachers within those campuses responded 

about their experiences uniquely. 
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Interview question 5 addressed how a principal provides opportunities to build 

relationships and encourage the heart.  Teachers built relationships based on trust, 

respect, and having celebrations emerged as themes during the interviews.  The following 

comments from teachers support these themes: 

Teacher 5:  We got together a lot as a staff for professional development and we 

would build different communities together throughout the grade levels, so 

bringing lessons, being able to share lessons, asking questions, getting feedback 

from teachers and himself (the principal) was really important.  

Teacher 6:  As far as building relationships, our principal is very attentive to us, 

like we are a close-knit family.  I’ve never felt intimidated to go and speak to her 

about anything, because you know we have that bond. 

Teacher 7:  Social gatherings on an off campus were vital to building successful 

relationships. 

Teacher 8:  As a campus, we would attend meet-and-greets and lunch-bunch, 

where instead of focusing on academic issues, we had opportunities to gather as a 

in order to celebrate birthdays. We were able to find out more personal things and 

build relationships, and that helps with camaraderie among the grade levels. 

Teacher 9:  A brag board in our staff lounge enabled us to post items such as, 

Christmas wishes, new additions to the family, buying a house, etc… Also, we 

would emphasize progress over performance in every area…  It was very 

important to (the principal).  Celebrations were important, and making sure that 

we take care of each other, as well. 

The final interview question was a general probing question.  The intent was to 
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gather each teacher’s knowledge base to determine what each believed to be the most 

important principal leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC.  A common 

theme that emerged from five of the eight teachers was that principals should support, 

model, clearly define expectations, and help teachers understand expectations.  The 

following are the beliefs which were expressed: 

Teacher 4:  Follow through and clear guidelines. The principal has to be able to 

tell you what it is that she expects from the PLC and the clear guidelines on how 

teachers can achieve that clear result.  Communication and clear-set guidelines are 

the most key thing that a principal can do to help the teachers know what is 

expected of them.  

Teacher 5:  I feel like the leader should be able to provide input and set an 

example, give teachers support and help when needed, and just model… 

Teacher 7:  I think that most important thing a principal can do is model. 

Teacher 8:  What I feel is necessary is that the leader leads.  The leader lets the 

staff know that that is a priority to help make the school successful.  And once the 

leader puts that out there, ‘these are things that are my expectations,’ then that 

makes it flow so much better. 

Teacher 9:  I think number one, when a leader decides they want to implement a 

professional learning community, the vision of the PLC needs to be clearly 

defined. 

Teacher 10:  I think the number one thing is that the principal be visible. 

Two of the eight teachers answered the question based on what they had experienced in 

their past school year, which did not add to common themes. 



89 

 

 

 

Teacher 3:  We experienced a lot of change last year.  Our leader was able to 

facilitate and manage change and at the same time, you know how change can 

affect people emotionally?  He never gave us highs and lows. 

Teacher 6:  We are held accountable for what we have learned at any 

professional development… our principal keeps us accountable and either makes 

one designated person or a committee responsible for whatever the professional 

development was and how to share all the information. 

Principal Interview Protocol Responses 

In response to the research question what are principals’ beliefs of their leadership 

practices that affect the implementation of a professional learning community, the 

following six refined questions were asked through an interview protocol which helped 

address the first research question.   

Interview question 1: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and 

provide shared and supportive leadership?  Four principals answered the question and the 

common theme of promoting cooperative relationships among the staff and the 

empowering teachers, proved apparent. Principal 2 described the culture of empowerment 

that was created through shared and supported leadership as developing a core team 

comprised of the principal, assistant principal, counselor, and instructional coach.  They 

modeled the PLC weekly meetings for the teachers to help drive the work forward for 

students and then allowed them time to purposefully plan as well.  These comments 

echoed during three other principals’ interviews.  The principals’ responses included the 

following: 

Principal 3:  The leadership team meets once a week to discuss strategic plans for 
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improving student and teacher performance.  Teachers meet weekly in 

Professional Learning Communities to plan effective lessons, review performance 

data (teacher and student), and share strategies.  By empowering the leadership 

team, decision making (through teacher lead PLCs) is a shared value where all 

stakeholders are involved.  

Principal 4:  I empower others.  I build upon their strengths to help their 

weaknesses disappear.  I lead by example and show the staff what leadership 

should look like, sound like, and act like at all times, even when challenges arise.  

I inspire people to help others in any way possible.   

Principal 5:  I purposely work toward establishing a balance of power to share 

leadership.  This is probably one of the hardest aspects in sharing leadership.  In 

order to do this, a principal has to work towards creating a positive environment 

though my actions and beliefs.  I also work toward sharing a goal.  Every member 

of the faculty must understand the goal and work toward achieving that goal.  

Effective leaders must also make a commitment to sharing responsibilities.  When 

leaders are able to do this, then they begin to share in the accountability toward 

the work.  I purposely find areas where people with various strengths can do their 

part to engage in building a climate where the staff is involved in the decision 

making, monitoring progress, and ensuring students learn at higher levels.   

A common theme between principals 2 and 3 was that these principals were proactive by 

setting time set aside weekly through their master schedule to allow for this PLC meeting 

time.  Principal 2 stated, “We have created a master schedule with defined time for 

weekly PLC meetings to occur so that teams can meet together to analyze data, write 
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common assessments, make plans for intervention and enrichment, and plan together.”  

