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Abstract 

Improved student achievement has arguably always been a goal of schools and school 

districts.  Within the past thirty years as the focus on increased student achievement has 

intensified, various calls for school reforms have resulted.  These reform initiatives have 

taken on many appearances including government mandates as well as self-imposed 

changes.  One of the most recent examples of reform that schools and school districts 

have embarked upon to bring about change has been the development of learning 

communities. 

 Learning communities, often times referred to as Professional Learning 

Communities (PLC‟s), have evolved quite significantly over the past ten to fifteen years, 

often being implemented in a variety of different ways across all levels of education. An 

approach that has been often implemented at the high school level is the development of 

course-specific teams of teachers working together collaboratively on a variety of tasks 

associated with teaching.  As approaches to the creation of learning communities have 

varied across settings, there is much to be learned by studying the application of these 

different approaches to the creation of a learning community and specifically teacher 

collaborative work that is focused at the course level. 

 This research examined course-specific teams of teachers brought together for the 

purpose of working collaboratively to develop curriculum, instructional strategies, and 

assessments.  Through the process of observing five course specific collaborative  

teams during two of their team meetings, follow up individual interviews with each 

member of the team, and an analysis of documents created by the team, this research 
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illustrates the work of these teams.  Three major findings inform the field of education 

related to the practice of learning communities and specifically teacher collaboration in a 

high school setting.  First, collaboration that involves teachers with interdependent 

teaching roles, i.e. common courses, can result in improved professional practice.  

Second, having the opportunity to work collaboratively with teaching colleagues resulted 

in decreased feelings of isolation.  Third, teacher collaboration resulted in improved 

relational trust among members of the collaborative teams. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction 

 

PreK-12 education in the United States has been involved in numerous reform 

initiatives over the past three decades, all of which have attempted to bring about school 

improvement, and ultimately improvement in student achievement. Many of these 

initiatives such as Outcome Based Education of the 1980s and the Standards Movements 

of the 1990s have occurred as a result of criticisms of preK-12 education. While the 

source of these criticisms has varied, arguably one of the most significant impetus of the 

past twenty five plus years was the report published in 1983 known as A Nation at Risk 

(National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983). Some examples of the types of 

educational deficiencies detailed in this report included: poor performance on 

standardized tests when compared to our international counterparts; adults who are 

functionally illiterate by the simplest tests of everyday reading, writing, and 

comprehension; and gifted students not matching their tested ability with comparable 

achievement in school (National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983). While 

the results of this report have received criticism, most notably a series of reports known 

as The Bracey Reports on the Condition of Public Education (Bracey, 1983-2001), preK-

12 education has continued to be involved in significant reform initiatives throughout the 

past 25 years, many as a response to the criticisms articulated in A Nation at Risk. 

In an attempt to address the criticisms mentioned above, along with many others 

that have surfaced in the past 25 years, educators have experimented with a number of 

initiatives.  During the 1980s and early 90s, educational reform was heavily influenced 
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by the Outcome Based Education movement (e.g., Brown, 1988; Spady, 1988; McNeir, 

1993). The latter part of the 1990s saw “Goals 2000” as the focus for reform initiatives 

(Goals 2000: Increasing Student Achievement through State and Local Initiatives, 1996).  

The most recent reform initiative that has been put in place with the goal of improving 

student achievement is the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB). 

While the above mentioned initiatives have brought change and in some cases 

improvement to preK-12 education, all goals have not been met. The aforementioned 

reform initiatives are often considered to be “top-down” approaches to reform as opposed 

to “bottom-up” (Clinchy, 2000), or “outside-in” as opposed to “inside-out” (Fullan, 

2000). Much of the research and practice literature related to preK-12 education points to 

the need for a different type of reform than that achieved by the “mandated” approach of 

the last twenty five years. Critics of national initiatives point to a number of reasons for 

the lack of effectiveness of such initiatives. There have been numerous sources that have 

supported an approach to reform that includes a focus on internal school improvement to 

achieve increased student achievement (Lieberman, 1995; Fullan, 2000; Dimmock, 

2002). Many in the field of education are calling for an approach that involves significant 

work at the local level of school districts, and even more specifically individual schools 

(Comer, 1996; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Cohen, 2002). 

Recent literature related to education reform suggests that improvement in student 

achievement must involve significant improvement in the quality of the learning 

community present in the school itself (Marzano, 2003; Lezotte, 2005; Schmoker, 2005).  
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Implementing a higher quality learning community is not a simple or quick task, 

often taking up to a decade or more to fully implement the philosophy and structures 

characteristic of learning communities (Fullan, 2001). While the definition of a learning 

community will receive significant attention throughout this study, an operational 

definition of a school as a learning community includes at a minimum: a shared purpose 

or mission for all students‟ learning, collaboration among teachers on curriculum and 

assessments and a focus on the results of student achievement (Newman & Wehlage, 

1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour, et al., 2002). 

Given the potential for competing approaches to reform, namely those that are 

planned and designed largely outside of a particular school setting and then implemented 

within, juxtaposed with those which are planned, designed and implemented primarily 

within a particular school setting, a conflict has tended to emerge (Dimmock, 2002).  

Reform mandates that have been largely designed outside of a particular school setting 

have been heavily criticized by those within specific settings, and therefore, the 

implementation has often had limited impact on the specific setting. This conflict has 

brought about a significant question for educators, particularly practitioners within 

schools, specifically, how do educators best meet the needs of students and staff in the 

process of creating a learning community aimed at improving student achievement? The  

features of a learning community that appear to address these conflicts are the focus on 

student learning outcomes that is done at the local level as opposed to those being  

mandated at the state or national level, and a collaborative approach used by teachers,  
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once again at the local level, to address the needs of the individual school (DuFour, et al., 

2002; Wahlstrom, et.al, 2010). 

Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to analyze key elements of implementing a change 

initiative within a specific school setting as that school attempted to establish itself as a 

learning community. Particular focus was given to the concept of teacher collaboration, 

focused on curriculum development and implementation, as a vehicle to bring about 

school reform and the creation of a learning community. This case study provides a local 

perspective and includes the experiences of a high school community in its attempt to 

emulate the efforts of other similar schools in establishing a learning community. 

     This study results in an understanding of the key factors, specific to this study, 

that lead to productive reform initiatives both from a theoretical basis and from the 

perspective of putting theory into practice. This study creates a framework for analysis of 

actions that have the potential to create a learning community within a school or possibly 

a district, which can achieve the ultimate goal of any educational reform: an increase in 

student achievement. 

      The use of a case study approach provides an analysis of those working within the 

context of the school involved, an analysis that can be utilized for the school being 

studied, to modify its adoption of the learning community model if it deemed appropriate.  

In addition, the study provides the potential for the creation of a model that other schools 

or districts with similar characteristics might use in their efforts to create a learning 

community. 
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 Context Description 

In the 2002-2003 school year, the school involved in this case study, a 10
th

-12
th

 

grade high school of approximately 1200 students, was preparing to move to a new 

facility that would house 9
th

- 12
th

 grade, and approximately 1650 students, for the 2003-

2004 school year. In preparation for this move, the school staff, under the direction of the 

building staff development team, began to explore the concept of professional learning 

communities as defined by many including DuFour and Eaker (1998) and Hord and 

Sommers (2008). Included in this exploration of PLC‟s were a number of site visits by 

various groups of staff from the high school involved in this study, to Adlai Stevenson 

High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois, the site where Richard DuFour had been principal 

and superintendent. During these site visits and subsequent staff development time 

throughout the 2002-2003 school year, the school began to gain an understanding of 

professional learning communities. 

During the 2003-2004 school year, the move to the new facility was completed 

and the subject of this study began implementing some of its plans as a 9
th

-12
th

 grade 

high school. As the school was in its first year as a 9
th

-12
th

 grade school, the district 

underwent a comprehensive strategic planning process that involved various stakeholders 

from the throughout the community. Following the completion of this district-wide 

strategic planning process in the spring of 2004, direction was given to each individual 

school within the district, including the school in this study, to undergo a strategic 

planning process throughout the 2004-2005 school year.  During the 2004-2005 school 

year, the high school involved in this study underwent a significant building level 
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strategic planning process that was the focus of essentially all staff development time 

throughout the year. Included in the building level strategic planning was a defining of 

the building‟s beliefs, mission, vision, objectives and strategies. The definition of each of 

these included input from all high school staff and representative populations of students 

and parents from the school community.  Recognizing that the strategic plan was 

intended to be a long term plan, i.e. to be accomplished in a five to ten year time frame, 

the faculty and staff determined that it was necessary to decide upon a focus for the 

immediate future. A staff vote determined that the initial strategy of the strategic plan 

implementation would be a commitment to providing opportunities for teaching staff to 

collaborate and form collaborative teams focused on curricular areas, and in most cases, 

specific courses.   

As a result of the building focus on providing opportunities for staff collaboration, 

teaching staff have been organized into course specific collaborative teams, varying in 

size from two members to ten members with the majority of the teams having three to 

five members.  Examples of such teams include physical science teachers, civics 

teachers, eleventh grade English teachers, and algebra/trigonometry teachers.  A common 

challenge for collaborative teams that was clearly recognized by all who participated in 

the strategic planning process was the need for time when most, if not all, members could 

work together on their collaborative tasks. In recognition of that need for time, a proposal 

was submitted to the school board and was accepted, to allow for the hiring of additional 

paraprofessional support at the school, to allow teachers to be freed from all or a portion 

of their typical supervision responsibilities.  Beginning in the 2005-2006 school year, the 
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master schedule was created to allow for collaborative team leaders to be freed of all 

supervision duties during the trimester in which their collaborative team was to meet, and 

other members of the collaborative team were assigned a supervision assignment every 

other day, allowing them the same class period for collaborative team initiatives on the 

other days. The collaborative team leaders were expected to meet on a weekly basis with 

either the building principal or a “Teacher on Special Assignment” (Administrative 

Assistant) to review the progress of their collaborative team and to receive support for 

their work. 

 The primary purpose for the curricular collaborative teams was to create 

opportunities for teachers who teach the same course to meet and discuss curriculum, 

assessment strategies, and teaching techniques that they have found to be effective, as 

well as those that have been less effective, in hopes that they could identify key learner 

outcomes for a particular course. In addition, it was the goal of these collaborative teams 

to work toward the use of common assessments to address the common learner outcomes 

upon which they agree. The goal of these discussions was not to create classroom 

instruction that is similar for all teachers of a particular course, rather to arrive at 

common outcomes for the students. 

 Collaborative teams worked throughout the 2005-2006 school year and each were 

given varying amounts of time, including some teams being given a trimester 

(approximately 12 weeks) to meet on an every other day basis for a class period 

(approximately 45 minutes), while all teams were given time during five district-wide  
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“late start” days spread throughout the school year that allowed for up to 90 minutes of 

collaborative time. A similar approach was taken during the 2006-2007 and 2007-2008 

school years to give teams time to meet including, in some cases, teams that were not 

given time during the school day in the previous school year. 

 A significant factor to note when reviewing the collaborative team initiative 

within the school involved in this study is that of the leadership team, and specifically the 

position of the principal at this school. During the 2005-2006 school year the position of 

principal was held by the person who had been in that role for the previous eleven years.  

In addition, one of the two assistant principals during the 2005-2006 school year was the 

researcher in this study and someone who was a part of the leadership team when the 

school began exploring the concept of Professional Learning Communities and 

collaborative teams. At the beginning of the 2006-2007 school year the aforementioned 

assistant principal took on a new administrative role at a middle school within the school 

district, and in October of 2006, the long standing principal became ill and went on 

medical leave. As a result of these changes, a middle school principal within the district 

was named the Acting Principal at the high school throughout the remainder of the 2006-

2007 school year. In May of 2007, a new principal was named and that individual 

officially began work as the principal in July of 2007. 

Research Questions 

1. What are the structural conditions such as; time to collaborate, interdependent 

teaching roles, communication structures, etc., that participants regard as 
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supportive of a school-based professional learning community in a high school 

setting? 

2. What are the indicators such as; approaches to conflict, openness to improvement, 

trust and respect, etc., that participants regard as evidence of effective teacher 

collaboration in a high school setting? 

3. To what extent do participants assert that teacher collaboration influences the 

outcome of curriculum design, instructional strategies and assessments? 

Definition of Terms 

 To help provide clarification of the meaning of some key terms used throughout 

this study some definitions are explained in this section.  For the purpose of this paper, 

the definition of a professional learning community is focused on two key components 

that many researchers (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & 

Sommers, 2008) have included as a part of their larger definition of professional learning 

communities, specifically: collective learning of teachers through shared personal 

practice.  Course specific collaborative teams are defined as teams of teachers that are 

grouped together as a result of the specific course that they are all responsible for 

teaching.  Finally, school capacity is defined as a professional development experience 

such as teacher collaboration, which results in the development of teachers‟ knowledge 

and skills, a definition similar to one of the three key dimensions shared by King and 

Newman (2000). 
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Study Research Design 

The design of this study was a qualitative case study of teacher collaboration 

focused on curriculum development, instructional strategies and assessment creation, 

within a particular school setting. As Merriam (1998) states, “A case study design is 

employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those 

involved.  The interest is in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific  

variables, in discovery rather than confirmation” (p. 19). The research was conducted by 

a former member of the administrative team in the school.  Data were gathered via 

observations of particular collaborative teams, and individual interviews with members of 

those collaborative teams. In addition to data gathered from participants regarding their 

experiences, curriculum and assessments documents that resulted from collaborative 

work were analyzed. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this study are important to note given the nature of the study.   

Specifically, there were two significant limitations: role of the researcher and self-

reporting of the participants. The role of the researcher as a former member of the  

school‟s administrative team, and current administrator elsewhere within the school 

district, may have contributed to personal bias and influence on the reporting of the 

results by the participants, requiring that care be taken throughout the study. Self-

reporting of the participants in the study may have resulted in responses that vary from 

the actual experience of the participants, although honesty was assumed.  Triangulation 
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of the data collected assisted the researcher in minimizing the impact of these potential 

limitations.  

Significance of the Research 

Successful organizations outside of preK-12 education have proven repeatedly 

over time that, in order to survive and thrive, there must be the presence of a learning 

community within the organization (Senge, 1990; Drucker, 1992; Covey, 1996).  

Therefore, it could be argued that the creation of learning communities within schools is 

a crucial component to the success of any educational reform. This study, by analyzing  

the steps taken toward becoming a learning community within the context of a high 

school setting, may provide insights into the creation of learning communities within 

suburban high schools similar in size and demographics. 

 One of the challenges in implementing any major reform initiative in a school is 

to overcome the momentum of continuing to work in old ways. Often referred to in 

literature as the “school culture,” cultural change is gradual and requires significant effort  

to accomplish. A significant element of school culture, particularly at the high school 

level, is that of teachers working in isolation. As many researchers have noted, teachers 

are very accustomed to being autonomous and working in isolation (Lortie, 1975; Dufour 

& Eaker, 1998). This study‟s focus on creating opportunities for teachers to work 

collaboratively on issues related to their profession, specifically curriculum design, 

instructional strategies and assessments, may provide evidence that creating opportunities 

for teachers to work collaboratively may change school culture within that environment. 
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For the school involved in this study, the added evidence of continuous 

improvement through teacher collaboration that may result from participation in the 

process of creating a learning community will enhance the body of knowledge that exists 

within the school, related to learning communities. This knowledge base, when drawn 

upon, could result in program improvements within the school that could enhance student 

achievement.   
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

 

Introduction 

     The need for school improvement efforts aimed at improving student achievement 

has received significant attention from a variety of policy makers and legislators over the 

past 30 years.  Specifically, the standards movement of the 1990‟s, which called for 

national and state curriculum standards, and The No Child Left Behind Legislation of 

2001, each has had as its goal improving student achievement in schools throughout the 

United States.  As Newman, King and Rigdon (1997) write,  

Spurred by reports of high dropout rates among students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and overall low student achievement (Carnegie Task Force on 

Teaching as a Profession, 1986; Committee for Economic Development, 1985; 

National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; National Educational 

Goals Panel in 1991), districts, states, and other agents external to schools, 

especially businesses and organizations of citizens and parents, have become  

increasingly concerned about establishing policies that will improve student 

performance (p. 42). 

 

This attention has inspired a number of reform movements both outside of, and within, 

preK-12 education.  While the goal of improved student achievement has been the 

common purpose for the reform movements, the approaches and means of reform have 

differed. 
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The creation of professional learning communities is one example of a reform 

initiative that preK-12 education has been engaged in for a number of years, with a 

significant amount of attention being given to it, especially within the past 10 years.   

Within schools attempting to define themselves as professional learning communities, 

teacher collaboration has emerged as a key element.  A review of educational literature 

related to professional learning communities creates a framework for this particular study 

of teacher collaboration.  Areas of focus that will guide this study and are presented in 

this chapter include: 

 Characteristics and the evolution of professional learning communities. 

 Development of school capacity as a feature of professional learning communities 

 Defining collaboration within a professional learning community 

 Exploration of challenges to teacher collaboration, specifically: 

 The tendency of teachers to work in isolation in traditional schools 

 The role of relationships in creating an environment conducive to 

collaboration 

 The importance of job-embedded time for collaboration to occur  

 The role of collaboration as teacher teams address curriculum design, 

instructional strategies and assessments. 