Principal 3 stated, “Teachers meet weekly in Professional Learning Communities to plan 

effective lessons, review performance data (teacher and student), and share strategies.” 

 Interview question 2:  How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared 

vision?  Interview data provided the following common theme of creating a collaborative 

process to develop a shared vision and values.  The four principals provided the 

following experiences that they had with their staff. 

Principal 2:  Formally, we have written our shared vision statement as a staff.  

The vision statement is at the forefront of everything we do and every decision 

that is made. 

Principal 3:  In developing a shared vision, it is critical to allow staff members to 

connect by identifying commonalities and a shared purpose for our work.  When 

we understand why we are here and what we have set out to accomplish, it is then 

that we work collaboratively in support of a common goal. 

Principal 4:  We discuss, determine, and define what our needs are as a campus.   

Principal 5:  It’s important to allow the stakeholders to share in the development 

of a shared vision.   

Interview question 3:  What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenge the process?  Just as principal 2 stated, “I walk the 

talk,” the common theme from this question was principals support a culture of 

collaboration using data and artifacts to improve instructional practice, “walking the 

talk.”  Three of the four principals’ responses included: 

Principal 2:  Through each team’s PLC processes (which take place all 
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throughout the day) they are learning from one another.  Teams spend time 

analyzing their TEKS (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills) together, making 

sure that each teammate understands what is being asked of the students.  Once 

their data from the learning is collected, they use a PLC protocol to analyze their 

grade level data together.  Through this process they have discussions as to how 

the students in each class learned, which leads to discussion of what the teaching 

approach was.   

Principal 3: Through walkthroughs, surveys, teacher feedback, and goal 

setting… In addition to self-fulfillment, teachers are required to share their 

knowledge with peers. 

Principal 4: We walk and talk with each other about what we see in our building, 

in our classrooms, in our data, and on our teams… We hold everyone accountable 

by reviewing data openly, planning a strategic plan to resolve any underlying 

factors that may be hindering student achievement or professional growth.  We 

have PLC’s that are conducive for adult learning, peer to peer coaching, and 

collaborative conversations.  We bring in samples, teach lessons to each other, 

model effective instructional strategies, and always reflect on our performance.     

Principal 5 answered the question contrary to the other three.  The focus of the response 

was about the principal being responsible to “make things happen in their schools.”  

Comments such as the following surfaced, “I strive to hire people with a high emotional 

IQ, and … effective leaders make things happen in their schools.  They are proactive and 

persist in achieving their goals and bring others along to help them make it happen.” 

 Interview question 4:  How do you promote shared personal practice and model 
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the way?  The themes that developed through the responses shared were principals model 

the expectations and have teachers share informally their own instructional practices. 

From the interviews the researcher found the following information from three of the four 

principals: 

Principal 2: Last school year we had a team of teachers do walk-throughs in each 

classroom.  Teachers from different grade levels visited other classrooms looking 

for a pre-determined specific set of Tier 1 Best Practices.  This walk-through 

generated some great discussion among the teachers and created a desire in them 

to visit each other’s classrooms more often.  In addition, through their PLC 

process and the discussions over data, teams have naturally begun asking 

questions of each other… “How did you teach that?” or “Can I come watch you 

teach that?”   

Principal 3:  Encouraging teachers to learn new practices is one thing, but 

introducing new ways of learning and modeling it is more beneficial. 

Principal 5:  This is accomplished by purposely modeling the behavior you 

expect out of people in the organization.  I believe leaders communicate more 

with their actions than with their words.  Effective leaders are willing to work 

alongside the teachers and gain a deeper understanding about the challenges they 

face.  When this happens, principals can inspire teachers to learn from each other. 

Principal 4 viewed this question within the context of self reflection and accountability of 

what can be learned when things don’t go as expected.  Such as stating, “I think out loud 

and allow others to do the same in a nonjudgmental setting… I let others see me sweat, 

but let them also see me problem solve.   I am a problem solver, not a problem admirer 
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and I model that!” 

 Interview question 5:  How do you provide opportunities to build relationships 

and encourage the heart?  The common theme that emerged from this question was 

principals encourage teachers through appreciation and support for their contributions.  

Each principal described their views on encouragement through the following statements: 

Principal 2:  In turn, we do a number of things to encourage the heart of the 

teachers.  The core team is very visible to the teachers.  We actually collect data 

on ourselves to ensure that we are getting into teachers’ classrooms often.  We 

know that keeping the staff encouraged will lead to greater outcomes for our 

students.  

Principal 3:  We make sure team building activities are embedded into 

workshops, trainings, and staff meetings.  We strategically group teachers so that 

they are learning and growing with a new staff member…  We encourage team 

leaders to celebrate team accomplishments.  

Principal 4:  I let them see that I care about them as individuals and also allow 

them to witness kindness. 

Principal 5:  It’s also critical to encourage employees to find balance between 

their work-life and their personal life… It’s also important to communicate 

heartfelt, genuine appreciation for a job well done. 

The final interview question of the principal inquiry was a general probing 

question.  The intent was to gather each principal’s knowledge base as to what they 

believed to be the most important leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC.  

Three of the four principals responded which provided the common theme that the most 
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important leadership practice is modeling the way through a culture of collaboration.  The 

following are the beliefs: 

Principal 2:  The principal must foster a culture of collaboration among the staff 

by creating a shared vision, collective commitments, and common goals so that 

we are all working together for a common outcome.   