Professional Learning Communities 

 Over the past 20 years, the landscape of Prek-12 education has seen significant 

demand for reform for the purpose of improving student achievement, reform that has 

taken the shape of legislative mandates as well as prescriptive programs.  As schools and 
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school districts have responded to meet these demands brought about by the mandates 

and programs, some common themes have emerged from these efforts.  These common 

themes include: shared mission or purpose that focuses on student learning, teachers 

working collaboratively to achieve the purpose and results-oriented work focused on 

continuous improvement (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hall & 

Hord, 2006; Hord & Sommers, 2008).  These themes have been brought together in a 

reform initiative that is school-based in nature and often referred to in the literature as the 

creation of a “Professional Learning Community” (PLC), a concept that is summarized 

by DuFour and Eaker when they write, 

If schools are to be significantly more effective, they must break from the 

industrial model upon which they were created and embrace a new model that 

enables them to function as learning organizations.  We prefer characterizing 

learning organizations as „professional learning communities‟ for several vital 

reasons.  While the term „organization‟ suggests a partnership enhanced by 

efficiency, expediency, and mutual interests, „community‟ places greater 

emphasis on relationships, shared ideals, and a strong culture-all factors that are 

critical to school improvement.  The challenge for educators is to create a 

community of commitment-a professional learning community (1998, p. 15). 

Historical Significance of Professional Learning Communities 

 The call for reforming the environment present in schools dates back further than 

the focus on creating “professional learning communities” of the past 10 years.  “Lortie 

(1975) called for change in the structure and organization of schools, noting the need for 
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„effective colleague relationships and more sharing of issues of knowledge and 

expertise‟” (Fitzgerald, 2005, pp. 23-24).  Little (1982) defined collaborative schools 

where teachers work together developing curriculum and talking about their teaching 

practices, similar to the professional learning community schools called for in the 

literature of the past 10 years. 

The creation of professional communities within schools was also influenced by 

the work of Newman and Wehlage (1995) when they summarized the results of their 

study of educational reform efforts throughout the United States, 

Professional community has connotations relevant to many different fields, such 

as law, medicine, or journalism, but as applied to schools, we think it is best 

described by three general features: 

 Teachers pursue a clear shared purpose for all students' learning. 

 Teachers engage in collaborative activity to achieve the purpose. 

 Teachers take collective responsibility for student learning. 

We found that professional community improves student learning (p. 30). 

Since the work of Newman and Wehlage, positive impacts on student learning due to the 

presence of “professional community” have been confirmed by a number of other  

researchers of educational reform (Flower, Mertens, & Mulhall, 1998; Bryk & Schneider, 

2003; Marzano, 2003).  The implementation of professional learning communities has 

shown some common characteristics that appear essential to a successful reform, namely 

improved school capacity and increased collaborative work amongst school staff.  These 
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characteristics will be used as the framework for defining professional learning 

communities referred to in this study. 

School Capacity 

 Any organization that is intending to improve itself and the quality of its work 

must first improve its capacity.  Following their study which included site visits, 

interviews, and questionnaires of nine urban elementary schools engaged in professional 

development aimed at improving student achievement, King and Newman (2000) found 

three dimensions of school capacity that could be improved through professional 

development, specifically, 

Teachers’ Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions: Staff members must be 

 professionally competent in instruction and assessment appropriate to the 

 curriculum for their students, and they must hold high expectations for all 

 students‟ learning. 

Professional Community:  A strong professional community consists of 1) clear, 

shared goals for student learning, 2) collaboration and collective responsibility 

among staff members, 3) reflective professional inquiry by staff members, and 4) 

opportunities for staff members to influence the school‟s activities and policies. 

Program Coherence: Finally, a school‟s instructional capacity is enhanced when 

its programs for student and staff learning are coherent, focused on clear learning 

goals, and sustained over time (pp. 577-578). 

Further analysis of this study that involved looking in detail at two schools in the study 

revealed that school capacity can be improved both through a prescribed program 
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developed by a national organization and a school-based program.  As King and Newman 

summarize, “…regardless of the approach chosen, professional development can address 

the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of individual teachers; the strength of the 

professional community; and the coherence of the school program” (p. 580).  This work 

by King and Newman helps to support those such as Darling-Hammond (1999) who are 

strong advocates for professional development as a means to improve school capacity.  

While the development and improvement of an individual staff member‟s 

capacity can lead to improved capacity within a school, supporters of educational reform 

through the development of professional learning communities argue that improved 

school capacity on a much broader scale is necessary for school-wide improvement in 

student achievement to occur (Marks & Louis, 1999; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Marzano, 

2003, Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005; Lezotte 2005).  One area that has often been 

the focus of efforts to improve school capacity has been school leadership (Deal & 

Peterson, 1994; Lambert, 1998, 2003; Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005).  Marzano, 

Waters and McNulty found through their evaluation of 69 different studies that examined 

over 2,800 schools of all grade levels between 1978 and 2001, that there was a strong 

correlation between principal leadership and academic achievement.  

In order for school capacity to improve, changes must be made to both the teacher 

capacity and the leadership capacity of the school community.  While arguments can be 

made in favor of both, those advocating for professional learning communities support 

improved teacher capacity as a central tenet to reform (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Darling-

Hammond, 1999; Marks & Louis, 1999; Danielson, 2002).  Marks and Louis emphasize 
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the connection between improved teacher capacity and improved school capacity, “We 

view the intersection of teacher empowerment and the capacity for organizational 

learning as a central thrust for future school reform” (1999, p.708).  While there is 

justification for a study involving improved leadership capacity as a means to improve 

school capacity, the focus of this study will be in the area of improved teacher capacity.  

One way in which professional learning communities attempt to improve teacher capacity 

is through collaboration, a concept that will be expanded upon in greater detail later in 

this chapter.   

Improving school capacity has been researched and recognized as paramount to 

the successful creation of a professional learning community.  Before further exploration 

of teacher collaboration as a means to improve teacher capacity, it is important to briefly 

note some of the obstacles that are mentioned in the literature as needing attention when 

attempting to implement a professional learning community aimed at improving school 

capacity.  While these obstacles will not be the focus of this study, awareness of their 

existence is crucial.  Two significant considerations are the structure and culture that exist 

within the school community that is engaged in becoming a professional learning 

community. 

 Improving school capacity has been recognized as an essential step to educational 

reform and the creation of professional learning communities.  The processes necessary 

to accomplish restructuring and reculturing have been recognized as a complex task and 

have also received significant attention from educational researchers and reformers 

throughout the past ten years (Goodman, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998, Darling-
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Hammond, 1999; Hawley & Valli, 2000).  Hawley & Valli call for restructuring and 

reculturing schools to improve school capacity, stating, “Substantially strengthening 

teachers' opportunities to improve their teaching will require nothing less than school 

restructuring, new professional cultures, the reallocation of resources and time, and 

changes in the role of school districts and popular conceptions of how students and 

teachers learn” (p. 8).  Restructuring can include critical evaluation of time allocation, 

eliminating physical isolation of teachers, and creating interdependent teaching roles 

whereby teachers rely on each other to share common instructional strategies, curriculum 

and assessments (Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002; Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 2004).   

Restructuring is no small task, particularly given the longstanding traditions of 

practice that reside within school communities, something about which Darling-

Hammond noted. “Creating contexts for powerful learning requires rethinking the school 

organization we inherited from efficiency experts enamored of new assembly line 

technologies in the 1920‟s” (1999, p. 32). While restructuring is certainly an important 

step and one that must be considered in efforts to create a professional learning 

community, based on data collected from schools studied by the Center on Organization 

and Restructuring of Schools, Kruse, Louis & Bryk (2004) warn against relying solely on 

restructuring to transform a school into a learning community. “Our research suggests 

that human resources such as openness to improvement, trust and respect, teachers having 

knowledge and skills, supportive leadership and socialization-are more critical to the 

development of professional community than structural conditions” (p. 6).  The focus on 
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human resources that Kruse, Louis and Bryk (2004) refer to is something often referred 

to in school reform literature as „reculturing‟. 

 Changing the physical environment and structure is very important, however, 

many educational researchers and reformers would argue that the culture of schools must 

undergo significant changes for any reform to truly be sustained (Hargreaves & Fullan, 

1998; Fullan, 2001; Peterson, 2002; Blankstein, 2004; Reeves; 2005; Hall & Hord, 2006).  

A crucial first step in reculturing that has received attention in the literature on school 

reform has been the need for a school to revisit its purpose, define a mission and vision 

and establish values and goals as it strives to become a professional learning community 

(Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Peterson, 2002; Blankstein, 2004).  

Schools have often been described as having somewhat unique and often deep-rooted 

cultures that are sometimes considered to be “toxic” (Peterson, 2002).  Addressing 

“toxic” culture can be a very challenging task, due to the strong focus on negative values 

and the existence of a large number of negative role players that can be present, but it is 

an essential step in reculturing to become a professional learning community.  After all, 

“The school‟s culture either supports or sabotages quality professional learning” 

(Peterson, 2002, p. 15).   

Changing a school‟s culture places significant responsibility on the leadership of 

the school, and Fullan (2001) argues that for successful reform to occur attention must be 

paid to the culture of the school, “Leading in a culture of change does not mean placing 

changed individuals into unchanged environments.  Rather, change leaders work on 

changing the context, helping create new settings conducive to learning and sharing that 
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learning” (p. 65).  A key component of creating a professional learning community 

involves addressing the culture of a school community and often requires reculturing the 

school to redefine its purpose, mission and goals.  “Reculturing involves going from a 

situation of limited attention to assessment and pedagogy to a situation in which teachers 

and others routinely focus on these matters and make associated improvements” (Fullan, 

2002 p. 582).  Collaboration among teachers that is focused on student learning is one 

central feature of professional learning communities that can help to reculture a school.  

Collaboration within a Professional Learning Community 

 Collaborative work in a professional learning community involves teachers, and 

in some cases other school staff, working together toward a common purpose or goal.  

The impetus for collaborative work is the recognition that individuals working 

independently do not have as great an impact on the capacity of an organization as  

individuals working together, toward a common purpose (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Kardos, 2002; Hord & Sommers, 2008).  While collaborative work may seem quite 

simple to accomplish, similar to the focus on student learning, it is quite challenging 

particularly in the culture that typically exists within schools.  One of the primary  

challenges to collaborative work is the deeply entrenched tendency toward isolation that 

exists in most school settings, a concept that will be explored in greater detail later in this 

chapter (Lortie, 1975; Little, 1982, DuFour & Eaker, 1998).   

Taking on school culture and introducing the concept of collaborative work does 

benefit the professional learning community and ultimately student achievement within 

that school community, something that has been confirmed by a number of researchers 
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(Little, 1990; Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Gruenert, 2006).  In 

Gruenert‟s study of 81 schools across all grade levels in Indiana, three school factors that 

showed a strong correlation to improved student achievement in Language Arts and Math 

based upon student performance on a statewide exam were: 

Professional development, which describes the attitudes teachers have toward 

gaining new ideas and their overall sentiment toward the notion of school 

improvement. 

Unity of purpose, defined as demonstrating how the mission statement 

influences teaching. 

Teacher collaboration, describes teacher behaviors that are expressive of 

collaborative cultures. 

“According to the results from this study, collaborative cultures seem to be the best 

setting for student achievement, thus affirming the literature on collaborative school 

cultures” (p. 50). 

The specific features, benefits, and challenges of collaboration within a 

professional learning community will be further defined throughout this chapter, 

however, it is important to highlight a few at this time.  As Heibert, Gallimore, and 

Stigler propose, “…professional knowledge must be public; it must be represented in a 

form that enables it to be accumulated and shared with other members of the 

profession…” (2002, p. 4).  Another feature of collaborative work is the shared 

responsibility and accountability that results (King & Newmann, 2000; Taylor, Presley & 

Pearson, 2000; Blankstein, 2004; Kruse, Seashore Louis & Bryk, 2004; Reeves, 2005).  
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Taylor, Presley, and Pearson found in their review of 5 large-scale studies of effective, 

moderate-to high-poverty elementary schools, that strong teacher collaboration was a 

factor responsible for high achievement in four of the five.  Given the significance of 

teacher collaboration to the implementation of professional learning communities, further 

exploration of collaboration will be the focus of the remainder of this chapter and this 

study. 

Collaborative Work 

Those interested in school reform have responded with a variety of approaches 

from prescriptive programs (Spady, 1988; McNeir, 1993), to the introduction of learning 

communities (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  While researchers 

have confirmed that professional learning communities do have a positive impact on 

student achievement (Little, 1990; Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Louis & Kruse, 1995; 

Marzano, 2003, 2005), learning communities as of yet have not been universally 

implemented throughout Prek-12 education (Schmoker, 2005).  Educational researchers 

and reformers alike point to creating collaborative environments within school 

communities as a crucial step to improving the learning community present within 

schools and ultimately impacting student achievement in a positive manner (Newman & 

Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Gruenert, 2005).  

Literature on professional learning communities point to some key elements of 

collaboration that are important for it to be effective.  Marzano (2003) emphasizes some 

of these elements stating, 
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Michael Garet and his colleagues (Garet, Porter, Desmone, Birman, & Yoon, 

2001) conducted one of the most extensive studies on the effects of staff 

development activities.  Their survey of 1,000 teachers revealed that those 

features of staff development with the strongest relationship to reported change in 

teacher behavior are (1) focus on content knowledge, (2) opportunities for active 

learning, and (3) overall coherence of the staff development activities (p. 66) 

Focus of Collaboration 

 For collaboration within a professional learning community to have the desired 

impact, the task of the collaborative work is crucial.  Leaders play a crucial role  

in creating desirable conditions for collaboration to occur: “They must promote a 

collaborative culture by defining collaboration in narrow terms: the systematic process in 

which we work together to analyze and impact professional practice in order to improve 

our individual and collective results” (DuFour, 2003, p. 63).  While there are a number of  

key areas that professional learning communities can focus their collaboration on, one of 

the most common is addressing problem areas that the school community identifies as 

needing attention (Hord, 1997; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Guskey, 1999; Marks & Louis, 

1999).   

Working through problems in a collaborative manner serves at least two very 

important purposes, namely the capacity for coming up with solutions increases when 

individuals work together to generate ideas and solutions (Marks & Louis, 1999;  

Danielson, 2002; Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Schmoker, 2006) and the relationships of staff 

members develop through their work on the common problems (Johnson & Johnson, 
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1987; Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005).  Increased capacity 

through collaborative work was found by Marks and Louis (1999) to become particularly 

strong at the elementary level in their study of 8 elementary, 8 middle schools and 8 high 

schools each engaged in restructuring efforts.  

 Another common focus for collaboration within professional learning 

communities is in the area of curriculum, both the development of new curriculum and 

the evaluation of existing curriculum.  David and Roger Johnson, through their work with 

cooperative groups and specifically collegial learning, found that members of groups 

were effective when they: “discuss new teaching practices and problems connected with 

their implementation, together they plan, design, prepare, and evaluate curriculum 

materials, and they coteach, observing one another's teaching and offering feedback” 

(1987, p. 27).  Little (1990) used the term “joint work” to describe the collaborative work 

that she felt achieved the highest level of collaboration, a creation of “interdependence” 

amongst those teachers working together.  Another form of curriculum development that 

involves significant collaborative work is “lesson study,” which began in Japan and has 

begun to be practiced here in the United States (Rodgers, 1996; Choski, 2003; Wilms, 

2003).  As teachers engage in lesson study, they work together to create lessons, they 

observe one another teaching the lesson, and then together they refine the lesson (Wilms, 

2003).  Further exploration of collaborative work in the area of curriculum development 

will be done later in this chapter. 
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Opportunities for Collaboration 

 For collaboration to be most effective, it is important that the work be done in a 

systematic way and that it impacts and improves professional practice (DuFour, 2003).  

Hawley and Valli (2000) provide a description of opportunities for collaboration, stating, 

“Collaborative problem-solving activities can vary from interdisciplinary teaming to 

curriculum development and critique to collaborative action research to study groups” (p. 

6).  Interdisciplinary teaming, defined as having multiple disciplines such as science, 

math and language arts working together to create a common unit of study for their 

students that incorporates aspects of each discipline is a task done collaboratively by 

teachers (Fitzgerald, 2005).  Collaborative action research has been utilized by schools to 

identify areas for improvement and then implement strategies to address those areas.  As 

Eaker, DuFour, and Burnette (2002) describe,  

The essence of this cultural shift is that collaborative teams of teachers are 

building a culture of experimentation by engaging in active research.  They are 

not content to accept the „external‟ validation of researchers.  They want practices 

to be „internally‟ validated in their school, in their classrooms, with their students” 

(p. 21).   

Collaborative teams of teachers focusing on curriculum development: improved 

instruction; and the creation of assessments; which will be the focus of this study, is 

something that is strongly supported by researchers who have studied the variety of 

opportunities for collaboration that have been exercised within professional learning 

communities (Marks & Louis, 1999; Heibert, Gallimore & Stigler, 2002; Marzano, 2003; 
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Wilms, 2003; Blankstein, 2004).  “A shared curriculum provides a compelling reason to 

move personal knowledge into the public world; what one teacher knows about teaching 

a particular topic is likely to help another teacher faced with teaching the same topic” 

(Hiebert, Gallimore & Stigler, 2002 p. 8).  Further exploration of this benefit of 

collaboration is important to better understand why it is such a crucial component of 

creating a professional learning community. 

Benefits of Collaboration 

 Improved student achievement has been noted as a benefit of collaborative work 

within a professional learning community (Little, 1990; Newman & Wehlage, 1995; 

Louis & Kruse, 1995; Eaker, DuFour & Burnette, 2002; Marzano, 2003, 2005).  A 

finding of Newman and Wehlage‟s work revealed that performance of students in a 

school defined as having a “High Professional Community” was 27 percent higher than 

performance of students in a “Low Professional Community” school
i
 (p. 32).  However, 

it has also been noted that improved student achievement is not the only benefit that a 

professional learning community can experience as a result of their collaboration.  Bryk 

and Schneider (2003), in their study of 400 Chicago elementary schools, have noted 

significant development of “relational” trust amongst colleagues through collaborative 

work.  They describe “relational trust” as the high-level trust that schools should be 

working toward, and they summarize the role of collaborative work to establish that trust 

by stating, “A school cannot achieve relational trust simply through some workshop, 

retreat, or form of sensitivity training, although all of these activities can help.  Rather, 

schools build relational trust in day-to-day social exchanges” (p. 43).  The improved 
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„environment‟ for teachers is confirmed by a number of others who have written about 

collaborative work (Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Inger, 1993; Hawley & Valli, 2000; 

Wilms, 2003).  

 Another very strong benefit of collaboration, which has been mentioned 

previously, is the improved capacity of the entire organization when collaboration is 

occurring.  Many researchers and reformers have written about this benefit (Little, 1990; 

Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 2001; Danielson, 2002; 

Eaker, DuFour & Burnette, 2002; Schmoker, 2006).  One example of a school that saw 

significant improved capacity is a school that set new school records in 11 of 12 

measures of student achievement tracked by the district and tied the previous school 

record in the other measure.  In addition this school scored among the top 6 percent of 

schools on the state achievement tests, all while remaining in the bottom 10 percent of 

per pupil expenditures in the state (Eaker, DuFour & Burnette, 2002).  The collective 

benefit of collaboration to the capacity of an organization can be realized when “a culture 

of collective responsibility puts more peer pressure and accountability on staff who may 

not have carried their fair share, but it can also ease the burden on teachers who have 

worked hard in isolation but who felt unable to help some students” (Newman & 

Wehlage, 1995 p. 31).   

The benefits of collaboration make it a compelling reform to consider for those 

within preK-12 education.  However, due to the long-standing traditions within school 

culture, creating a culture of collaboration is no simple task.  Three of the strongest 

challenges that professional learning communities face in becoming more collaborative 
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are the tradition of teachers working in isolation; the creation of trusting and 

collaborative relationships amongst teachers; and changing the structure of schools to 

create time for teacher collaboration to occur. 

        Challenges to Teacher Collaboration 

Ending Isolation 

 Teachers working in isolation continues to be the norm in schools throughout the 

United States.  While there are many reasons why this may be the case, some key reasons 

that the literature on professional learning communities suggest are the tradition and 

history of isolation and the structural and organizational features that encourage isolation. 

The teaching profession is one that is deeply-rooted in isolation, something that 

had received little attention until Lortie‟s (1975) work, which challenged the educational 

community to consider the wisdom of continuing to have teachers working in isolation.  

Following Lortie‟s work, consideration and attention has been given to taking steps to 

provide teachers with opportunities for collaboration (Little, 1982, 1990; Inger, 1993; 

Newman & Wehlage, 1995).  However, there still remains significant work to be done in 

making isolation the exception rather than the rule in the schools of the 21
st
 century 

(Reeves, 2005; Schmoker, 2006).  One of the key barriers to overcoming the isolation 

that exists within schools is the norm of privacy that permeates the profession (Little, 

1990; Inger, 1993; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Blankstein, 2004).  This privacy is deeply 

rooted and has been passed down from generation to generation as Inger summarizes, 

 The autonomy of the teacher is grounded in norms of privacy and non-  

interference.  So high a value is placed on autonomy that veteran teachers with  
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strongly held and well-grounded views on effective teaching refrain from offering 

advice, except when asked, even to beginning teachers (1993, p. 2) 

There is hope for changing this long-standing tradition of isolation, isolation is not a 

necessary block upon which the foundation of preK-12 education must remain, 

something that Roland Barth (1991) reminds those in education, “God didn‟t create self-

contained classrooms, 50-minute periods, and subjects taught in isolation.  We did--

because we find working alone safer than and preferable to working together” (pp. 126-

127, as cited in DuFour, 2004 p. 10).  One of the key ways to take positive steps toward 

lessening the amount of work teachers do in isolation and increasing the opportunities for 

collaboration is by changing some of the structure and organizational features that 

perpetuate isolation. 

Structural and Organizational Features of Isolation 

 The physical layout of many schools is quite similar, namely long narrow 

hallways with classrooms on both sides, often physically isolating teachers from one 

another, and as Blankstein reports, “For generations, teachers characteristically closed the 

classroom door behind them and acted as independent monarchs of their own domains, 

expecting neither oversight nor support from their colleagues” (2004, p. 137).  As a result 

of this physical isolation, coupled with a rather significant organizational structure of 

time, an element of the structure that will receive additional attention later in this chapter, 

teachers often have very few opportunities for contact with other adults (Eisner, 1992; 

DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Marks & Louis, 1999).   
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 The organizational features that limit teachers‟ interactions with other 

professionals often result in public education receiving criticism such as that which 

DuFour and Eaker refer to when they suggest, “In fact, schools have been characterized 

by some critics of public education as little more than independent kingdoms 

(classrooms) ruled by autonomous feudal lords (teachers) who are united only by a 

common parking lot” (1998, p. 115).  Eisner (2002) and others (Danielson, 2002; Eaker, 

DuFour & Burnette, 2002; Hiebert, Gallimore, & Stigler, 2002) have advocated strongly 

for schools to take steps to change the structures that lead to isolation and make teaching 

a more public endeavor, creating opportunities for teachers to work collaboratively to 

improve their schools.  Changing schools from institutions of isolation to collaborative 

environments has shown promise and results that cause researchers and reformers of 

education to call for more. 

Results of Decreased Isolation 

 Decreased isolation in a school community has shown positive contributions to 

increased student achievement (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Flowers, Mertens, & 

Mulhall, 1998; Marzano, 2003).  Flowers, Mertens, and Mulhall conducted a longitudinal 

analysis of the Middle Start Initiatives in 155 Michigan middle schools from 1994-1997.  

This study focused on analysis of the teaching practices and learning environment that 

were present in schools with a large percentage of high-poverty students, and the 

relationship of those environments to student achievement.  The achievement of the 

students in the 155 schools implementing the Middle Start Initiatives program was 

compared with the achievement of students in 134 schools not a part of the initiative.  
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The results of the study showed that over a two-year period, the students in the Middle 

Start Initiative schools performed better in reading and math than their counterparts in the 

non-initiative schools, results that the researchers contributed to the teachers working 

together. 

Improved achievement is not the only favorable outcome that educational 

researchers and reformers point to when discussing collaboration in favor of isolation.   

Professional satisfaction, sometimes referred to as „teacher efficacy,‟ has often been 

referred to in the literature as showing significant improvement when teachers work in a 

collaborative environment as compared to one of isolation (Inger, 1993; Newman & 

Wehlage, 1995; Wilms, 2003).  „Lesson Study,‟ a type of professional development that 

involves teachers working together to create lessons and then observing one another 

teaching the lesson is an example of teachers working in collaboration.  This type of work 

has resulted in 88 percent of teachers participating reporting that they felt like better 

teachers and 8 in 10 report feeling more like professionals (Wilms, 2003).  In addition to 

teachers feeling more like professionals throughout the school year, the improved 

professional satisfaction increases teachers‟ enthusiasm and excitement for the 

profession, and helps to “avoid end-of-year burn-out” (Inger, 1993 p. 1).   

In addition to the improved job satisfaction, teachers working in a collaborative 

environment have expressed increased self-confidence in their abilities as a teacher, as 

the interaction with colleagues helps to reinforce their work (Wilms, 2003).  Not all of 

the effects of decreased teacher isolation are positive, however, something that Little 

(1990) reports, 
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Among the “hidden costs of sharing expertise” are the risk of an added planning 

and preparation burden (as teachers replace the ideas that have been “given 

away”) and an erosion of the corpus of ideas, methods, and materials that serve as 

the basis of individual reputations, giving teachers distinctive identity and status 

(p. 519). 

While this additional “burden” and potential “loss of identity” can result in reluctance on 

the part of teachers to participate in collaborative work, literature on professional learning 

communities suggests that generally the benefits of collaboration will, over time, 

outweigh these drawbacks (Inger, 1993; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Schmoker, 2006).  

Collaborative Relationships 

Encouraging collaborative work within a school community has been established 

as a key to creating a learning community.  Creating opportunities for collaboration and 

expecting it to occur will not necessarily result in a collaborative environment unless 

particular attention is paid to some crucial components of effective collaborative 

relationships (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  As a professional learning community works 

toward establishing this strong collaborative environment, it must address some key 

aspects of the collaborative relationship; development of trust among the participants, 

effectively managing conflict within the collaborative relationship, and establishing 

relationships that are meaningful and constructive. 

Trust 

 Relationships depend on trust among the members of an organization, and in a 

school community, just like any other organization, that trust develops over time through 
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a wide variety of experiences.  Roland Barth argues that “the relationships among the 

educators in a school define all relationships within that school‟s culture.  Teachers and 

administrators demonstrate all too well a capacity to either enrich or diminish one 

another‟s lives and thereby enrich or diminish their schools” (2006, p. 9).  Given the 

strong impact that adults‟ relationships can have on a school culture, it is important that 

these relationships are based upon trust.  In personal relationships, actions often speak 

louder than words, something that Bryk & Schneider (2003) confirmed to be the case in 

relationships that were professional in nature in their study of teachers in 400 elementary 

schools in Chicago.  They reported, “Through their words and actions, school participants 

show their sense of their obligations toward others, and others discern these intentions.  

Trust grows through exchanges in which actions validate these expectations” (p. 43).  

Interactions of colleagues help to define the relationship amongst the people involved and 

ideally this relationship is founded upon trust, however, as in any relationship, that is not 

always the case, sometimes creating a negative culture. 

 “Toxic cultures” are something that Deal and Peterson (1999) refer to in their 

work, Shaping School Culture: The Heart of Leadership, which is the result of studying 

schools throughout the world attempting to transform their school culture.  They describe 

the following characteristics of teachers that are often present in “toxic cultures”: 

 They become focused on negative values.  They make work better for adults, 

 even if it takes away from students; they conduct routine, boring classes that 

 “follow the rules”; they serve only a small group of elite students and spurn 

 others who deserve to learn. 
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 They become fragmented; meaning is derived from subculture membership, 

 antistudent sentiments, or life outside work.  There may be no real, positive, 

 symbolic glue to hold people together-schools are like isolated cells or silos 

 that people enter in the morning and leave at night.  Isolated but powerful 

 departmental or grade-level fiefdoms rule the roost. 

They become almost exclusively destructive.  Teachers talk about faculty meeting 

like they were Sarajevo fire-fights, with everyone “sniping” and “attacking” each 

other.  Cabals and guerilla groups of “negaholics” harass and attack anyone who 

is trying to improve the situation, develop new instructional techniques, or simply 

behave in a professional manner. 

 They become spiritually fractured.  In such schools there is often a lack of 

 positive values or any sense of integrity (pp. 118-119). 

These characteristics, contrary to those encouraged by advocates for professional learning 

communities, are confirmed to exist by others (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Blankstein, 2004; 

Barth, 2006).  A competitive and individualistic environment has led to „toxicity‟ within 

school cultures as Barth reports, “One teacher put it this way: „I teach in a culture of 

competition in which teaching is seen as an arcane mystery and teachers guard their tricks 

like great magicians‟” (p. 11).  In order to develop trust amongst colleagues who are 

engaged in the collaborative work of professional learning communities, steps need to be 

taken to either avoid becoming a “toxic culture” or break down a “toxic culture” if it 

currently exists.  While developing trusting relationships is important to creating a 

collaborative environment, appropriately dealing with the conflict that will inevitably 
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emerge when teachers work together is another key to a successful collaborative 

environment. 

Managing Conflict 

 Conflict can often be very uncomfortable for people, particularly when it is 

occurring within their work environment.  As a result of this discomfort, people often 

choose to avoid conflict and pretend that it does not exist, or utilize other defense 

mechanisms to cope with the conflict.  In an environment such as a professional learning 

community where people are working together in a collaborative manner on a routine 

basis, sharing their opinions and viewpoints on matters such as teaching strategies and 

techniques, conflict is inevitable.  Conflict management has been identified as a very 

important skill for learning communities to master in order to maintain effective 

collaborative environments (Johnson & Johnson, 1987; Achinstein, 2002; Bryk & 

Schneider, 2003). 

 While many people recognize that conflict management is important to successful 

professional learning communities, it does not always come as easily or as smoothly as 

Bryk and Schneider (2003) suggest it should in describing how conflict should ideally be 

dealt with, “Respectful exchanges are marked by genuinely listening to what each person 

has to say and by taking these views into account in subsequent actions.  Even when 

people disagree, individuals can still feel valued if others respect their opinions” (p. 41).  

As Achinstein (2002) points out, conflict generally will emerge when people are engaged 

in collaborative work and how the learning community chooses to deal with that conflict 
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is very important in defining its effectiveness in working together.  In describing the 

results of his research, Achinstein asserts, 

These cases thus reveal an important lesson that communities that can productively 

engage in conflict, rather than those with low levels of conflict or those that suppress 

their differences, have a greater potential for continual growth and renewal.  

Reflection and conflict offer a community the opportunity for change (p. 448). 

If Achinstein‟s premise holds true, then similar to what Deal and Peterson call for with 

regard to “toxic cultures”, taking on the challenging situations and conflicts that can arise 

while engaged in collaborative work is time well spent in efforts to create and maintain a 

professional learning community.  Another key to collaborative relationships that 

enhance and support a professional learning community is finding ways for the 

relationships to be meaningful and constructive. 

Meaningful and Constructive Relationships 

 Literature related to culture building and “team building” within various 

organizations is full of references to activities that encourage increased congeniality, at a 

minimum, and increased collegiality, at a maximum, among the members of the 

organization.  Congeniality is most often referred to as teachers “getting along” or 

possibly even working together to plan social outings for students or staff, whereas 

collegiality describes a more deep relationship among colleagues where they work 

collaboratively to tackle the more challenging issues facing their school.  DuFour (2003) 

cautions professional learning communities about confusing congenial relationships and 

activities among teachers as being truly collaborative, warning that these activities, while 



 

 39 

important, have the potential to be „collaboration lite‟.  Further definition of the types of 

collaborative cultures that can exist is offered by Blankstein (2004) when he refers to the 

work of Fullan and Hargreaves who identified four main types of school cultures. 

Individualistic.  In this type of learning environment, teachers are accustomed to 

developing their own practices and techniques for classroom management and 

may not consider the relevant experience of colleagues.  In fact, in traditional 

school cultures, teachers often regard the intrusion of other adults into their 

classrooms as an invasion of privacy. 

Balkanized.  This culture is characterized by the presence of deep-rooted  cliques 

within the staff.  In a balkanized school environment, small groups of people align 

themselves with a particular technique or ideology, pitting  themselves against 

other groups that hold opposing ideas. 

 Contrived Collegiality.  In this culture, teachers appear to be collaborating.  

 They may spend time on committees and in meetings, but they actually don‟t 

 focus on deeper issues related to teaching and learning.  In these cases, the 

 structure of the school may have changed (i.e., meetings now occur), yet the 

 deeper culture has not changed.  In this instance, teachers collaborate only on 

 the surface without challenging their beliefs or approaches to teaching and 

 learning. 

Collaborative.  In a collaborative school culture, teams of highly skilled 

individuals comprise a teaching staff.  Each of these individuals is fully 

committed to helping students learn by becoming active learners themselves. 
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They work continuously with their colleagues to improve their teaching strategies 

and better manage their classrooms.  They recognize their crucial role in the 

educational process and know that they can meet the challenges confronting them 

only by solving problems in concert with their professional colleagues (pp. 128-

130). 

 The challenge placed upon professional learning communities to strive for 

creating truly collaborative environments is supported by evidence that this type of 

environment has a greater impact on student achievement than an environment described 

as simply “friendly”.  As Marzano reports, “Noah Friedkin and Michael Slater (1994) 

studied 17 elementary schools to examine the relationship between student achievement 

and the extent to which teachers discussed professional issues, sought advice regarding 

professional issues, and interacted as friends (2003, p. 61).  The findings of this particular 

study revealed that “friendship” actually resulted in lower academic achievement, 

whereas “discussion” showed the strongest positive correlation to student achievement. 

What many interested in educational reform (DuFour, 2003; Marzano, 2003; 

Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 2004; Barth, 2006; York-Barr, et.al, 2006) are truly advocating and 

challenging professional learning communities to consider, when deciding upon 

collaborative work that teachers will be engaged in, is that it is deeply embedded in what 

is important to their work as teachers.  As Barth (2006) summarizes, “A precondition for 

doing anything to strengthen our practice and improve a school is the existence of a 

collegial culture in which professionals talk about practice, share their craft knowledge, 

and observe and root for the success of one another” (p.13). 
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 Two examples of meaningful and constructive relationships focused on 

collaboration that occur within the literature related to learning communities include 

“Critical Friends Groups” (Bambino, 2002) and “Lesson Study” (Rodgers, 1996; Choski, 

2003; Wilms, 2003).  Bambino (2002) reports, the structure and format of Critical 

Friends Groups create opportunities for colleagues to challenge their own practice as well 

as that of their peers.  The work is critical because it challenges educators to improve 

their teaching practice and to bring about the changes that schools need, but the process is 

neither negative nor threatening.  The work involves friends who share a mission, offer 

strong support, and nurture a community of learners (p. 27).  Critical Friends Groups are 

an example of the type of collaboration that Barth (2006) would appear to be encouraging 

professional learning communities to consider as they embark on collaborative work.  