Principal 4:  The ability to help individuals discover the power in learning from 

peers and the impact it can have on personal and professional growth and student 

achievement…just a classroom and colleague away.  Job-embedded learning is 

powerful, practical, positive, and promising. 

Principal 5:  Modeling the way. 

Principal 3 believed that creating an environment of clarity for the purpose of a PLC was 

the most important leadership practice.  “The most important leadership practice to 

implement a PLC is a clear understanding of the process.  If the process and the purpose 

aren’t clear, then the outcome may not be achieved.  Teachers will meet out of 

compliance, but if the reason for meeting is not intentional and deliberate, then the 

meeting could be futile.” 

Teacher and Principal Interview Protocol Response Similarities and Differences 

The final research question was, What are the similarities and differences between 

teachers’ and principals’ beliefs regarding principal leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community?  The researcher used the six 

refined interview questions that were previously answered within the first two research 

questions.  Those answers provided common themes between teachers and principals.   
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The common theme between teachers and principals in interview question one, 

enabling others to act and supportive leadership, was identified as providing time for 

PLCs weekly.  Four teachers out of the eight and two out of the four principals, provided 

the following responses to support the theme: 

Teacher 3:  Our principal arranged our PLCs so we could actually have some 

time to vertically align.   

Teacher 5:  During the weekly meetings, we get together as a team and talk about 

the students and what needs are to be met. 

Teacher 8:  My leader designates a certain time where all teachers of a particular 

grade level can meet. 

Teacher 9: My principal established a day in which the whole school was a PLC 

and then making sure that those departments had a common conference to 

plan…”   

Principal 2:  We have created a master schedule with defined time for weekly 

PLC meetings to occur so that teams can meet together to analyze data, write 

common assessments, make plans for intervention and enrichment, and plan 

together. 

Principal 3:  Teachers meet weekly in Professional Learning Communities to 

plan effective lessons, review performance data (teacher and student), and share 

strategies. 

The difference in this question surfaced through the principals’ responses to 

interview question one, which provided the theme of empowering teachers.  The seven of 

the eight teachers that were interviewed addressed the opportunity to meet weekly in 
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PLCs and the principals providing support however, none of the teachers used the term of 

empowerment.  The teachers interviewed did realize they were meeting to share and 

grow.  The following responses from teachers help support this difference: 

Teacher 3:  What our principal was able to do was to arrange our PLCs so we 

could actually have some time to vertically align.  That proved useful and I got a 

chance to speak to people… 

Teacher 5:  During the weekly meeting we get together as a team and talk about 

the students and the needs to be met. 

Teacher 8:  My leader designated a certain time where all teachers of a particular 

grade level can meet. 

The similarity between teachers and principals in interview question two, sharing 

values and inspiring a shared vision, was identified as collaborative environment.  Four 

teachers out of the eight and two out of the four principals provided responses to support 

the theme which included: 

Teacher 3:  …(principal) gave use a book and we always did some sort of study 

from and applied that study to our school…Well, it inspired us to create teams 

and those teams were given leeway to create the meetings for different things to 

help the school become more functional. 

Teacher 7:  I believe that my leadership gives an opportunity to collaborate…and 

the team will make a decision together. 

Principal 2:  Our daily focus is ensuring that all students increase their learning 

through the collaboration of all that are involved. 
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Principal 3:  When we understand why we are here and what we have set out to 

accomplish, it is then that we work collaboratively in support of a common goal. 

The differences within the responses to this question were that the four principals’ 

believed in creating a shared vision together as a school while the teachers believed in 

various aspects to the question.  Those ideas included, vision already created by the 

principal, buy in, and sharing ideas.  Teacher 4 stated, “when she (the principal) was 

talking about creating a vision or giving a new vision, she had a fixed vision in mind.  

She was receptive to change a bit as long as the change reflected the model of what it was 

that was already presented.”  Teacher 6 stated, “…we all kind of feel like we do have 

similar values and we all feel like we can share what we know or share if we have 

questions, and not be judged because we are such a close-knit group.” 

The common theme that emerged in interview question three, between teachers 

and principals, regarding collective learning and application and challenging the process 

was improving teacher practice.   In the teacher interview, teacher five stated, “… when 

we have our professional development after school we had choice as to what we wanted 

to implement in our classrooms.”  But the teacher also noted, our leader would challenge 

us by stating, “Can you do these applications in the classroom, can you implement these 

into your instructional practice?”  Principal four’s interview provided the following 

insight, “We have PLC’s that are conducive for adult learning, peer to peer coaching, and 

collaborative conversations.  We bring in samples, teach lessons to each other, model 

effective instructional strategies, and always reflect on our performance.”   

The differences that emerged from this question were the varied responses from 

one principal and three teachers.  The teachers focused on meeting principal expectations, 
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while the principal focused on the leader being responsible for “making things happen.”  

Teachers three and four shared their thoughts in terms of their principal’s expectations 

regarding collective learning.  For example, “our principal set expectations for us and our 

principal would encourage us but always promoted what she wanted from us.”  Principal 

5 stated, “I strive to hire people with a high emotional IQ, and … effective leaders make 

things happen in their schools.” 

The similar theme that emerged in interview question four between teachers and 

principals was teachers sharing their practice and principals providing feedback.  Four 

out of eight teachers, and three out of four principals, provided supporting responses to 

the common theme.  Teacher three stated, “our principal allowed us at PLC to get up and 

teach the lesson to our colleagues, and from there and integrate ideas.  By giving us a 

chance to teach a lesson in front of just out peers it opened up a lot of discussion for best 

practices, management styles…”  Principal three stated, “encouraging teachers to learn 

new practices is one thing, but introducing new ways of learning and modeling it is more 

beneficial.” 