Lesson study, a concept that began in Japan and has begun to be adopted here in the 

United States (Rodgers, 1996; Choski, 2003; Wilms, 2003), is a similar example of the 

type of collaboration that creates opportunities for meaningful and productive 

relationships to develop among colleagues.  As Wilms (2003) explains, “… because 

lesson study depends on the active engagement of teachers working collaboratively, 

supported by the administration, it also holds promise for improving the often adversarial 

and alienating culture within schools” (p. 610).  Relationships such as those described by 

Bambino and Wilms show promise for the type of environment that can exist within 

schools that attempt to create professional learning communities through the 

collaborative work of teachers. 
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The final challenge that will be addressed in this review of the literature related to 

professional learning communities and their efforts to engage teachers in collaborative 

work will be that of job-embedded time in order for collaboration to occur, time that 

exists within the usual work day.   Upon addressing this final challenge, the concluding 

section of this literature review will focus on the role of collaboration as teacher team 

address curriculum design, instructional strategies, and assessments. 

Job-Embedded Time for Collaboration 

 

 Reallocating time within the regular duty day of a teacher (job-embedded) to 

include time for working collaboratively with colleagues has received attention from 

those who have worked to implement professional learning communities within their 

school settings (Eaker, DuFour & Burnette, 2002; Blankstein, 2004).  Time is a finite 

resource.  Therefore, any adjustments to how it is spent by teachers within a school day 

will change the structure of the typical school day for a teacher.  Those who advocate for 

collaborative work among teaching colleagues within a professional learning community 

point to time, as an element of school structures that must be considered for reform 

(Hord, 1997; Hawley & Valli, 2000; Leonard & Leonard, 2003).  “Time is a significant 

issue for faculties who wish to work together collegially, and it has been cited as both a 

barrier (when it is not available) and a supportive factor (when it is available) by staffs 

engaging in school improvement” (Hord, 1997, p. 4). 

 One of the five summary statements Leonard & Leonard (2003) offer following 

their study of teachers in 45 schools within Louisiana who were involved in collaborative 

work was, “Teachers are dissatisfied with scheduling and appropriations of time, which 
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often serve to deter collaborative practice” (p. 4).  An additional barrier to collaboration 

reported by those in this study included a lack of time due to being involved in too many 

programs and activities, leaving no time for professional collaboration. 

While Leonard & Leonard cited certain time-related barriers to collaboration in 

their study, another feature of most schools in the United States that is considered to 

interfere with collaboration, is the amount of time spent teaching. Time spent teaching, as 

compared to time spent on other activities that are often considered “professional 

development” such as curriculum or assessment development is something that Linda 

Darling-Hammond has explored within schools in the United States and throughout the 

world.  In schools across the United States, teachers generally spend 175-180 days per 

school year working directly with students in the classroom.  During these days, 

approximately 75% of teachers‟ time is spent working directly with students in the 

classroom, resulting in more than 1000 hours per year spent with students, as compared 

to teachers in other industrialized nations, who teach between 600 to 800 hours per year 

(1999).   Darling-Hammond explains what teachers in other countries typically are 

involved in when they are not in classroom, 

 In most European and Asian countries, teachers spend between 17 and 20  hours 

of a 40- to 45-hour work week in their classrooms with students.  The remaining time is 

spent on: class preparation and joint planning; collegial work on curriculum and 

assessment development; one-on-one meetings with students, parents, and other 

colleagues; and learning through involvement in study groups, observations of other 

teachers, research, and demonstration lessons (p. 32). 
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Teacher work outside of the classroom that Darling-Hammond describes as 

occurring in other parts of the world is similar to the type of collaborative work that 

advocates for professional learning communities typically describe as desirable for 

teachers to engage in (Inger, 1993; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Guskey, 1999; Little, 1999).  

Inger defines time as one of the six dimensions that support teacher collegiality and 

collaboration, describing time specifically as “common planning periods, regularly 

scheduled team or subject-area meetings and released time for collaborative work all 

support cooperative work among teachers.  The opportunities for collaborative work are 

either enhanced or eroded by the master schedule” (p. 5).  Little (1999) supports this 

description of time stating, “… the school‟s contribution to teacher learning comes 

largely in the form of regularly scheduled time among teachers who share responsibility 

for students or who otherwise have reason to work with one another” (p. 243).  It is these 

descriptions of time that can help define job-embedded time within a professional 

learning community, and thus will be utilized to define job-embedded time within this 

particular study. 

Teacher Collaboration for Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 

 Identifying the focus of collaborative work, which was discussed earlier in this 

chapter as a crucial component of collaboration, will be the remaining content of this 

chapter.  Teacher collaboration focused on curriculum development and revision, 

development of instructional strategies, and the creation of common assessments within a 

teacher team, will be the focus.  A framework for this type of collaborative work is 

offered by Marks and Louis (1999) 
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Professional communities depart from the normal practice in schools in that 

teachers do not work in isolation but collaborate within a professional culture.  

Reflective dialogue, open sharing of classroom practices, developing a common 

knowledge base for improvement, collaborating on the design of new materials 

and curricula, and establishing norms related to pedagogical practice and student 

performances are hallmarks of the professional culture and demonstrably related 

to student achievement (p. 713). 

Furthermore, in summarizing their study of 24 site-managed schools engaged in 

restructuring, Marks and Louis state, “…our analysis suggests that it is the teachers‟ 

involvement in midlevel decisions that affect the core technologies of teaching and 

learning that is most associated with increased capacities for learning on the part of the 

school” (p. 733).  Midlevel decisions as described by Marks and Louis include aspects of 

the school such as: governance or decision-making structure, creation and 

implementation of school policy and classroom instruction. 

Curriculum Development 

 Curriculum development has often been a task left to textbook companies or, 

more recently, national and state agencies charged with the task of creating standardized 

curriculum for all students to learn (Farr, Tulley, & Rayford, 1984; Stevenson & Stigler, 

1992; Stigler & Hiebert, 1999, Marzano, 2003).  Once developed, teachers, often working 

in isolation within their own classroom, and often left to their individual interpretation of 

the essential outcomes that the curriculum called for, then implement the curriculum.  

Mark O‟Shea (2005) emphasizes problems that result from this type of textbook adoption 
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process when he states, “At least two problems result when districts rely on the textbook 

adoption process, however: superficial coverage and inadequate pacing for standards 

achievement” (p. 17).  To address these concerns, O‟Shea recommends a curriculum 

development process similar to the “Backward Design Process” of Wiggins and 

McTighe
ii
 (1998) or the “Benchmarks” touted by Marzano and Kendall

iii
 (1996).   

A study of teachers‟ instructional planning as they integrated state standards in 

New Jersey and California from 1998 through 2002 was conducted by O‟Shea and his 

colleague, Howard Kimmel (2005).  As a result of this study, O‟Shea presented a 

protocol for curriculum planning entitled, the Standards Achievement Planning Cycle 

(SAPC), “The SAPC is a five-step process of collaborative decision making that helps 

teachers produce standards-meeting lessons” (p. 33).  The five steps of O‟Shea‟s SAPC 

include:   

Step 1: Identifying Standards - In the SAPC, teachers use state standards 

documents to identify the essential knowledge and skills to be included in their 

lessons.   

Step 2: Analyzing Standards - Working in groups, teachers examine standards 

and frameworks to identify the essential content that students must learn.  

Teachers must identify the content statements in the standards and frameworks 

that describe what students are to know or be able to do.  Teachers must focus on 

these statements for their lessons and then transform them into useful descriptions 

of student performances in the next stage of the SAPC. 
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Step 3: Describing student performances - Knowledge and skill statements 

contained in frameworks and standards are the source material for these 

descriptions.  Teachers can use them to write clear, explicit descriptions of 

products and behaviors that they expect from students.  Teachers working 

collaboratively to arrive at a professional judgment are better able to overcome 

the deficiencies in vaguely written standards and create performance descriptions 

that will result in standards-meeting work. 

Step 4: Selecting learning activities - After teachers have decided what their 

students will do or produce to meet the standards selected for the lesson, they can 

judge the adequacy of the textbook or other resources to achieve the desired 

learning outcomes.  Again, teachers are more likely to exercise this creative skill 

when they work collaboratively to review curriculum materials, choose among 

alternative resources, and decide on the best sequence of activities. 

Step 5: Evaluating students’ work - In the last step of the SAPC, teachers 

compare student work samples with the descriptions of student performances in 

the lesson‟s objectives.  Teachers sit together to examine their student‟s work and 

determine whether it includes the expected properties of a standards-meeting 

performance.  (pp. 33-35). 

 Another model for the development of curriculum within schools was offered by 

Marzano (2003).  In his review of effective schools, Marzano found that a “Guaranteed 

and Viable Curriculum” was the number one school factor that positively impacted 

school achievement.  In further describing a guaranteed and viable curriculum, Marzano 
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also identified a five-step process for curriculum development that included the following 

action steps: 

Action Step 1 Identify and communicate the content considered essential for 

 all students versus that considered supplemental or necessary only for those 

 seeking postsecondary education. 

Action Step 2 Ensure that the essential content can be addressed in the  amount 

of time available for instruction. 

 Action Step 3 Sequence and organize the essential content in such a way that 

 students have ample opportunity to learn it. 

 Action Step 4 Ensure that teachers address the essential content. 

 Action Step 5 Protect the instructional time that is available (p. 25-31). 

Similar to O‟Shea, Marzano refers to teachers engaging in curriculum development in a 

collaborative manner as an effective approach. 

The result of collaborative work on curriculum is often referred to in the literature 

as the establishment of a “common curriculum” (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998; Schmoker, 2006).  A common curriculum has been noted as contributing to 

improved student achievement.  For example, when studying the math and science 

achievement gains in high schools with “common curriculum” Newman and Wehlage 

(1995) found the most significant gains in schools with “High Common Curriculum”.  

The benefit of this collaborative work and the impact on achievement is explained by 

Newman and Wehlage as they state: 
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 When teachers collaborate productively, they participate in reflective dialogue 

 to learn more about professional issues; they observe and react to one 

 another‟s teaching, curriculum, and assessment practices; and they engage in 

 joint planning and curriculum development.  By enriching teachers‟ technical 

 and social resources, collaboration can make teaching more effective (p. 31). 

Once a “common curriculum” has been established through collaborative efforts, the 

implementation of that curriculum becomes the next focus of a professional learning 

community.  The implementation of curriculum inevitably results in the need to develop 

instructional strategies to deliver the desired curriculum, once again an endeavor that is 

accomplished in a collaborative manner within a professional learning community. 

Instructional Strategies 

 As was mentioned earlier in this chapter, collaborative activity focused on 

activities that directly relate to teachers work shows promise for effective collaboration to 

occur (Taylor, Presley & Pearson, 2000; Heibert, Gallimore & Stigler, 2002; Supovitz, 

2002; Marzano, 2003; Wilms, 2003; Blankstein, 2004).  Collaborative work that results 

in the creation of instructional strategies that teachers utilize within their classrooms has 

been shown to have a positive impact on student achievement.  Examples of the impact of 

instructional decisions being made in collaborative environments were provided by 

Taylor, Presley, and Pearson in their summary of studies that showed evidence of 

improved achievement in high poverty schools.  Specifically citing Hope for Urban 

Education, which was based upon a study of nine high-performing, high poverty schools 

around the country, “school leaders created opportunities for teachers to work, plan, and 
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learn together-with a focus on instructional issues” (p. 10).  Taylor, Presley, and Pearson 

also summarized the Successful Texas School-Wide Programs study which focused on 26 

Texas Title I schools that surpassed 70 percent pass rate on the Texas Assessment of 

Academic Skills (TAAS),  

 In the Texas study, teachers were encouraged to experiment with new ideas 

 and to collaborate to help one another improve their instruction.  Teachers at 

 these effective schools were continually searching for new, effective ways of 

 teaching and were described as a “community of learners” (p. 11).  

 Somewhat different results than those found by Taylor, Presley, and Pearson, 

were those of Supovitz (2002) in his summary of a four year evaluation of a team-based 

schooling initiative in the Cincinnati Public Schools.  This particular initiative entitled 

Students First, organized teachers in to teams of three to five core subject teachers (i.e., 

math, science, social studies, language arts), for the purpose of developing curriculum 

and selecting instructional materials.  This particular study found that team-based 

schooling resulted in an improved culture within the schools reported as more 

involvement in school-related decisions (faculty influence), higher levels of collaboration 

with their peers (peer collaboration), and more interaction with their peers 

(deprivatization).  However, as Supovitz states, “These school culture characteristics did 

not translate into greater instructional focus” (p. 1614).  Even though these findings 

appear somewhat discouraging to those advocating collaborative work among teachers, 

Supovitz offers hope for future development of collaboration in school communities in 

concluding, 
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Building on the lessons of team-based schooling, policy makers – who also 

provide teacher groups with content-based professional development around 

instructional preparation and practice and leverage the advantages of teacher 

teams through a host of policy mechanisms, incentives, and leadership tools can 

increase the likelihood that teams will transform into communities of instructional 

practice, with powerful positive consequences for the performance of both 

teachers and students (p. 1618). 

Teacher collaboration that results in the establishment of a common curriculum 

and the development of shared instructional strategies is a staff development technique 

that is somewhat new to schools throughout the United States.  However, it shares many 

similarities with a strategy that has been utilized for many years in Japan, called “lesson 

study” (Rodgers, 1996; Hiebert, Gallimore & Stigler, 2002; Choski, 2004; Wilms, 2003, 

Lewis, Perry & Murata, 2006).  Teachers work collaboratively as they develop lessons.  

Then they teach the lessons while observing one another to see how well their lessons 

work.  This feedback enables teachers to make a series of refinements.  Lesson study is a 

continuous cycle of classroom problem solving – a Plan, Do, Check, Act process – that is 

carried out by teachers themselves (Wilms, 2003, p. 1).  Lesson study is a concept that 

has been utilized throughout the United States since 1999, and as of May of 2004, it is 

believed to be in use by at least 2300 teachers, in 125 school districts, in 32 states 

(Choski, 2004).   

Analysis of lesson study projects being conducted in Los Angeles resulted in 

Wilms (2003) reporting promising potential for lesson study as a strategy for 
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collaborative work by teachers.  In 2001, Wilms conducted an evaluation of the last 30 

teachers who were trained by the Los Angeles teachers union in the use of Lesson Study, 

finding that, all teachers agreed that being trained in the process improved their 

understanding of the content standards.  Ninety-six percent agreed that the model enabled 

them to improve the curriculum while they taught, and 92% percent reported that it 

enabled them to use their creativity and to feel confident.  Eighty-eight percent of the 

teachers reported that the process made them better teachers and eight in ten  said 

they felt more like professionals (pp. 5-6).  Wilms also reported that teachers spoke 

strongly of their belief that their involvement in Lesson Study resulted in improved 

achievement by their students, particularly in helping teachers reach the lowest-

performing students, something that was confirmed by one teacher, “I saw the largest 

growth in my really lower kids.  My good writers remained good writers.  My advanced 

students moved up incrementally.  But the kids who couldn‟t put a sentence together at 

the beginning made the most progress” (p. 6).  Lesson Study provides an example of the 

type of collaborative work that teachers can engage in to work toward common 

curriculum and development of effective instructional strategies within a professional 

learning community.  The final task for collaborative teams of teachers to engage in 

within a learning community is the creation of common assessments. 

Developing Common Assessments 

 A key component of educational reform that has been called for by those 

advocating change, particularly during the past decade has been a movement toward 

decision making that is based upon data rather than suppositions (Bernhardt, 1998; Joyce, 



 

 53 

Calhoun & Hopkins, 1999; Schmoker, 1999).  While nationally normed tests such as the 

ACT at the high school level or the CAT at the elementary level, or state level tests such 

as the Stanford 9 in California or the MCA in Minnesota, are common sources of 

achievement data for schools, and can be helpful in determining student achievement, 

proponents for professional learning communities advocate strongly for the establishment 

of local assessment data that can help schools have a better understanding of the 

achievement of their students (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Eaker, DuFour & Burnette, 2002; 

DuFour, 2003; Reeves, 2005).  A key ingredient in making local assessment data reliable 

as an indicator of student achievement within a particular school is the assurance that the 

data is the result of “common assessments” that are administered to all students at a 

particular level in that school, for example all 10
th

 graders taking the same Social Studies 

final exam.  This definition of a “common assessment” will be the final task of 

collaborative teacher teams discussed in this chapter. 

 Once common curriculum has been developed and instructional strategies have 

been shared, DuFour suggests, “Next, the team turns its attention to developing common 

formative assessments to monitor each student‟s mastery of the essential outcomes” 

(2004, p. 9).  These formative assessments are certainly not the only assessments that 

teachers make of student work they are simply the foundation for the summative 

assessments that are administered at the end of a unit, term or year, to make 

determinations about student achievement within a particular course of study, within a 

school.  It is the achievement data that are gleaned from these common summative 
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assessments that become the basis for decision-making regarding curriculum and 

instruction within a professional learning community (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 

 The concept of creating common assessments as a means to establish measures of 

student achievement within a particular school community for the purpose of attempting 

to make school improvements aimed at improved student achievement is something that 

has received some attention from those interested in school reform.  One such study that 

revealed a positive correlation between common assessments and improved student 

achievement was the 90/90/90 Schools Study conducted at the Center for Performance 

Assessment (Reeves, 2000).  The 228 schools in this particular study had the following 

characteristics: 

 More than 90 percent of the students were eligible for free and reduced 

lunch, a commonly used surrogate for low-income families. 

 More than 90 percent of the students were from ethnic minorities. 

 More than 90 percent of the students met or achieved high academic 

standards, according to independently conducted tests of academic 

achievement (p. 186). 

In summarizing the results of this study, Reeves supports the idea of common 

assessments, stating, “…the schools with the greatest improvement in student 

achievement consistently used common assessment” (p. 198).  While some educators fear 

the loss of autonomy that may result from the use of common assessments, Reeves 

refutes that idea, “The use of a common assessment for each major discipline allows for a 

combination of daily discretion and independence by teachers, while preserving a school-
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wide commitment to equity and consistency of expectations” (p. 199).  The development 

of common assessments that match a common curriculum and are supported by shared 

instructional strategies, each provide professional learning communities with the 

opportunity for collaborative work that can help schools to improve student achievement. 

 A recent example of common assessments resulting in positive gains in student 

achievement was provided by Fisher and Johnson (2006), in their summary of a 

collaborative effort between San Diego State University and three public schools in San 

Diego, as the schools utilized a protocol for common assessments.  The protocol included 

the following five steps: 

Step 1: Pacing guides - The first step involves teachers who teach common 

courses (e.g., seventh grade English or U.S. History) meeting and deciding on a 

time line for the sequence of content instruction. 

Step 2: Instructional materials and arrangements - Once they have agreed 

upon pacing guides, teachers must select instructional materials, strategies, 

approaches, and arrangements.  During discussions, teachers share their evidence-

based and effective instructional approaches with one another. 

Step 3: Common assessments - At predetermined points in the school year, but 

no less often than every six weeks, students participate in a common assessment 

of their learning.  Although a number of tests and assessments are commercially 

available, our experience suggests that when groups of teachers create their 

common assessments, scores rise faster.  Although the assessment may not be 

perfect, creating it allows groups of teachers to talk about the standards, how the 
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standards might be assessed, how students are currently performing, and what 

learning needs to take place for students to demonstrate proficiency.  

Step 4: Consensus scoring and item analysis - Once all the students have 

participated in the common assessment and the scores have been tabulated, 

teachers meet to discuss the results.  The results are presented for the grade or the 

course, not for individual teachers.  They question one another about what student 

do and don‟t understand and theorize about future instruction, pacing, 

instructional materials, assessments, and planning. 

Step 5: Revising pacing guides and assessments, reteaching, and forming 

intervention groups - As teachers review students‟ work, they note changes that 

need to be made in the pacing guides, review standards for clarification of the 

content, and plan for reteaching opportunities.  This final step provides an 

opportunity for the protocol cycle to begin again-the assessment data informs 

instruction, curriculum, and future assessments. 

Describing their findings following implementation of this five-step protocol being 

utilized by a middle school to improve students‟ writing scores on a statewide 

assessment, Fisher and Johnson report, “The lowest score an individual student can 

receive is a two and the highest score is an eight.  The changes in writing achievement 

between 2001 and 2004 clearly indicate that this group of teachers made a difference in 

the achievement of their students in just a few years (see Figure 1)” (pp. 28-29). 
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Figure 1:  Writing Achievement in Fisher and Johnson Study (2006) 

Writing Score 2001 2004 Difference 

8 0% 1% + 1% 

6-7 5% 19% +14% 

4-5 18% 58% +40% 

2-3 78% 22% -56% 

 

Similar results on state content standards assessments were also found by teachers 

working collaboratively on content standards in a high school history course (p. 31).

 Figure 2:  Social Studies Achievement in Fisher and Johnson Study (2006) 

Performance Level 2002 2005 

Advanced 1% 2% 

Proficient 3% 9% 

Basic 27% 31% 

Below Basic 24% 22% 

Far Below Basic 46% 36% 

 

A model or protocol similar to the one studied by Fisher and Johnson will help to guide 

the work of the collaborative teams participating in this particular study. 



 

 58 

The creation of a professional learning community as a strategy to bring about 

school improvement has shown promise, particularly within the past 10 years of 

educational reform.  The improved school capacity that often results when schools 

address the many potential challenges to teachers working collaboratively together 

toward a common goal, improved student achievement, has been found in numerous 

studies.  The particular task that teachers engage in when working collaboratively is of 

the utmost importance, as King and Newman (2000) remind those interested in learning 

communities as a means of reform, “Teacher learning is most likely to occur when 

teachers can concentrate on instruction and student outcomes in the specific contexts in 

which they teach” (p. 576).  The research supports continued efforts to embed 

collaboration into the learning community within schools as they attempt to reform 

themselves for the future of education. 

                                            Synthesis of Literature 

The literature on professional learning communities emphasizes some key tenets 

that advocates argue must be in place for a school to truly be considered a learning 

community.  One of these key elements is the presence of teacher collaboration.  For 

teacher collaboration to impact the school community and ultimately the achievement of 

students, proponents of collaboration point to some crucial characteristics about the 

collaborative work of teachers.   

Many have emphasized that for collaboration to have long standing impact on the 

school community the culture of the community is crucial, specifically a culture that 

includes trust among the colleagues and a willingness to address the inevitable conflicts 
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that will arise when teachers work collaboratively rather than in isolation.  In addition to 

creating a positive culture in a learning community, significant efforts must be made to 

address the longstanding tradition of isolation within education, and opportunities for 

teachers to work collaboratively must be pursued.  Simply working collaboratively rather 

than in isolation does not automatically ensure that a learning community will evolve 

however.  Equally important to the opportunity to collaborate, is the focus of that 

collaboration, specifically collaboration that is aimed at work that directly impacts 

teachers and students, for example development of curriculum, instruction and 

assessments.  Finally, a key characteristic of learning communities is that they find time 

to make collaboration an ongoing part of the work that teachers do, rather than an 

infrequent exercise that is not embedded into routine practice. 

There is significant agreement among the majority of the studies included in this 

review, that learning communities have been shown to positively impact student 

achievement and that one of the key components of successful learning communities is 

the existence of teacher collaboration.  An important benefit of teacher collaboration that 

many studies point to is the clear purpose and focus that typically exists within learning 

communities where strong teacher collaboration exists.  The clear purpose and focus has 

been noted to create a coherent program within the schools where the collaboration 

occurs, allowing for achievement gains that are often widespread throughout a school 

community rather than isolated in a single classroom.  There also appears to be 

agreement among those studying learning communities that time for collaboration, and an 
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agreed upon focus for the collaboration, are crucial ingredients for the collaborative 

efforts to benefit the learning community.   

           An area where there appears to be some disagreement among those who have 

studied collaborative school communities is the importance of structure versus culture in 

helping create a learning community.  While many argue that addressing culture is most 

critical in attempting to create a learning community, contending that it is essential for 

successful reform and growth to occur, some point to the structures that are in place 

within a school community as most important in establishing a learning community.   

Although not necessarily an area of disagreement or agreement within the studies 

reviewed, another tendency emerged worth noting.  The studies showed somewhat 

significant differences in the existence of collaborative work among levels of schools.  

Specifically, differences existed within the collaboration that occurred in elementary 

schools, middle level schools, and high schools.  Generally, the studies showed a 

somewhat higher degree of frequency of effective collaboration at elementary and middle 

schools when compared to high schools, something certainly confirmed in one of the 

most recent studies completed regarding efforts to improve student learning (Wahlstrom, 

et. al. 2010).  In addition to the frequency of collaboration being different among levels, 

the focus of the collaborative efforts also differed among the levels, with a focus on 

discussion about shared students or interdisciplinary curriculum planning being most 

common at the elementary and middle level, and a focus on curriculum development and 

creation of assessments being most common at the high school level. 
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          This case study attempts to integrate and follow many of the recommendations set 

forth by those who have researched effective learning communities throughout the last 10 

years, specifically with regard to collaborative work among teachers, into a large 

suburban high school setting.  Within this case study, efforts were made to create 

opportunities for collaboration focused on the development of curriculum, instructional 

strategies and assessments, acknowledging the type of collaborative work that teachers 

are engaged in, as crucial to its impact.  These opportunities for collaboration were 

provided within the regular teacher duty day, in an effort to acknowledge the importance     

of time as an element of effective collaboration.  There was a structure for the 

collaborative work including monitoring of the progress of the work, recognizing the 

importance of structure that some researchers have called for in collaboration within a 

learning community. 

The school in this particular study has created opportunities within the regular 

school day for various teachers of common courses, e.g., English teachers, to meet during 

a common planning period to discuss curriculum development, instructional strategies 

and the development of common assessments.  Within the collaborative work of the 

teachers involved in this study, time was spent on developing collaborative relationships 

among colleagues as well as following protocol for the development of curriculum, 

instructional strategies and assessments. 

The following chapter further outlines the specific methodology of this case 

study, providing further detail about the context of the study. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 This chapter describes the methodological design of this research.  This research 

is best described as a case study, and more specifically, a descriptive case study.  “A 

descriptive case study in education is one that presents a detailed account of the 

phenomenon under study--a historical case study that chronicles a sequence of events, for 

example” (Merriam, 1998, p. 38). The phenomenon under study in the research was the 

collaborative work of the teachers within the high school being studied.  The questions 

guiding the research in this study were: 

1. What are the structural conditions such as; time to collaborate, interdependent 

teaching roles, communication structures, etc., that participants regard as 

supportive of a school-based professional learning community in a high school 

setting? 

2. What are the indicators such as; approaches to conflict, openness to improvement, 

trust and respect, etc., that participants regard as evidence of effective teacher 

collaboration in a high school setting? 

3. To what extent do participants assert that teacher collaboration influences the 

outcome of curriculum design, instructional strategies and assessments? 

The above questions have been answered utilizing qualitative methodologies, including 

group observations, individual interviews, and document analysis which are described 

more fully later in this chapter. 

 



 

 63 

Research Design 

 A descriptive approach was chosen for this study to allow the researcher to gain a 

more thorough understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  Group observations, 

document analysis, and individual interviews provide a deeper understanding of the 

impact of the phenomenon, specifically teachers working collaboratively to develop 

curriculum, instructional strategies and assessments. 

Sampling 

The sampling choice is of central importance to the validity of any qualitative research. 

“The logic and power of purposeful sampling depends on selecting information-rich 

cases for study in depth.  Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a 

great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 

1990, p. 169). The sampling plan for this particular study was purposive and most closely 

resembled the stratified purposeful sampling type of Miles and Huberman (1994). This 

sampling type was chosen to “illustrate subgroups, facilitates comparison” (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 28).  Specifically, course-specific teams of teachers exist in the high 

school that was the subject of this study. Therefore, one course-specific team was chosen 

to represent each of the core subject areas of math, science, social studies, and English, as 

well as a collaborative team in the elective areas, specifically Family and Consumer 

Sciences (FACS).  In each subject area, the team chosen was based upon a group that was 

currently being given time, specifically a class period, during their regular school day for 

the purpose of working as a team. 
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The selective process use to identify individuals to participate in the interview 

portion of this study was, once again, purposive.  Specifically, each of the collaborative 

group members who were present during observations of the collaborative group 

interactions was a participant in an individual interview. Conducting interviews with 

these individuals provided the researcher an opportunity to compare his interpretations 

and analysis of what was observed in the context of observations with the perceptions 

shared during the respective individual interviews. 

Finally, documents were gathered by asking each of the collaborative teams to 

provide the researcher with copies of documents that were created through the 

collaborative process.  Documents also were secured by researcher through a search of 

teacher and school district websites.  Relevant documents were obtained resulting in the 

most complete set of documents available for analysis, specific to the course that was the 

focus of the particular group. 

Presented in Table 1 is a summary of the types of data collected related to each 

collaborative team.  Recall that a collaborative team, for the purpose of this study 

referred, to teachers who shared responsibility for the design and instruction of a specific 

course.      
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Table 1:  Course Specific Teams Studied 

Teams 

Studied 

Number of 

members 

Number of 

observations 

Number of 

individual 

interviews 

Number of 

Documents 

Reviewed 

Team A 4 2 2 2 

Team B 4 2 2 3 

Team C 2 2 2 4 

Team D 3 2 2 6 

Team E 4 2 2 5 

 

Group Observations 

Group observations of specific collaborative teams of teachers that exist within 

the high school community being studied were conducted. As Marshall and Rossman 

note, “Observation entails the systematic noting and recording of events, behaviors, and 

artifacts (objects) in the social setting chosen for study… It is used to discover complex 

interactions in natural social settings” (1999, p. 107). The primary purpose of the group 

observations was to observe first-hand the implementation of collaborative teams that 

have been assembled for the purpose of the development of curriculum, instructional 

strategies and assessments. The group observations assisted the researcher in providing 

answers to the proposed research questions, particularly the question regarding the 

indicators of effective teacher collaboration within a high school setting, allowing the 

researcher to observe situations that may be uncomfortable for participants to discuss via 

the interview process that followed (Creswell, 2003). 

Instrumentation 

Field notes served as the primary record of the group observations, consisting of 

open-ended notes of the observation. The open-ended notes of the observation provided 
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the researcher an opportunity for descriptive notes (e.g. physical setting, accounts of 

activities, etc.), as well as reflective notes (e.g. researchers personal thoughts, 

impressions, etc.), of what occurred throughout the collaborative team meeting (Creswell, 

2003). 

Data Collection, Management, and Analysis 

 Group observations were conducted by the researcher, utilizing the structured and 

unstructured components of the field notes to record the experiences of the collaborative 

teams. The observer attempted to play the role of observer as participant by participating 

in the situation only to the level of being present throughout the meeting, while 

maintaining the primary role of being an information gatherer (Merriam, 1998).  Field 

notes were recorded by the researcher while the collaborative team meeting was 

occurring so as to capture the essence of the meeting. Additionally, the researcher 

summarized the results of the meeting immediately following its completion.  Copies of 

any summary notes or minutes taken by members of the collaborative group were also 

secured as an additional source of data for the group observations. 

 Following the collection of data through the group observations, the data were 

organized and analyzed using a qualitative coding strategy. Data were organized into 

themes or patterns that emerged from each of the groups observed, as well as themes or 

patterns that emerged from within a particular group. Anticipated codes included 

establishment of roles within the groups, work tasks or activities engaged in, observed 

benefits of collaboration, conflict resolution strategies and decision making processes, 
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and similarities and differences between and across subject areas.  Once the themes and 

patterns were established a coding scheme was applied to each of the observations 

conducted (Creswell, 2003).  The final coding of the group observations included the 

anticipated codes as well as some additional and more specific codes such as curriculum 

guides and objectives, teacher flexibility and autonomy, consensus based decision 

making, etc. (See Appendix C for the complete coding scheme).  The coding scheme of 

the observations did follow a similar pattern across the teams being studied however 

variations did exist between teams and are noted throughout Chapter 4. 

Methodological integrity 

 Reliability in the traditional sense is not typically a criteria used to define a 

descriptive study, particularly a study similar to the one involved in this research, as 

replication of the study is difficult due to the variability of human behavior. Rather, the 

researcher in this study aimed for credibility and consistency with the conclusions that 

are drawn from the data gathered (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  In order to achieve credibility 

and consistency, the researcher paid particular attention to the investigator‟s position and 

the triangulation of the data gathered from the multiple methods of data collection 

utilized for this study (Merriam, 1998).  Specifically, the researcher was looking for an 

interplay of the data sources gathered via each of the methods utilized in the study, 

seeking connections throughout.  Additionally, the researcher employed a number of the 

strategies suggested by Creswell (2003) to ensure internal validity of the study, 

specifically, triangulation, member-checking, rich, thick description, and clarifying the 

bias. 
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External validity or generalizability, are also not terms for which those engaged in 

qualitative research are typically striving for.  The researcher for this study sought reader 

or user generalizability (Merriam, 1998).  Through inclusion of a rich, thick text 

description, the researcher provides a level of detail that will assist the reader in 

determining the similarities between their context and the context that is the subject of the 

study.  

Interviews 

 Following the observations of the collaborative teams chosen for the study, each 

member of the collaborative group was interviewed individually.  The intent of the 

interview was to have an in-depth conversation with each individual about his or her 

perceptions of the collaborative team of which they were part, thereby allowing the 

researcher to expand his understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  Interviewing 

of participants was particularly valuable to help the researcher understand the 

phenomenon as the participant views it, rather than as the researcher views it (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999). The interview process enabled the researcher to better answer the third 

research question regarding the impact of teacher collaboration on curriculum design, 

instructional strategies and assessments, once again from the perspective of the 

participant. 

Instrumentation 

 By design, interviews consisted of open-ended questions aimed at offering the 

opportunity for the interviewees to provide the researcher with their individual 
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perspective regarding the phenomenon of the study.  An interview protocol was 

established to allow the researcher to set the stage for the interview.  The interview 

consisted of structured, yet open-ended questions that allowed the researcher to gather 

both standardized information as well as information unique to the individuals that were 

interviewed (Merriam, 1998).  

The first three questions asked of the participants were used to identify the level 

of experience of the interviewee, both within the context of the study as well as within 

the field of education.  These questions were followed by an opportunity for the 

interviewee to describe their work related to curriculum, instruction and assessment prior 

to being involved in the collaborative team.  Interviewees were then asked to offer their 

individual insights regarding the impact of the collaborative teamwork on curriculum, 

instructional strategies and assessments.  Next, participants were asked to assess the 

effectiveness of their specific collaborative team with regard to decision-making, 

cooperation/collegiality, and the impact on their collaborative work on teaching and 

learning.  Finally, participants were given the opportunity to provide their overall 

perspective with regard to their experiences working within this collaborative team. 

Data Collection, Management, and Analysis 

Interviews were conducted by the researcher in a setting comfortable and familiar 

to the interviewee, at the school that is the subject of the study. The interview took place 

during a time preferred by the interviewee, either during a prep period, before or after 

school, or during some other preferred time. These efforts to provide a comfortable 
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environment for the interviews assisted the researcher in creating a situation most likely 

to elicit honest and thorough feedback regarding the individual‟s perception of their 

collaborative team, something that was particularly important considering the researchers 

former and present role within the school and school district. 

The researcher utilized two methods of recording the information that was 

gathered during the interview process, specifically note-taking during the interview as 

well as making an audio recording of the interview (Merriam, 1998). Employing these 

methods allowed the researcher to ensure that both the context and contents of the 

interview were recorded. At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher summarized 

responses with the interviewee to ensure that the responses were recorded correctly. 