 The differences in the question came from principal four and teachers 4, 5, 6 and 

8.  Comments from each of them varied, including: allowing some vulnerability in her 

leadership as setting the example to model the way.  Principal four stated, “I let others see 

me sweat, but let them also see me problem solve.   I am a problem solver, not a problem 

admirer and I model that!”  Teachers’ comments consisted of not being able to address 

the question, to positive comments about their principal to how their principal shares in 

staff meetings.  Teacher four stated, “she would find that person who would be able to 

promote and pump up and get the staff engaged and kind of lead us to where we needed 
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to be.” 

In interview question 5, the similar theme surfaced which was to encourage and 

foster the building of relationships.  Principal 2 encouraged teachers by using her core 

team of leaders to be visible and in classrooms to help.  She stated, “we actually collect 

data on ourselves to ensure that we are getting into teachers classrooms often.”  Principal 

4 took the approach to encouraging and fostering relationships as personal.  She stated, “I 

let them see that I care about them as individuals and also allow them to witness 

kindness.  The teacher perspective on encouraging and fostering building relationships 

consisted of social gatherings, building community on teams, and the principal making it 

a priority to build relationships.  Teacher 5 supported the theme by stating, “we got 

together a lot as a staff for professional development and we would build different 

communities together throughout the grade levels, so bringing lessons, being able to 

share lessons, asking questions, getting feedback from teachers, and himself (the 

principal) was really important.”  However, on the other hand, teacher 8 believed social 

gatherings and lunch bunches facilitated the building of relationships.  Teacher 9 stated 

that making time to celebrate and making sure they took care of each other was a priority 

to the principal.  The differences within this question were not evident.   

 The final theme that teachers and principals had in common that were addressed 

in interview question 6 was modeling the expectations.  Teachers and principals viewed 

the importance of this leadership practice as significant for the implementation of a 

professional learning community.  Teacher 7 stated, “I think the most important thing you 

can do is model.” Principal 5 supported the theme and teacher 7 by stating, “modeling the 

way” is the most important leadership practice in implementing a PLC.  Principal 4 
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believed that she needed to help individuals discover the power of learning from each 

other.  She supported this process modeling for them the expectations and how to 

collaborate.  Teacher 5 stated that, “I feel like the leader should be able to provide input 

and set an example, give teachers support and help where need, just model…” 

 The differences that surfaced from this question were: principal 3 believed that 

creating an environment of clarity for the purposes of a PLC was the most important 

leadership practice.  The two teachers who did not follow the common theme responded 

in terms of change that they endured in the campus and accountability for themselves.  

Teacher 3 stated, “we experienced a lot of change last year.  Our leader was able to 

facilitate and manage change.” Teacher 6 believed the best leadership practice for 

implementing a PLC was through being held accountable.  She stated, “we are held 

accountable for what we have learned…” 

Figure 4.1 Teachers and Principal Responses – Similarities and Differences  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Overview of Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs of leadership practices that influence the implementation of a professional 

learning community.  This study was conducted in a large South Texas school district and 

included two teachers and a principal from four elementary campuses.  This district has 

studied and implemented PLCs as defined by educational literature, including work by 

Shirley Hord and Richard DuFour. 

Hord (1997) provided the basic framework necessary for developing a 

professional learning community.  As discussed previously within the study, the 

framework includes; shared beliefs, vision and values; supportive and shared leadership; 

collective learning; shared practices, and supportive conditions.  These ideals by Hord 

(1997) are inherently embedded in the six characteristics of a PLC as defined by DuFour, 

DuFour, and Eaker (2008) and are designed to help engage teachers and principals in 

problem-solving and decision making to help further student learning (Hord, 2004).  To 

produce fidelity and consistency using the six characteristics of a professional learning 

community, Dufour (2004) developed three big ideas, which represent a school’s effort to 

sustain a PLC.  Included in the big three are honed-in-focus on learning, collaboration, 

and results.   

This study sought to answer three research questions in regard to an individual's 

perceived reality within the experience of the PLC’s implementation.  This inquiry 

looked to answer the following three research questions: 
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1. What are teachers’ beliefs of principal leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community?  

2. What are principals’ beliefs of their leadership practices that affect the 

implementation of a professional learning community? 

3. What are the similarities and differences between teachers’ and principals’ 

beliefs regarding principal leadership practices that affect the implementation 

of a professional learning community? 

Additionally, the following interview questions derived from Hord’s Five Dimensions of 

a Professional Learning Community and Kouzes and Posner’s Five Fundamental 

Practices of Exemplary Leadership (Hord, 1997, 2004, 2008; Kouzes, 1999; Kouzes & 

Posner, 2002, 2003, 2008) were used to answer the three research questions posed in this 

study. 

1. Teacher: What does your leader do to enable others to act and provide shared 

and supportive leadership? 

Principal: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and provide 

shared and supportive leadership? 

2. Teacher:  How does your leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

Principal:  How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

3. Teacher:  What does your leader do to engage teachers in collective learning 

and application and challenge the process? 

Principal:  What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective 

learning and application and challenge the process? 

4. Teacher:  How does your leader promote shared personal practice and model 
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the way? 

Principal:  How do you promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

5. Teacher:  How does your leader provide opportunities to build relationships 

and encourage the heart? 

Principal: How do you provide opportunities to build relationships and 

encourage the heart? 