Data from each of the interviews were organized and analyzed utilizing 

qualitative coding strategies similar to those used during the analysis of the group 

observations. Data were organized into themes or patterns that emerged from each of the 

individuals interviewed, as well as themes or patterns that emerged from a particular 

individual. Once the themes and patterns were established a coding scheme was applied 

to each of the interviews conducted (Creswell, 2003).  Anticipated codes included 

reference to the establishment of roles within the groups, work tasks or activities engaged 

in, benefits of collaboration that were shared, conflict resolution strategies and decision 

making processes discussed, and similarities and differences between and across subject 

areas. The final coding scheme included the anticipated codes as well as some additional 

and more specific codes that evolved.  These additional codes included a deepening of 

curriculum guidelines and maps, sharing ideas and strategies, and 
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reassurance/reaffirmation about teaching practices. (See Appendix G for the complete 

coding scheme). 

 Methodological Integrity 

 Different qualitative research methods share similar limitations with regard to 

reliability and credibility.  Specifically, in this study, intentional efforts to ensure 

consistency and credibility with the previously described observation methods also were 

employed with the interviews.  As was described for the group observations, the 

researcher employed a number of the strategies suggested by Creswell (2003) to ensure 

internal validity of the interview results of this study, specifically, triangulation across 

methods, member-checking, and clarifying the bias. Also as mentioned above, particular 

attention was paid given the role of the researcher within this study to ensure the integrity 

of the data gathered through the interview process. 

Document Analysis 

 The collaborative teams that were the subject of this study were assembled to 

accomplish the work of developing curriculum, instructional strategies and assessments 

to be used by members of the collaborative teams. Resulting from this collaborative work 

were various work products or documents.  According to Merriam, “The best primary 

sources are those recorded closest in time and place to the phenomenon by a qualified 

person” (1998, p. 122).  The researcher collected documents as described previously, then 

analyzed the documents, looking for activities or topics, (e.g. a specific curriculum 

document or assessment that was created and/or reviewed) that related to the observations 
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and interviews conducted.  One important function of the document review was 

corroborating data from the interviews.  The review of documents combined with a 

review of the observation notes and analysis of interview results, assisted the researcher 

in answering the research question specific to the outcomes reached by the collaborative 

work of the teachers within the study. 

Instrumentation 

 Examples of the documents analyzed for this portion of the research included 

curriculum frameworks that were developed by the collaborative teams, lessons or units 

that were developed by the group and were being utilized by all members of the group, 

and assessments that were being utilized by all members of the group. Items that the 

researcher looked for in analyzing these documents were the following: evidence of a 

curriculum framework that followed a recognizable design process (e.g. “Backward 

Design Process”), evidence of lessons or units that have been created through a 

collaborative process (e.g. “Lesson Study”), and evidence of the creation of common 

assessments. 

Data Collection, Management, and Analysis 

 An effort was made to collect the available documents prior to the conducting of 

individual interviews with the participants of the collaborative teams, the reason for 

which is described further in the following section. Once the documents were collected 

from the various collaborative teams, the authenticity and accuracy of the documents was 

assessed. While assessing the authenticity and accuracy, the researcher identified 
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commonalities between the various documents provided by each group member, looking 

for consistency among assessment measures between the curriculum framework and the 

developed assessments. Once the documents were determined to be authentic and 

accurate, a content analysis was conducted to help the researcher describe the contents of 

the documents (Merriam, 1998). 

Methodological Integrity 

 The primary purpose for including document analysis as a part of the study was to 

provide the researcher with documentation of the work that resulted from the efforts of 

the collaborative teams observed. In order to provide the researcher with internal validity 

for this study, document analysis was utilized as an important component.  As was 

mentioned above, efforts were made to collect the available documents prior to 

conducting the individual interviews.  This procedure allowed the researcher to utilize the 

acquired documents to establish an understanding of the work completed by members of 

the collaborative group prior to conducting interviews with the individual participants.  

This knowledge assisted the researcher in knowing, when, if ever, follow- up questions 

were necessary during the interview process in order to gain a more thorough 

understanding of the work of the collaborative team. Additionally, review of the 

documents prior to the interviews allowed the researcher to engage the interviewee in 

member-checking where appropriate to assist in ensuring validity (Creswell, 2003). 
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Overall Analysis 

 The researcher employed the following steps to fully work with the data gathered 

from each of the methodologies used in this study.  Upon completion of each observation, 

the data were organized and coded.  Once both observations were conducted of each 

team, the data were organized and coded for that particular team.  Similarly, the interview 

data was organized and coded following each individual interview, and then once all 

interviews for a particular team were concluded, the data was organized and coded for 

that team.  Finally, the documents were analyzed and coded for each team. 

 Following the above process, the overall data from each methodology was 

analyzed, allowing the researcher to create a “story” specific to each team.  Once an 

understanding of each team was created, the researcher then began to analyze the data 

across teams, looking for similarities, differences and overall themes and conclusions 

able to be drawn about course-specific collaborative teams involved in this study.  

Finally, the findings of this particular study were then related to the literature specific to 

the topic of learning communities and more specifically teacher collaboration. 

Summary 

 This research study was designed to gain a more thorough understanding of the 

collaborative work done by teams of teachers within a high school setting.  The 

descriptive case study approach allowed the researcher to gain a breadth and depth of 

understanding about the phenomenon being studied, specifically collaborative work of 

teachers done within the framework of a professional learning community. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

 Professional learning communities (PLC‟s) have been defined and described in 

the literature in a variety of ways, with some common themes.  Common themes from the 

literature include: shared mission or purpose that focuses on student learning, teachers 

working collaboratively to achieve the purpose, and results-oriented work focused on 

continuous improvement (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Taylor, Presley & Pearson, 2000; 

Eaker, DuFour & DuFour, 2002; Kruse, Seashore Louis & Bryk, 2004; Gruenert, 2006; 

Hord & Sommers, 2008).  

In addition to the above mentioned themes of a professional learning community, 

the application of PLC tenets in a variety of school settings has also helped to establish 

further insights into what a PLC is or can be.  The results of this study were intended to 

provide further understanding of a particular application of professional learning 

community concepts, namely course specific collaborative teams focused on the 

establishment of common curriculum, instructional strategies and assessments.  This 

chapter includes findings drawn from a collective analysis of collaborative team 

observations, collaborative team member individual interviews, and products that 

resulted from the work of the collaborative teams.  The findings are organized around 

analysis of the work tasks in which teams engaged and also around the collaborative 

relationships within each team.  The similarities and differences among and across 

collaborative teams also are described.  Before describing the functioning and perceptions 

of each individual team, the chapter begins with an overall summary of findings related 
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to work tasks that teams were engaged in, collaborative relationships that resulted within 

a particular team, and the documents created by a team. 

Work Tasks 

 Each of the teams included in this study were formed to foster collaborative work 

among members in establishing a common curriculum and/or curriculum framework, the 

sharing of instructional strategies and the creating common assessments.  A curriculum 

framework is commonly used among collaborative teams because frameworks provide a 

structure for teams to discuss and place agreed upon common objectives or outcomes for 

a particular course about which they are collaborating.  

The school district within this study has utilized a system for developing 

curriculum maps/frameworks for courses and the implementation of the district‟s 

curriculum frameworks process varied among the teams observed.  Specific examples of 

this variation will be shared throughout this chapter.  In addition to an inconsistent 

mapping process, the starting point for curriculum discussions also varied between teams, 

sometimes starting with textbooks, sometime with state standards.  While the 

observations and interviews of the five teams revealed a few common practices in the 

area of curriculum development, there were more variations than commonalities in the 

ways in which teams engaged around curriculum.  These will be shared in detail within 

the specific summary of each team. 

 Sharing instructional strategies was least observed of the intended collaborative 

team work tasks.  Similar to the development of curriculum frameworks, there was 

significant variation among the collaborative teams in their use of collaborative time for 
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the purpose of sharing instructional strategies and these findings will be described within 

the summary of each team. 

Although it was evident through interviews that common assessments were 

something with which each of the study participants had some level of familiarity in the 

context of their collaborative teamwork, the extent of development and use of common 

assessments varied substantially among the collaborative teams.  Within the teams that 

had fully developed common assessments, evidence of those assessments being 

discussed, evaluated, and adjusted was observed.  Among the teams in which members 

exhibited greater teacher autonomy in relationship to implementation of a curriculum 

framework, there also appeared to be a higher level of autonomy in terms of the 

implementation of common assessments.  Similarly, the teams that demonstrated more 

consistent implementation of a common curriculum framework also appeared more 

consistent in the use of common assessments.  Differences among teams will again be 

explored in greater detail within the summary of the individual teams. 

Collaborative Relationships and the Benefits 

Decision Making Processes 

The observations and follow up interviews of the collaborative teams that were a 

part of this study provided an opportunity for some understanding of the role that 

collaborative work can have on decision making within a particular team.  As was the 

case with the work tasks in which each team engaged, there was variation among the 

teams in terms of how collaboration played into decision making within the team.  

Additionally, the role of collaboration in decision making varied for individual members 
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of particular teams, differences that will be more fully described in the summaries of each 

team.   

Most decisions made within each of the groups appeared to be based upon a 

“consensus” model whereby dialogue was shared and then if a decision needed to be 

made, a group consensus was reached.  Findings from the interviews of individuals 

generally confirmed the findings from the observations that decision making within the 

collaborative teams was typically accomplished utilizing a “consensus” based approach.  

The interviews of each individual participant within this study provided significant 

insight into the processes utilized for decision making by each of the collaborative teams 

and is described later in this chapter as pertained to each team. 

Benefits of Collaboration 

 The benefits of collaboration were not as easily or obviously recognized during 

the two observations conducted of each of the collaborative teams.  There were, however, 

readily discernable examples of relational trust within each of the teams as defined by 

Bryk and Schneider (2003).  It also seemed that by working in collaborative teams, 

historically prevalent norms of teacher isolation had been decreased (Newman & 

Wehlage, 1995; Flowers, Mertens, & Mulhall, 1998).  Similar to summaries above about 

engagement in work tasks and decision making processes, variations were noted among 

teams in terms of benefits realized from collaboration.  Within some of the teams, there 

were clear indications of positive and productive working relationships and trust.  Within 

other teams such benefits were much more subtle.  



 

 79 

Benefits of collaboration were much more easily recognized and acknowledged 

through the interview process than they had been during the two observations conducted 

of each of the collaborative teams.  Similar to the observations there were examples 

provided by members of each of the teams where it was notable that a level of relational 

trust as had been established within the teams.   Additionally, throughout the interviews 

many participants also spoke about how working collaboratively with their colleagues 

had resulted in decreased teacher isolation (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Flowers, 

Mertens, & Mulhall, 1998).  As with other components of the research process, variations 

in the benefits of collaboration were noticeable among the different teams and will be 

reported in greater detail throughout this chapter.   

Document Analysis 

In an effort to find evidence of the collaborative work that was observed during 

meeting and heard during interviews, documents that had been produced by each of the 

collaborative teams were reviewed.  As with other components of this study, the quantity 

and quality of available documents varied among the teams.  In some cases the 

documents were consistent with, and confirmed, the outcomes of the observations and 

interviews of the respective teams, while in other instances, the products did not appear to 

align with the observations and interviews.  Meaning products did not align with what 

was observed or heard.  Further detail regarding the documents reviewed will once again 

be shared in the summary of each collaborative team. 
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Findings Pertaining to Each Collaborative Team 

A summary of the results of each of the course specific collaborative teams that 

were a part of this study are provided below.  Each summary addresses work tasks, 

relationships, and products, in greater details than provided in the overall summaries 

provided above. 

Team A 

Throughout the observations completed with the team A, the focus of the 

meetings revolved around the creation of a year-long curriculum map, with members 

trying to ensure that each trimester contained a writing and a speaking element.  While 

consistency in units was a goal of the curriculum map, there appeared to be a very strong 

desire to maintain teacher flexibility within this map, specific to the time-frame for each 

of the units within a trimester or throughout the school year.  This desire for flexibility 

was summarized best by one member who stated, “It doesn‟t really matter specifically 

how much time we spend in terms of the number of weeks, just that we hit all areas and 

units.” 

The members of team A shared a consistent message during the individual 

interviews regarding the impact of their collaborative work on the curriculum framework 

for the course, specifically that the opportunity for collaboration was crucial as they were 

engaged in significant curriculum revision due to the adoption of a new textbook.  Three 

of four members reported a belief that the collaborative work had created an opportunity 

for a more solid curriculum development process due to the sharing of experiences and 

ideas from multiple teachers‟ perspectives.  One member who had previously been a part 
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of another collaborative team within the same department mentioned that the work of this 

particular team, specific to creation of a curriculum framework, had been much more 

collaborative in nature than her previous experience. 

Team A did engage in sharing of instructional strategies during both of the 

observations conducted.  This collaborative work did present itself in a way somewhat 

unique to this particular team, specifically the majority of the sharing of ideas was led by 

the more veteran members of the committee, while the less experienced members made 

minimal suggestions.  In the first observation the focus of the sharing surrounded one 

main topic, specifically effective strategies for helping teach the grammar components of 

the course, with the conversation being led by the most veteran member of the team.  

During the second observation, the portion of the meeting during which instructional 

strategies were discussed involved conversations about strategies for teaching universal 

themes, this time being led primarily by the second most senior member of the team. 

The interviews of members of team A revealed a significant variety of 

experiences in terms of the sharing of instructional strategies as reported by the 

participants of a collaborative team.  When describing the role that the collaborative team 

had on their instructional strategies, both the most veteran member of the team and the 

least veteran member of the team reported that they found value in the sharing of 

teaching strategies and ideas that occurred during their collaborative work.   On the other 

hand, the second most experienced member of the team shared that with regard to 

instructional strategies, very little was shared, rather, in their opinion, the most common 

result of the collaborative work was a sharing of available resources (e.g. literature 
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resources).  This perspective appeared somewhat contradictory to the observations in 

which it was observed that this particular member shared a number of instructional 

strategies with their colleagues.  The final member of this team shared that it appeared 

that the focus of the team had been primarily on development of the curriculum 

framework/map, thus resulting in few conversations regarding instructional strategies. 

In the area of assessment the primary focus of team A was on assuring that each 

trimester of the school year contained an assessment of students‟ abilities in writing and 

speaking.  Within this particular observation there was discussion, with no collective 

decision made, regarding a consistent presentation that all students in this course would 

need to give in order to assess their performance in speech. 

As was seen during the observations of team A, the interviews showed little 

evidence of work being done to define common assessments by this team.  One  

member spoke of how in the past this group had worked on common trimester finals, 

suggesting that the group might possibly consider that in the future once the revision of 

curriculum work is completed.  This person did offer however, that they were not certain 

whether all teachers of this course were using the previously established assessments. 

During observations of team A evidence was shown of collaboration having an 

impact on decision making for the team.  The first observation in which the team was 

discussing the curriculum framework, it was clear that all members of the group had 

reached consensus when they agreed that it was essential that each trimester of the school 

year contain a writing and a speaking element.  The second observation of the team also 

resulted in a collaborative decision being made regarding how to conclude the year long 
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concept of universal themes using the “Faulkner speech” during the final trimester.  This 

idea was proposed by a member of the team who had been identified as the leader in the 

past and upon acceptance by the most senior member of the team, the entire team was in 

support of the idea. 

Interviews of members of team A confirmed the existence of a strong consensus 

based decision making approach such that each member of the team described a similar 

approach.  The description of how consensus was reached was similar among the 

members interviewed regardless of their level of experience, as both of the less 

experienced members used the terms “talking it through” to describe the decision making 

process and the most experienced member described the process as “a give and take”. 

Team A was also observed to be engaging in collaborative work that resulted in 

decreased isolation for members of the collaborative team as well as for some other 

teachers associated with the team.  Something unique to this team was that members of 

the team also referenced the importance of communicating with those teachers who were 

not able to be a part of the team meetings but were also teaching one or two sections of 

the course that they were discussing so that they too could benefit from the collective 

decisions that the group was making.  One of the members of the group took it upon 

themselves to send a summary e-mail to those teachers not able to be a part of the 

meetings so that they could see the results of the meetings and give input if they chose to 

do so.  Another example of the team working to minimize isolation was an effort that was 

made at the beginning of one of the meetings to insure that the member of the team who 



 

 84 

was absent from the last meeting was given a brief summary of the last meeting so that 

they were able to fully participate in the current meeting. 

Members of team A spoke very positively during individual interviews about the 

benefits of their participation on a collaborative team.  All four members referenced a 

“team effort” as a part of this collaborative team.  Two of the members who had been a 

part of other collaborative teams within the department compared the effectiveness of this 

team to the other teams and acknowledged a much more positive experience with this 

particular team because it was clear that people “wanted to be a part of the collaborative 

team”.  One of the least experienced members of the team, in referencing collaborative 

work stated, “This is the most important use of staff development time”.  Likewise, the 

most experienced member of the team spoke very positively about the benefits when 

sharing, “This is the most fun I have had teaching in my twenty plus years, it has opened 

my eyes to different ways and has also been reassuring when people want to do things the 

way I do them”. 

The documents available for review from team A showed some evidence of the 

work that they had been focusing on during their collaborative work time, specifically 

development of a yearlong curriculum map utilizing the newly adopted textbook.  A 

curriculum map was developed as a result of this team‟s work and was provided to the 

researcher by one of the members of the team, however, as of July, 9th, 2010 the map 

was not available on the school district‟s website.  Consistent with the results of the 

observations and interviews of team A, significant freedom and autonomy existed for the 

individual members of the team, something that could be confirmed by the limited and 
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inconsistent information that was available on the individual teacher‟s websites related to 

the curriculum map/framework for the course that was the focus of their collaborative 

work. 