General probing question (Teachers and Principals) 

6. In your understanding, what do you consider to be the most important 

leadership practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC? 

Research Questions Findings 

Summary of Teacher Findings 

The first research question focused on teachers’ beliefs of leadership practices 

that affect the implementation of a PLC.  Several recurring themes surfaced from teacher 

interviews throughout the 6 interview questions.  Teachers noted that communication, 

collaboration, and consistency were vital to a professional learning community.  This 

would gives credence to Barth’s (1990) statement, “adults in schools talk about practice. 

These conversations about teaching and learning are frequent, continuous, concrete, and 

precise.  Adults in schools that observe each other engaged in the practice of teaching 

reflect on and talk about that teaching.  Finally, adults in schools teach each other what 

they know about teaching, learning, and leading.  Knowledge is revealed, articulated, and 

shared” (p. 31). 

Teachers also noted the principal’s role is pivotal in developing a PLC and must 

enable others to act through fostering collaboration and shared and supportive leadership 
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(Kounzes & Posner, 2006).  Moreover, teachers’ stated that open communication with 

feedback from their principal enhanced PLC meetings.  When teachers felt encouraged 

and validated through guidance from their principal they thrived on their campus.  Hord 

(2008) believed if teachers were actively involved in the organization they also become 

part of a shared and supportive leadership.  Teachers additionally expressed that 

collaborating with the principal and peers when setting goals and discussing data also 

strengthened the outcomes of the PLC.  Kouzes (2002) wrote that enabling others to act 

comes from fostering collaboration and strengthening others.    

Finally, teachers’ responses provided the common themes of consistency within 

the structure and time allotted for collaborative meetings which strengthened the 

outcomes of their professional learning communities.  The data gathered supported 

Newton, Fiene, & Wagner’s study, conducted in 1999, which viewed teacher beliefs of 

leadership practices through the theory of constructivism.  They believed that teachers 

learn or develop beliefs by synthesizing new experiences into their own existing beliefs.  

In their study, teachers learned to believe principal leadership practices as learners as well 

as professionals though their discourse, collaborative work, and reflection together.  It is 

apparent from the teachers’ responses that principals should pay strategic attention to 

providing time and opportunity for them to make changes in their instructional practices 

and promote cooperative relationships amongst their staffs; this includes challenging the 

process, enabling others to act and modeling the way. 

Summary of Principal Findings 

  The second research question focused on principals’ beliefs of leadership 

practices’ that affect the implementation of a PLC.  Principals identified many 
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commonalities within the six research questions.  First, principals described a culture of 

empowerment and modeling the way that enabled teachers to act and provide shared 

vision and supportive leadership.  Kouzes, Kouzes & Posner (1999; 2002, 2003, 2008) 

highlighted that leaders must model the way by being credible in their own story and 

understanding that their words are influential.  Understanding the impact of their words, 

they must be thoughtful and strategic to present a shared value across the organization.  

Moreover, a leader must set the example by ensuring buy-in for shared values by teachers 

within the campus by actively engaging them in creating high expectations for 

themselves and their school.  Killion (2005) stated, “relational development occurs where 

risk taking, honest communication, Moreover and deep commitments to school initiatives 

are at the center of the work.  Human capacity occurs when insight and input of teachers 

is solicited and utilized from administrators (p.65).” 

 In addition, principals also discussed consciously making time in master and daily 

schedules to allow for consistent PLCs meetings.  This common theme supported what 

Ainscow and Hopkins (1992) believed that a learning teacher is aware of his or her own 

practice through collaboration.  These teachers focused on their teaching practice, met to 

discuss their work product, shared ideas, planned, and helped one another in problem 

solving.    

 Within the second interview question, a common theme expressed by principals 

included a collaborative culture.  Stronger instructional practice grew through attainment 

of new knowledge about learning and teaching by accessing the expertise of colleagues 

inside and outside the school (Little 2006).  Furthermore, principals responded that 

collaboration was acknowledged as a way for staff members to share, find purpose for 
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work, and analyze data.  Kruse, Louis & Bryk (1994), believed that collaboration 

amongst teachers helped create curriculum that improve instruction through quality 

activities and planning with the end in mind.  They create assessments together to 

understand the educational gaps of student learning.  More specifically, teams learned 

from one another and modeled the way for each other.  For example, teacher 3 stated, 

“Our principal arranged our PLCs so we could actually have some vertical alignment.”  

Teacher 5 stated, “During the weekly meetings, we got together as a team and spoke 

about the students and what each student needed.”  Additionally, within the framework of 

interview question 4, modeling expectations and sharing teaching practices was also 

noted amongst the responses.  Finally, principals stated that encouraging teachers helped 

build relationships.  Team building activities and celebrations helped solidify the 

collaborative culture.  This seemed to support Kouzes & Posner’s (2003) beliefs that 

team building, encouragement, and celebrations create meaning and purpose for what the 

organization is trying to accomplish.  The visibility of these celebrations also reinforces 

the type of behavior that is acceptable in the organization.  It is evident through the 

principal findings that the leadership practices must address modeling the way to provide 

a supportive structure and encourage the heart.  

Summary of Teacher and Principal Similarities and Differences Findings 

 The finding in the following data was collected from the interview responses by 

teachers and principals that provided common themes in relation to similarities and 

differences of principal leadership practices that affect the implementation of a PLC.  In 

responses to interview question 1 both principals and teachers stated the need for time to 

be given for PLCs to meet.  Additionally, vertical alignment was also noted as necessary 
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within the time frame of PLC meetings.  A difference that surfaced between both teachers 

and principals regarded the use of empowerment.  Teachers used the terms “to share and 

grow” as a way to enable others to act.  While principals used the term “empowerment.” 