Team B 

 The observations conducted of team B showed very minimal reference to a 

curriculum map or framework.  Based upon the meetings observed, there was evidence 

that a common curriculum framework does exist in terms of an understanding of key 

units within the course.  For example, during one of the observations, the members were 

evaluating and adjusting a review sheet for an upcoming unit assessment, however, there 

was little if any reference to the curriculum map that this unit was a part of. 

Throughout the interviews of each of the members of team B, very little reference 

was made to significant work being done in the area of curriculum framework 

development.  Each member did acknowledge that a curriculum map existed for the 

course they were collaborating about, however, other than mentioning the importance of 

adherence to the trimester calendar associated with the curriculum map, very little insight 

was shared regarding the map.  There was one exception mentioned by one of the more 

veteran members, when making a comparison to this particular course prior to there being 

an opportunity for collaborative work time and the fact that there is now much more 

consistency in delivering of a common curriculum, something she attributed to the 

opportunities they have had for collaborative work.   

There were two main activities that team B engaged in during the observations 

completed that could be characterized as time spent on instructional strategies.  During 
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the first observation a dialogue was had regarding how best to utilize an upcoming review 

sheet with approaches being shared by each member of the collaborative team present.  In 

the second observation, the participants spent time discussing how each of them utilized a 

common worksheet they each were reviewing to help students conduct an evaluation of 

college costs, as a part of the upcoming future planning unit.  During each of the above 

conversations, the sharing of instructional strategies appeared to be somewhat one-way, 

in that there was not a lot “give and take” surrounding the strategies, rather a mere 

sharing by each of the team members present. 

Interviews of the members of team B resulted in a common theme related to 

instructional strategies that was shared by each of the four participants,  as each 

specifically emphasized the value of “sharing ideas” through the collaborative team 

process.  Both of the most veteran members of the team offered some additional insights 

that were of particular interest.  One of the veteran members spoke about the value this 

experience offers for the purpose of mentoring new teachers, both those new to the 

profession in general and specifically to this course, providing a “vehicle for the sharing 

of instructional strategies, both effective and ineffective ones”.  One of the other more 

veteran members of the team offered that the collaborative process provides an 

opportunity for the sharing of different perspectives with regard to instructional 

strategies, causing each of the members to “think differently about how they teach”, 

however, noting that from her perspective, members typically return “to what they are 

most comfortable with”. 
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Similar to team A, team B had discussion surrounding common assessment, a 

conversation that team B did take further than their team A colleagues, as they 

established some key common components of an upcoming unit test.  It was evident 

during the observation however, that while major components of the upcoming test 

would be consistent among all teachers, there would also be a level of autonomy 

exercised by each teacher regarding the full content of the test. 

The interviews of team B provided additional perspective regarding their 

implementation of common assessments as a collaborative team, confirming the 

inconsistencies displayed during the observation regarding the unit tests that were 

“common” among the members.  Two of the members did speak about a process for 

sharing of ideas and edits to the previous unit tests prior to utilizing that particular test 

again, a process that typically involved a sharing among members, often via e-mail, and 

then a development of “key questions” that are consistent.  A common theme that was 

shared by all four members interviewed was that once the “common” assessment is 

established, there remained an opportunity for flexibility and autonomy for each 

individual teacher to edit questions as they deemed appropriate for their class. 

Observations of team B provided very little insight into the role that collaborative 

work had on decision making processes for this particular team.  During the first 

observation there were a couple of items on the upcoming elections test that were 

discussed (e.g. “extra credit”) and when there appeared to be a lack of consensus, it was 

decided to leave this up to individual teachers.  During this same meeting there was one 

example where as a result of a discussion about a particular concept, clarification of the 
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concept of platform versus plank, a decision was made to revise the question on the test.  

The second observation of this collaborative team showed little if any impact of 

collaborative work on decision making processes. 

During interviews members of team B provided further insight, as well as 

confirmation, of the decision making processes that were observed within this team.  The 

lack of a definitive process that was noticed during the observations was acknowledged 

by members of the team during the follow up interviews.  Each individual described a 

slightly different process for decision making, although a common theme pointed to a 

lack of consensus and consistent decisions within the team.  One member described the 

process as “allowing teachers to maintain their distinct teaching style”, while another 

member stated, “we usually do our own thing, picking and choosing the results of the 

collaborative work we want to use”.  A third member described the process as “allowing 

for significant flexibility and autonomy, which has resulted in little if any conflict”.  The 

final member stated, “We are able to reach consensus together because we are always 

given choice”. 

 Through observations of team B it was apparent that a decrease in teacher 

isolation was a benefit that members of the team had experienced as a result of their 

collaborative work.  One specific example where this reduction in isolation occurred was 

when a less experienced member of the team was discussing a particular question on the 

upcoming election test and raised a question regarding the difference between a political 

“platform” and “plank”.  Following the question, a dialogue ensued among all members 

of the team present, providing clarification to the answer that they were collectively 
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looking for, and as a result of this conversation, the question on the exam was edited.  

The team member who raised this question appeared very satisfied with the fact that this 

question had been revised as a result of this process. 

Once again, based upon the individual interviews conducted, team B shared the 

least significant impact and benefit of collaborative work.  While sharing of ideas and 

perspectives was the most common benefit cited by members of the social studies team 

with three of the four members sharing that as their experience, there was minimal 

mention of examples where a colleague‟s ideas had impacted one‟s teaching practice.  

Additionally, one member shared a somewhat unique perspective stating “being a part of 

a collaborative team has allowed me to teach better when the organizational tasks are 

being taken care of as a team”.  One of the other most experienced members of the team 

shared that a benefit of collaborative work has been that teachers of this course have 

stayed closer together in terms of what is being taught and the assessments being given 

when they have had time to collaborate. 

The review of the documents provided to the researcher by members of team B as 

well as those available via the internet resulted in findings that were consistent with the 

observations and interviews of this team.  The school district website did provide a 

curriculum map for all three trimesters of the course this team was collaborating about, as 

well as notation of common assessments aligned to the map.  Once again however, what 

was learned through the observation and interview process was that these common 

assessments were modified by the team and flexibility had been exercised by individual 

members of the team on particular components of the assessments.  During the interview 
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process it was apparent that particular members of the collaborative team were working 

more collaboratively with each other than other members, an observation that was 

confirmed when reviewing the individual teacher websites of members of this team.  

Specifically, two of the members of the team had provided identical information on their 

websites, including the same calendar, while the other two members provided different 

and less complete information on their websites. 

Team C 

The work of team C gave clear evidence of the existence of a curriculum map for 

the course that was the focus of this particular group.  During both meetings observed, 

the conversation included reference to maintaining a focus on assuring attainment of the 

designated guidelines and objectives for this course.  During one of the meetings there 

was a lengthy conversation, approximately 1/3 of the meeting, on the topic of the number 

of catering orders (people throughout the school district and/or community placed orders 

such as a catered lunch or snack for a particular meeting they might be hosting, and 

students in the class would have the task of fulfilling the request) for the students to fulfill 

where it was stated, “It has been a challenge to maintain focus on the course 

guidelines/objectives/goals when the requests/demands for business are coming in as 

much as they are.”  This particular meeting concluded with an evaluation of the most 

recent project to be turned in, followed by analysis of the appropriateness of the number 

of work days they have spent in each unit.  As a result of this conversation, the members 

decided collectively to return to the past practice of only scheduling one event per week 
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in order to balance paperwork and experiential nature of the course for the students 

enrolled. 

Throughout the individual interviews, the members of team C reported a 

significant improvement in their curriculum development process as a result of their 

collaborative work.  Both members of the team shared that the curriculum for the 

particular course they were collaborating about was much “deeper” as a result of their 

collaboration.  One of the members spoke specifically about the “backward design 

process” (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998) they had worked on collaboratively and how that 

had brought strength and clarity to the curriculum.  The other member spoke about how 

as a result of working collaboratively, the curriculum “covers all perspectives better”. 

A sharing of instructional strategies was a key component of the collaborative 

meeting observations of team C.  Within each of the meetings observed, the members of 

the team each shared ideas and strategies of how to best provide students with the 

necessary direction for their independent work for this particular course, specifically in 

regard to the establishment of student roles within projects for the course.  The team also 

spent time in each of the meetings discussing ways in which they could provide the 

students with adequate skill development and practice to help prepare them for the public 

interaction/presentations that are associated with this course.  Each of the team members 

had some previous experience and instructional strategies they had used with other 

courses that they had taught, that they brought into this relatively new course and shared 

with each other. 
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Knowledge of each other‟s strengths and the benefit to instructional strategies was 

also a theme that emerged from the interviews of the members of collaborative team C. 

One member of this team spoke specifically about the fact that the opportunity for 

collaborative work has provided this team with a chance to develop different instructional 

strategies due to the different strengths that each member brings with them.  The other 

member reported feeling “more creative” in her instructional strategies as a result of 

working collaborative with her colleague, due to the opportunity to “bounce ideas off of 

each other and adjust them to make them effective”. 

During the observations, team C also had significant dialogue surrounding the  

topic of common assessments and the creation of such assessments.  One unique 

component to these assessments was the existence of a rubric that is utilized for the 

purpose of peer/student assessment.  A significant focus of one of the meetings observed 

involved the teachers discussing this rubric and evaluating it based upon the most recent 

project.  The purpose for the conversation was to assure that the rubric was achieving the 

intended outcome, specifically, creating an “evaluation process to be realistic with what it 

would look like in a real work setting.”  Another unique aspect of this collaborative 

team‟s work surrounding common assessments was the practice that was observed during 

another one of the meetings in which the teachers individually evaluated student projects, 

and then evaluated the same project together.  This task was done to insure consistency 

with how they were evaluating student work, as well as evaluating how well the student 

work was meeting the established standards.  This particular exercise is specifically in 
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alignment with steps three and five of O‟Shea‟s five step protocol for curriculum 

planning (2005). 

Team C‟s use of common assessment was something that both members spoke 

about at length within their individual interviews.  Both members reported their 

commitment to performance assessments as an essential assessment tool due to the nature 

of the particular course that their collaborative work was focused on.  Additionally, they 

each spoke to the importance of the development of clear rubrics for the students in order 

to assure an effective performance assessment.  One of the members shared that while the 

final project for this course has remained consistent since the beginning of this course, 

the formative assessments have been revised often.  Both members also spoke about how 

they have relied on student performance on assessments to help them determine 

necessary revisions both to the assessments and to the instruction leading up to a 

particular assessment. 

Even though team C spent very little time engaged in deliberate collaborative 

decision making processes, it appeared throughout the two observations that making 

decisions as a result of collaboration had become a very routine practice for them as a 

team.  Throughout both observations, when a decision needed to be made, an open 

discussion occurred between both members of the team and a mutual agreement was 

reached.  Both members of the team appeared equally willing to make suggestions as 

well as follow the lead of the other team member. 

While during the observations of team C very few collaborative decisions were 

actually made, the individual interviews provided support for the assumption that 
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collaborative work was impacting decision making within this team.  Very similar to their 

team A colleagues, both members described an identical process to arrive at decisions, 

each specifically stating, “We talk it through to arrive at consensus” and one member 

went further to define this process as a “give and take”. 

During the meetings observed, team C showed minimal acknowledgement by the 

members of the benefits of collaborative work during the team meetings that were 

observed.  Nonetheless, there were examples where the benefit of reduced isolation was 

observed, specifically when the team members had a conversation about the scoring of a 

particular project and they acknowledged the benefit of having two people discussing the 

assessment results as opposed to only one.  Additionally, a high level of trust had clearly 

been established between the two team members, something that was evidenced by their 

willingness to collaboratively determine specific tasks for each of them to complete and 

then rely on the other for satisfactory completion of that task. 

The interviews of team C revealed that members of this team shared similar 

experiences with their team A colleagues in terms of the benefits of collaboration.  Most 

specifically, both members of the team spoke about the “team approach” that they had 

taken, adding that as a result of this collaborative work they felt less “isolated”.  The 

opportunity to “learn from each other” was also a common experience shared by both 

members of team C.  Somewhat similar to one of the team B participants, one of the 

members of team C offered that a “sharing of responsibilities” was a benefit, allowing for 

“more effective use of our planning time”. 
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The members of team C provided a number of documents to the researcher that 

was indicative of their collaborative work.  Documents provided included a curriculum 

map for the course, two examples of assignments for student projects including the self 

and peer evaluation rubrics associated with the project, and a written unit assessment.  

These documents confirmed the work that was seen during the observations as well as 

discussed with the participants during the interviews conducted.  Review of the 

individual teacher websites of these participants did result in a finding somewhat unique 

to this team, specifically that very little of the information and documents provided were 

available via the internet. 

Team D 

Team D made numerous references to the curriculum map that guides the course 

that this particular collaborative team was working with.  During one of the meetings 

observed, the focus was on the introduction of the new textbook and the alignment of this 

textbook with the existing curriculum framework.  Throughout this particular 

conversation, the structure of the new textbook was being compared to the curriculum 

framework and similarities and differences were being noted to ensure consistency 

among teachers in the use of the textbook to meet the curriculum standards that have 

been established by the state and the school district.  During this conversation it was 

noted by one of the members that the new textbook was lacking in the area of statistics 

and therefore, would need to be supplemented with materials that had been used with the 

previous textbook. 
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Each of the members of team D had a similar memory of curriculum development 

prior to the collaborative work of their team, specifically that it was particularly 

“textbook driven”, and heavily reliant upon the individual experiences of the person 

teaching the course.  Contrary to that experience, during the interviews, each of the 

members shared a very common and different experience with regard to development of 

curriculum as a result of their collaborative work, as they reported “true conversations” 

about curriculum and the progression of various units and concepts throughout the 

course.  Each member shared the positive impact that collaborative work has had on 

helping them better understand the curriculum for this course both individually and 

collectively as a group. 

Throughout the observations team D, each of the members of the team 

contributed to dialogue about various instructional strategies that each of them had been 

using throughout the lessons they were teaching.  In the first observation, the 

conversation regarding instructional strategies focused on different ways that each of 

them had been supplementing the statistics portion of the curriculum, which they all 

agreed was somewhat lacking with the current textbook, in order to better prepare their 

students for the upcoming MCA II exam.  Each of the members had some common, as 

well as unique approaches that they shared with each other.  As a result of this 

conversation, they created a “packet” of statistics materials that they each committed to 

using to help supplement the textbook materials.  During the second meeting observed, 

the dialogue focused on the MCA II results from the previous year, specifically how the 

students performed on the geometry portion of the exam.  The conversation involved a 
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sharing, once again by each member, of ways in which they could bring more opportunity 

for “drill and practice” into their course to help better prepare students for the exam and 

specifically the geometry portion of the exam.  One of the members did have some 

previous experience teaching a geometry course and therefore, was able to contribute 

some strategies that she had found effective in previous years, something that the other 

members of the team appeared very appreciative of. 

Similar to what was seen during the observations of team D, the interviews 

indicated collaborative work having an effect on the instructional strategies of the 

participants.  All three members of the team shared that their collaborative work has  

given them confidence to try new strategies, often gaining insights and ideas from each 

other.  The least experienced member shared that it “has been great to get ideas from 

experts”.  This member went on to share that she believes they are “somewhat unique as 

a group in that we know each other‟s strengths and weaknesses and we build off of that”.  

The most experienced member of this team shared that as their instructional strategies as 

a team have evolved, it has caused them to look for and find another textbook that they 

collectively felt was more aligned with their instructional practices and strategies. 

It was clear throughout both observations of collaborative team D that each 

teacher gave common assessments at the end of each chapter as well as a common 

assessment at the end of each trimester.  The format of the common assessments in math 

was of particular interest.  Specifically, the chapter tests were similar in format to the 

MCA II statewide assessment that students would be taking near the end of the school 

year.  The end of the trimester finals were written in a format similar to the ACT test 
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which many of the students in this course would take at some point during the year that 

they were enrolled in the course.  Throughout the observations it was clear that the 

members of this collaborative team had agreed on the content of these common 

assessments and that they were delivered to all students within the course without 

variation by the teachers. 

Much like the observations of team D, the interviews of the individual members 

of this team showed that a significant focus of the work for this particular collaborative 

team was on the development and implementation of common assessments.  Each of the 

three members spoke about the consistent format that they had created through their 

collaborative work, specifically chapter tests that resembled the state test (MCA II‟s) and 

end of trimester tests that resembled the ACT exam.  One of the members spoke about 

the actual process that they use to develop their common assessments, sharing that prior 

to beginning a new chapter they look at the results of last year‟s test on the particular 

chapter/unit, edit the test as necessary, and then begin to teach the chapter.  During the 

interviews each of the members also spoke about how they use the data gathered from 

their common assessments as well as standardized assessments such as the MCA II and 

ACT, to help guide their instruction and planning for the instruction of those 

chapters/units in subsequent years. 

Similar to team C, throughout the observations it was evident that team D had 

established collaborative decision making processes for their team.  As suggestions were 

offered by any member of the team, the idea was openly discussed with various 

viewpoints shared, and if it was necessary that a decision be made regarding  
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curriculum, instructional strategies or assessments, mutual agreement appeared to be 

easily met.  

Interviews of members of team D revealed a collaborative decision making 

process had been well established within this team.  Some members of this team provided 

a slightly different description of the decision making process than team C and team A 

study participants, although each used the term “consensus” to describe their decision 

making.  One member provided further clarification by describing, “If someone disagrees 

we plead our case, then we are able to reach consensus rather easily”.  The most 

experienced member of the team stated “I don‟t know of times when it has had to be „my 

way‟, we are always able to come to a consensus”. 