 A commonality expressed with both teachers and principals in interview question 

two was the necessity of a collaborative culture.  A difference noted between the two 

groups was that teachers stated that a vision had already been created.  Within interview 

question 3 both teachers and principals stated that the goal of improving teacher practice 

was achieved through collective learning and application.  Differences varied among 

respondents.  Teachers stated that principals were the ones who set the expectations.  

Coupled with interview question 2, which provided evidence that the principals did not 

understand the dimension of shared and supported leadership and the leadership practice 

of enabling others to act.  This may indicate these principals need further professional 

development to understand more about this dimension in order to properly facilitate PLCs 

on their campuses. 

 Interview question four brought forth a similarity mentioned by both teachers and 

principals - the need to share their practices and for principals to give feedback.  A 

difference noted within this interview question contained varied responses.  One principal 

mentioned modeling the process of problem solving for her staff and one teacher 

commented that their principal shared in staff meetings in order to encourage and engage 

teachers.  Similarly, interview question five, both teachers and principals stated there 

needed to be encouragement to build relationships amongst staff.  Differences in this 

question were not evident.   
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 Finally, modeling (the way) expectations emerged as a common theme between 

teachers and principals.  Both groups stated this leadership practice was very important to 

implement a professional learning community.  A difference noted was that one principal 

believed that an environment of clarity should be established.  A teacher noted that being 

able to manage change was important.  There is a clear agreement between the teachers 

and principals that the leadership practice of model the way was the most important 

practice necessary to affect the implementation of a PLC.  The common themes from 

both research questions one and two provided the support to research question three. 

Figure 5.1 Teacher and Principal Findings – Similarities and Differences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications 

 PLC implementation is a long process that must be met with commitment, 

training, and collaboration.  Achieving higher learning levels for all students is only 

possible if educators are willing to replace their long-held assumptions, beliefs, and 

habits of solitary policies, solutions, and procedures (DuFour, 2010).  They must be 
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willing to embrace more collaborative methods which are more favorable in achieving 

desired learning outcomes.  Admittedly, the goal of all students learning at higher levels 

requires educators to meet challenges their predecessors seldom faced, and those 

challenges require a change in mindset which requires them to restyle their thinking with 

significantly different approaches (DuFour, 2010).  Principals, as cited in the study, play 

a vital role to the process of implementation.  The focus of this study was to discover the 

beliefs of both teachers and principals’ beliefs of leadership practices that influenced the 

implementation of a professional learning community.  The following implications for 

school districts, school leaders, and teachers describe how this study can impact the way 

schools can better train, provide ongoing support, and help build a collaborative cultures 

to implement PLCs. 

Implications for School District and School Principals 

If institutional change is to occur, thus helping our educators sustain high levels of 

student learning, then principal leaders of campuses should understand, above all else, 

that success in changing the pre-collaboration views of isolation is dependent on them.  

In time, these leaders will find that a collaborative environment in which relating to one 

another is the norm, is no different from that of professional learning communities. Thus, 

principals will find that they are the most important players affecting the character and 

development of teachers’ school-site PLCs (Dufour, 2011).  The findings from this 

research support the literature within the study which includes the following conclusions: 

• Principals work to create a culture of empowerment and the practice of 

modeling the way that enabled teachers to act and provide a shared vision 

and supportive leadership. 
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• Principals consciously make time in master and daily schedules to allow 

for consistent PLCs meetings.  

• Principals create a collaborative culture. 

• Principals model the way to provide a supportive structure and encourage 

the heart.  School districts and school leaders may utilize the results from 

this study to develop a support structure and a professional development 

process for principal leaders that can not only implement but sustain a 

professional learning community culture.   

Given that their role in changing cultures is multifaceted, school principals face 

many challenges.  School principals do not have the luxury of narrowly focusing on one 

area of the school requiring attention.  Their leadership practices unquestionably effect 

the change they seek.  Through proper training for implementation, which includes the 

use of effective leadership practices, professional learning communities can provide the 

collaborative culture needed to improve teacher instructional practice and student 

achievement. 

Implications for Teachers 

Teachers hoping to improve instructional practices must remove the isolation 

barrier.  Schmoker (2006) calls such a type of culture, in which traditional schools 

function as a collection of independent contractors united by a common parking lot, as a 

"mentality of isolation" (p.91).  Consequently, isolation hinders exemplary practices, 

such as collaboration, a crucial underpinning of professional learning that could help all 

students learn at higher levels.  As cited within this study, principals must provide 

opportunities for teachers to initiate this type of change, provide for a collaborative 
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process to occur, and support teachers in their instructional practice.  Since PLCs provide 

time for teachers to engage in dialogue to collaboratively analyze data and build 

enhanced instructional practices, professional development is inherently embedded and 

present.  Because the results of this study were limited to one south Texas school district 

and the data was derived from four campuses, eight teachers and four principals, school 

districts or principals should proceed with caution before making extensive culture 

changes due to these results.    

Recommendations  

Based on the findings of this study and a thorough review of the literature, this 

researcher believed that in order for professional learning communities to be 

implemented effectively, the Five Leadership Practices (Kouzes & Posner, 2002) and the 

Five Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community (Hord, 2008) must be 

professionally developed, practiced with patience and consistency, and have ongoing 

principal support.  Furthermore, for this to take shape, leaders cannot expect a magical 

transformation by merely exclaiming, “Because you are professionals, you’ll be able to 

work together” (Gabriel, 2005, p.108).  Teachers invited to participate in the professional 

learning community process must view the experience as an opportunity for professional 

growth - growth that charges them to assume leadership roles, which will effectively lead 

to the achievement of significant campus-wide change. (Gabriel, 2005).  To eradicate this 

barrier, principals must be better prepared to provide staff with appropriate support to 

enable efficient teamwork (DuFour & Fullan, 2013).  However, as Duetschman (2008) 

cautions, the loss of one’s individuality is threatened by change, even when the change is 

tremendously positive.  One recommendation would be to create small focus groups 
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made-up of campus teacher leaders to provide background and solicit input in aiding the 

processes initial implementation.  Part of this process would be providing literature about 

PLCs, school culture change, and leadership.  In this starting point, the leaders should 

then venture to off-site school visits in districts that have been participating in PLCs.  

This will provide real-world application and connection for the new start-ups.  This will 

create buy-in and provide knowledge to drive the work forward. 

Based on the findings of this study, it is also recommended that clarity of 

expectations be established.  This can be done by creating a project charter that has goals, 

timelines, checkpoints, evaluations, project owners, and a work group to sustain the 

process.  This will help maintain the momentum and will remove the idea that this is “one 

more thing” that teachers have to do or “this initiative will pass too.”  Teams must have 

clarity in order to make sure their social dynamics are driven by purpose and priorities, 

focused on the right work, and working to improve their team’s effectiveness (Dufour, 

2011). 

Suggestions for Further Research 

The following recommendations for further research are based upon the findings 

and the conclusions presented in this chapter:  

• Given the findings of the study, further professional development in regard to 

professional learning communities should be conducted.  It is evident through 

the interview questioning that teachers understood how a collaborative culture 

should function within a campus.  However, they lacked the background 

knowledge of the framework of a PLC. 
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• Given the findings of the study, further professional development in regard to 

professional learning communities should be conducted with principals.  It is 

evident through interview responses that some principals understood the 

process but had some misconceptions regarding the framework of a PLC.  

• Further research on how other districts and campuses implemented PLCs and 

what affect leadership practices had on that PLC implementation. 

• Since implementation of a professional learning community differs at each 

campus, as does leadership practices, further inquiry should be conducted on 

how on-going guidance, training, and support for the professional learning 

community may also affect the implementation of the PLC.  

• This study focused only on 8 teachers and 4 principals.  As a result, further 

research to determine how using a larger sample would add to the knowledge 

base of which leadership practices influence the effective implementation of a 

PLC. 

• This study focused solely on principals’ leadership practices, thus further 

research should be conducted on how teacher leadership affects the 

implementation and sustainability of a professional learning community. 

Conclusion 

 If being a leader is taking followers to a place they may have never been, and if 

leadership is instrumental in a professional learning community (PLC), then one can 

assume he must first understand what a PLC is and how it can make a difference in 

campus activities.  Furthermore, leaders must understand that their teachers cannot work 

alone but must work in teams (Wise, 2004).  They must also not lose sight of the extent to 
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which their duties include helping teachers develop and maintain a collaborative, 

professional school culture, fostering teacher development, and helping them solve 

problems together more effectively (Leithwood, 1992).  Thus, principals are faced with 

embracing a collaborative culture that can provide results not only with students but with 

teachers and their instructional practices.  The theme of collaboration was found to be 

throughout each interview question’s response and should be a purposeful and intentional 

process when moving forward with the PLCs implementation. 

The conclusion from the findings within the study is that the leadership practice 

of model the way is the most important practice necessary to effect the implementation of 

a PLC.  Additionally, both subjects agreed that building a collaborative culture is vital to 

PLCs.  Principals can accomplish this by setting a personal example of what is expected, 

follow through with commitments, make available time for teachers to receive and give 

feedback, and offer clarity.  This conclusion was based on teacher and principal research 

questions and interview question’s responses.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Comparative View of the Dimensions of a PLC 

 

Dimensions of a 

PLC 

Little (2006) Senge (2012) Kruse, Louis and Bryk 

(1997) 

Shared and 

Supportive 

Leadership 

   

Shared Values and 

Vision 

Understanding and 

implementing 

plans to improve 

the schools goals 

and priorities 

Building a shared 

vision 

Shared norms and 

values 

Collective 

Learning and 

Application of 

Learning 

Enhance 

continuous 

learning and 

improvement 

Team learning Reflective Dialogue 

Shared Personal 

Practice 

Building collective 

knowledge to 

teach at higher 

levels 

 De-privatization of 

practice 

Supportive 

Conditions – 

Relationships 

Sustaining 

conditions that 

bolster continuous 

improvement 

  

Supportive 

Conditions - 

Structures 

  Collective focus on 

student 

learning/collaboration 
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Dimensions of a 

PLC 

Silins, Mulford 

and Zarins 

(2002) 

Hord (2004) DuFour and Eaker 

(2008) 

Shared and 

Supportive 
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Supportive 

Leadership 
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monitored 
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Shared Values, 

Mission, and Vision 

Shared mission, 
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goals – all focused on 
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environment 
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and its application – 
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current reality 
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and focus on higher 
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3.Action orientation-

learning by doing 

Shared Personal 
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 Shared Personal 
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On-going 

professional 

development 
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Appendix D: Consent to Participate 

BELIEFS OF PRINCIPAL LEADERSHIP PRACTICES AS 
INFLUENCING THE IMPLEMENTATION OF A PROFESSIONAL 

LEARNING COMMUNITY 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by Daniel Lopez from 
the Professional Leadership Department at the University of Houston. The study being 
conducted is part of a doctoral thesis that is conducted under the supervision of Dr. 
Steven Busch, Dissertation Chair. 

 

NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
Your participation in this study will consist of an interview lasting approximately thirty 
minutes. You will be asked a series of questions about your participation in the 
implementation of a Professional Learning Community including principal leadership 
practices. You are not required to answer the questions. You may pass on any question 
that makes you feel uncomfortable. At any time you may notify the researcher that you 
would like to stop the interview and your participation in the study. There is no penalty 
for discontinuing participation.  
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The intent of this qualitative study is to understand teachers’ and principals’ beliefs of 
principal leadership practices as influencing the implementation of a professional 
learning community.  
 

PROCEDURES 
Campus based interviews 
There will be approximately 15 subjects to be asked to participate in this project. 
Participation in this study will take approximately 30 minutes.      
 

• This study is limited to one large South Texas school district, 5 elementary 
campuses, and 2 teachers from each campus, and a principal from each of those 
campuses. 
 

• The interviews will consist of structured individual questions of teachers and 
principals that will allow for probing as follow up questions for a more in-depth 
understanding of the subjects’ opinions and thoughts.  This will include: 

 
• Open-ended questions will be used; 
• to allow the participants to create options for responding; and 
• to allow participants to voice their experiences and perspectives, and  
• probing will take place to gauge a better understanding.  

 



132 

 

 

 

Member checking will be used during the interview by restating or summarizing the 
information received to determine accuracy. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
Your participation in this project is confidential.  Every effort will be made to maintain 
the confidentiality of your participation in this project. Each subject’s name will be paired 
with a code number by the principal investigator. This code number will appear on all 
written materials. The list pairing the subject’s name to the assigned code number will be 
kept separate from all research materials and will be available only to the principal 
investigator. Confidentiality will be maintained within legal limits. 
 

RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
There are no known forseeable risks, discomforts, or inconveniences by your 
participation in this study. 
 

BENEFITS 
There is no direct benefit to participants, however the results of the study will be 
available and may provide insights into the implementation of the PLC  process on 
various campuses. This may also help them understand how other schools beliefs of the 
principals’ leadership practices as influencing the implementation of a professional 
learning community. 
 

ALTERNATIVES 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 

PUBLICATION STATEMENT 
The results of this study may be published in professional and/or scientific journals.  It 
may also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations.  However, 
no individual subject will be identified. 
 

AGREEMENT FOR THE USE OF AUDIO TAPES 
If you consent to take part in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be audio 
taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below. If you agree, please also 
indicate whether the audiotapes can be used for publication/presentations. 
 I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
 I agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 
 I do not agree that the audio tape(s) can be used in publication/presentations. 

 I do not agree to be audio taped during the interview.  
 

SUBJECT RIGHTS 
1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project.  
2. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 

project at any time before or during the project. I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
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3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me, as have any potential 
benefits.  

4. I understand the protections in place to safeguard any personally identifiable 
information related to my participation. 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Daniel Lopez at 832-714-
9766.  I may also contact Dr. Steven Busch, faculty sponsor, at 713-502-5823. 

6. Any questions regarding my rights as a research subject may be addressed to the 
University of Houston Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (713-
743-9204). All research projects that are carried out by Investigators at the 
University of Houston are governed be requirements of the University and the 
federal government.  
 

 
SIGNATURES 
 
I have read (or have had read to me) the contents of this consent form and have been 
encouraged to ask questions. I have received answers to my questions to my 
satisfaction. I give my consent to participate in this study, and have been provided with 
a copy of this form for my records and in case I have questions as the research 
progresses.  
 
 
Study Subject (print name): _______________________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Study Subject: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
I have read this form to the subject and/or the subject has read this form. An 
explanation of the research was provided and questions from the subject were solicited 
and answered to the subject’s satisfaction. In my judgment, the subject has 
demonstrated comprehension of the information.  
 
 
Principal Investigator (print name and title): Daniel Lopez, Executive Director 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: 
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Appendix E: Email to participants 
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Appendix F: Interview Protocol – Teachers and Principals 

Hord’s Five Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community & Kouzes and Posner’s 
Five Fundamental Practices of Exemplary Leadership 

The purpose of this interview is to gather data regarding the influence of leadership 

practices in developing professional learning communities. 

1. What does your leader do to enable others to act and provide shared and supportive 

leadership? 

Principal: What do you do as a leader to enable others to act and provide shared and 

supportive leadership? 

2. How does your leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

Principal: How do you as a leader share values and inspire a shared vision? 

3. What does your leader do to engage teachers in collective learning and application 

and challenge the process? 

Principal: What do you do as a leader to engage teachers in collective learning and 

application and challenge the process? 

4. How does your leader promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

Principal: How do you promote shared personal practice and model the way? 

5. How does your leader provide opportunities to build relationships and encourage the 

heart? 

Principal: How do you provide opportunities to build relationships and encourage the 

heart? 

General probing question (Teachers and Principals) 

6. In your understanding, what do you consider to be the most important leadership 

practice(s) necessary to implement a PLC? 
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