 Team D was one of the teams in which there was minimal specific 

acknowledgement or mention of the benefits of collaborative work during the meetings 

observed.  It was evident during the observations however, that the isolation experienced 

by the three members of the team, related to this particular course, was minimal and that 

there was a heavy reliance on each other for the development of the curriculum and 

assessments within the course.  This certainly could be the result of the significant 

amount of the time that the three members of the team had been working together as 

colleagues teaching this particular course (four plus years). 

Members of team D were eager to share information about the benefits of 

collaboration.  All three members of the team spoke about the sharing of different 

approaches and ideas as a positive outcome of their collaborative work.  The most 

experienced member of the team expanded on this perspective by stating that in her 
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opinion, “My teaching and learning is better as a result of sharing ideas and approaches”. 

The next most experienced member also offered, “We are all contributing, participating, 

and benefitting from this collaboration”.  Finally, the least experienced member shared, 

“As a group I feel we are somewhat unique in that we know each other‟s strengths and 

weaknesses and we build off of that”.  One other unique opinion shared by this member 

was, “We have convinced all other grade levels within our department to write their 

chapter tests to look like the MCA‟s, I think that‟s because we have done this so 

collaboratively on our team.” 

While observations and interviews revealed team D to be collaborating quite 

effectively, this was also able to be confirmed by reviewing documents produced as a 

result of the collaborative work of this team.  The participants provided the researcher 

with chapter tests, end of trimester final exams, and the “packet” of statistics materials 

utilized to supplement the textbook in this particular area of the curriculum.  Different 

from team E, the curriculum map including notation of common assessments for the 

course was available on the school district website, thus allowing the researcher to 

analyze the alignment of the assessments provided with the curriculum map.  This 

analysis showed consistent alignment. 

 When reviewing the individual websites of the members of the team D, the 

highest level of consistency was found to exist.  While the calendars provided for each of 

the three members were not necessarily identical in terms of when a particular chapter 

was assessed, the variation was minimal.  Additionally, some slightly different resources 

were provided on some of the websites, although overall, consistency was observed. 
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Team E 

Observations of team E also showed evidence of the existence of a curriculum 

map and use of this map to guide conversations within the team.  The major focus for one 

of the meetings observed was a discussion of how a particular upcoming lab fit into the 

overall curriculum map in terms of building upon previous knowledge and introducing 

future topics of study.  This lab was seen as a crucial component of the curriculum by all 

members of the team, a point that was emphasized when one member proposed “maybe 

we should consider pushing back the lab which would still allow us to be slightly ahead 

of last year in preparation for the state assessment.”  This proposal was discussed and the 

decision was made to proceed as suggested.  The second observation of this group also 

showed the curriculum map being utilized as a guide for the discussion as they were 

planning out the upcoming chapter.  Throughout this meeting there was reference to the 

importance of helping students to see connections between their work with the previous 

chapters and connections to future curriculum.  A specific conversation to this point was 

evident when the members discussed helping students see similarities between 

knowledge of the periodic table (a previous chapter) and metric to English/English to 

metric conversions (the upcoming chapter), as they will both be assessed on the 

upcoming state assessment.  

Team E also reported via individual interviews, the benefits to the strength and 

depth of the curriculum as a result of the collaborative work of the team members.  One 

of the more veteran members of the team spoke about previous reliance on the textbook 

to “map” the curriculum, as compared to the current practice of sharing ideas and 
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developing a common curriculum that takes into account the textbook, state standards, 

and past experiences of the team members.  Similar to team C, another member of team E 

referred to the fact that the “backward design process is more evident when working in a 

collaborative team”.  Two other members of the team shared that the most recent work of 

the team has been focused on “tweaking” the existing curriculum and that the result has 

been a curriculum that is much more challenging for the students, something they both 

attributed to the fact that the curriculum development is occurring as a result of 

collaboration.  

Similar to the work of team D, team E spent a significant portion of the meetings 

observed conversing and sharing instructional strategies that each had used for various 

components of the course.  Different from team A, the years of experience of each of the 

members of this collaborative team had minimal impact on the level of sharing that each 

engaged in related to instructional strategies.  The sharing in the first meeting focused on 

preparation for an upcoming lab and significant conversations were had regarding the 

most effective strategies for introducing the lab.  During this conversation one of the 

more veteran members of the team spoke about a power point presentation that a less 

experienced member had created and how helpful that had been in giving students the 

necessary understanding to successfully complete the lab.  As a result of this, the entire 

team decided to use this as their introductory piece.  In the second observation, the team 

was preparing for an upcoming unit, once again sharing instructional strategies that each 

of them had found useful to help students make connections from previous units to the 

upcoming unit.  During this observation, the team members again worked collaboratively 
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to create an introductory activity that would help students to connect the upcoming 

learning with their previous knowledge.  

 As was noted during the observations of team E, development of instructional 

strategies was an area that the team spent considerable time addressing during their 

meetings, something that was confirmed through the interview process with each of the 

team members.  Similar to their teaching colleagues in the other teams that were a part of 

this study, each of the members expressed the “sharing of ideas” related to instructional 

strategies as a very valuable exercise.  The newest member to this team noted that in 

addition to the sharing of ideas, his colleagues help to “steer” his ideas, helping him to 

make them more effective.  This practice was confirmed by one of the veteran members 

when stating, “The new teachers bring in some new ideas that we all develop and tweak 

together”.  The other veteran member mentioned an appreciation for the opportunity to be 

“reaffirmed by your colleagues that your strategies are appropriate and effective”.  

Finally the other newer member to the team shared that as a result of the collaborative 

work he “became more willing and able to teach the math skills and guided practice 

associated with this course”, something he attributed to the two veteran members of his 

team. 

The collaborative team that showed the most diverse use of common assessments 

as documented during the meetings observed was team E.  Common assessments were 

established by this team in two key areas, student‟s “lab write ups” as well as chapter and 

end of trimester tests.  During one meeting, the focus of the conversation was on an 

upcoming lab and specifically a discussion surrounding changing various components of 
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the lab based upon student‟s performance on the previous lab.  Additionally, the 

conversation regarding the lab included an analysis of certain components as they related 

to the end of chapter assessment and an effort to make assurances that there was 

alignment between the two.  The meeting in which the chapter test was discussed 

consisted of conversation pertaining to the essay component of the assessment and a 

decision regarding some edits that were necessary in order to reflect changes to the 

preceding lab experiment. 

While it was evident during the observations that team E had developed a 

significant number of common assessments, both formative (e.g. lab write-ups) and 

summative (e.g. unit tests), during interviews each member focused their conversation 

regarding assessments on their work with summative assessments.  The two veteran 

members of the team spoke about the original development of the unit tests, both 

describing a collaborative process to arrive at the present format of these tests.  One of 

these veterans went on to describe that “this year we are tweaking the tests but not having 

in-depth conversations about the changes”.  Additionally, the other veteran member 

spoke about how the collaborative work to develop the assessments has resulted in 

adding more higher-order thinking skills to the assessments.  The less experienced 

members of the team who were not involved in the team the previous year spoke about 

the “tweaking” process as being beneficial to help them better understand the course 

outcomes and where students are struggling.  One of the less experienced members 

shared that “at first I was a bit apprehensive about the common assessments but have 

come to the realization that this was good and okay”.  
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 Similar to team A, observations of the team E showed evidence of the impact that 

collaborative work had on decision making processes.  During the first observation, the 

team used a collaborative approach to making a decision regarding how to approach the 

upcoming lab write-up, specifically having students complete the write-up individually or 

in pairs.  After discussion and input from each of team members, a decision was made to 

have them complete the write up in pairs and as a result of this decision, additional class 

time was allocated to allow students to have a discussion of the lab prior to submitting 

their write-up.  In the second observation, when discussing and planning the overall unit 

and the timing of various components of the unit, a concern was raised by one of the 

members regarding whether or not their proposed plan was going to push students 

through the material too quickly, resulting in problems in subsequent units.  After 

discussion of this concern, all team members agreed to adjust the placement of a 

significant lab into the next trimester to assure student understanding of some 

foundational material related to speed, velocity and acceleration. 

Members of team E generally described the decision making process for their 

team as “consensus” based, however, among the individuals within the team there was 

definite variation provided.  The more experienced members of the team both spoke 

about a rather open discussion approach where differences are shared and if consensus 

can not be reached, a vote may be taken.  The specifics of the “voting” process were not 

provided, however, it did appear to be a process that was acceptable to all participants.  

The member of the team who had been a part of the team the longest went further to 

compare the current process for the team related to solving differences of opinion, to 
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previous experiences when he was a part of the team with two teachers who have since 

retired.  He spoke of the current process as much more effective due to members of the 

team being more “open-minded” than his previous colleagues.  He also shared that in the 

past, if his colleagues “didn‟t like it, they just didn‟t do it”, something that he does not 

believe is happening with the present team.  Both of the less experienced members of the 

team spoke favorably of the process for resolving differences and described a process that 

they each felt very much a part of. 

 Team E did show specific evidence and acknowledgement of the benefits of 

collaboration throughout both of the meetings observed.  In the first meeting observed, 

the dialogue surrounding the lab write-up gave clear evidence of reduced isolation, 

especially for the two less experienced members of the team who were clearly 

contemplating how best to approach the activity.  The less experienced members 

displayed significant appreciation for the opportunity to discuss this activity with their 

colleagues and receive some additional perspective regarding the topic.  A development 

of relational trust was observed in the second meeting of the science team when as a team 

they were deciding how to make adjustments to the upcoming unit and each member 

willingly expressed their input regarding placement of a significant lab into the next 

trimester to assure student understanding of some foundational material related to speed, 

velocity and acceleration.  The dialogue surrounding this decision provided evidence of a 

perceived level of trust among all members of the team that was quite strong. 

 Similar to team D, the interviews of team E showed strong acknowledgement of 

the benefits of collaborative work.  The benefits shared by each of the participants varied 



 

 107 

slightly based somewhat upon the experience level of the different members.  For 

example, both of the more experienced members attributed a common feeling of 

“reassurance” and “reaffirmation” similar to that expressed by a veteran member of team 

A, as a result of their collaborative work.  All four members spoke about the sharing of 

ideas as a true benefit of collaboration.  Both of the less experienced members of the 

team shared that as newer teachers, they saw value in collaboration and felt less “isolated 

and overwhelmed” as a result of the work of the collaborative team.  One of these 

members went on to share his opinion that, “it would be beneficial for all new teachers to 

have this opportunity”. 

 Observations and interviews of team E indicated a group that was collaborating 

effectively, something that was able to be confirmed upon reviewing documents that 

were provided to the researcher.  The documents specifically reviewed included two 

chapter tests, an end of the trimester final exam, and two lab assignments, each of which 

was confirmed by all members of the team as being used in their classroom.  The 

curriculum framework for this course was not made available to the researcher nor was it 

available on the school district‟s website as of July 9
th

, 2010, therefore an analysis of 

alignment of the assessments to a curriculum framework was not possible for the 

researcher.   

Collectively, more information was available regarding this course than was 

available for teams A, B, and C, however, review of the individual teacher‟s web pages 

revealed some inconsistencies regarding the type of information that was made available.  

All four members of the team provided some links to components of their course (e.g. 
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practice problems, review sheets, lab assignments), although for two of the teachers, this 

information was limited.  The most experienced member of the team provided an updated 

calendar for the course on his website.  The other more experienced member provided the 

largest number of links on his website including some power point presentations, review 

sheets, and projects.  The two least experienced members provided the least current and 

complete information on their websites. 

Conclusion 

One of the notable differences among teams in relation to the benefits of 

collaboration was the makeup of the teams, specifically the teams that had a more larger 

number of less experienced teachers on the team, and/or had been working together for a 

shorter period of time showed more overt signs of the collaboration benefits.  Juxtaposed, 

the teams that were made up of predominantly experienced teachers and/or had been 

together as a team for a longer period of time showed less obvious signs (e.g. specific 

mention within meetings) of the benefits of collaboration, however, the effectiveness of 

these teams could lead to the assumption that those benefits were being realized. 

 The term Professional Learning Communities (PLC) has been applied in a variety 

of settings and implemented in a number of different ways.  This particular study 

analyzed the application of a PLC in a high school setting with teams organized into 

course specific groups focused on the establishment of common curriculum, instructional 

strategies and assessments.  After observing each of the five collaborative teams on two 

occasions, conducting follow up interviews with each of the study participants, and 

reviewing various documents produced by the teams, variation in the effectiveness of the 
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collaboration of each team was found.  This variation among teams offers further 

evidence of the complexity that researchers have noted in providing a “recipe” for the 

implementation of a PLC. 

 The benefits of improved professional practice, decreased teacher isolation, and 

improved relational trust that were acknowledged by the participants in this study give 

reason for schools to either consider or continue, pursuit of providing opportunities for 

teacher collaboration and the creation of PLC‟s within schools.  Maintaining a 

commitment to teacher collaboration when challenges such as a loss of resources and an 

increased call for accountability are presented, continues to be something worthy of 

consideration for the field of education.  This study gives an understanding of PLC 

application in a particular setting.  The next step is to consider further applications in this 

or a similar setting, and opportunities for further research in the area of PLC‟s.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions 

 

Overview 

 

 This qualitative research project involved observations of five course-specific 

collaborative teacher teams, individual interviews of all seventeen members of the teams, 

and an analysis of documents that resulted from the collaborative work within the teams.  

Overall findings of this study were presented in detail in Chapter 4.  In this final Chapter 

particular findings and implications relevant to further understanding and development of 

professional learning communities in K-12 school settings, specifically a secondary or 

high school setting, will be highlighted.  This chapter will begin by discussing the 

relationship of this study‟s major findings to the literature discussed in Chapter 2.  

Implications of study findings will then be shared related to each of the three research 

questions that guided this study: 

1. What are the structural conditions such as; time to collaborate, interdependent 

teaching roles, communication structures, etc., that participants regard as 

supportive of a school-based professional learning community in a high school 

setting? 

2. What are the indicators such as; approaches to conflict, openness to improvement, 

trust and respect, etc., that participants regard as evidence of effective teacher 

collaboration in a high school setting? 

3. To what extent do participants assert that teacher collaboration influences the 

outcome of curriculum design, instructional strategies and assessments 

Finally, implications for future research and study limitation will be presented. 
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Relationship of Major Findings of the Study to the Literature 

 This study addressed three main topics that were substantiated throughout the 

literature review.  These were: 

1. Teacher collaboration in a professional learning community environment as a 

component of improving school capacity. 

2. Overcoming obstacles to collaboration such as teacher isolation and a desire to 

maintain autonomy, to develop effective collaborative relationships. 

3. The role of collaboration for teacher teams as they address curriculum design, 

instructional strategies and assessments. 

Each topic is elaborated upon here. 

Teacher Collaboration to Improve School Capacity 

 This research did not attempt to analyze the impact that the collaboration of the 

specific teams studied had on the three dimensions of school capacity: 1) Teachers‟ 

Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions 2) Professional Community and 3) Program 

Coherence, as defined by King and Newman (2000) specific to the entire school where 

this study took place, rather the study was focused on the impact that collaboration had 

on the specific team or the individual participants.  That being the case, a few of the 

individual study participants did reference the impact that teacher collaboration had 

outside of their specific team, while all acknowledged, the impact of collaboration on 

their specific team or them as individuals.  Those that referenced improved school 

capacity outside of their course specific team (e.g. improved student test scores, 
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improved consistency of curriculum and assessments with multiple teachers of the same 

course, etc.), most often referred to other teams within their department that had been 

working collaboratively on similar tasks such as curriculum and assessment development.  

As noted in Chapter 2, professional development opportunities such as teacher 

collaboration can positively impact school capacity (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Marks & 

Louis, 1999; King & Newman, 2000). 

 Study participants who acknowledged improvements within their team as a result 

of collaborative work, frequently spoke about how the sharing of knowledge and ideas by 

their colleagues had resulted in better learning opportunities for students.  This finding 

was consistent with the work of researchers such as Bryk and Schneider (2003) and 

Gruenert (2006), who found examples where the sharing of ideas and solutions by 

teachers resulted in improved student achievement.  Additionally, a number of teachers in 

this study cited their experiences of collaboration with teaching colleagues as a very 

beneficial professional learning experience for them individually, resulting in them 

feeling as though they are a better teacher due to their participation in the collaborative 

team, a finding similar to that of a number of researchers (Inger, 1993; King & Newman, 

2000; Wilms, 2003). 

 Improved school capacity was a finding of this research that was consistent across 

levels of teaching experience.  Veteran teachers (those with ten or more years teaching 

experience) acknowledged benefits from participating in the collaborative teams such as 

a validation of their teaching practices (Wilms, 2003) as well as opportunities to gain new 

perspectives and ideas from both other veterans as well as less experienced colleagues.  
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Those newer to the profession also acknowledged the benefits of collaborative work 

including gaining a better understanding of curriculum expectations and feedback on 

various teaching strategies and approaches to instruction. 

Overcoming Obstacles to Collaboration 

 Teachers‟ tendency to work in isolation is well documented in the literature 

surrounding common teaching practices.  Since the work of Lortie, (1975), educational 

researchers such as Little (1982) and Inger (1993), as well as others, have been calling on 

educators to work in collaboration rather than isolation.  This study confirms the idea that 

participating in collaborative work can have significant influence on limiting negative 

impacts of teacher isolation such as a loss of teacher efficacy and personal satisfaction 

with the profession of teaching (Inger, 1993).  The majority of the participants in this 

research specifically mention a decrease in feelings of isolation as a result of their 

participation in the collaborative teams that were a part of the study.  The benefit of 

limiting isolation was acknowledged most prominently by two groups of participants, 

specifically those who were accustomed to having fewer colleagues to share common 

courses with (e.g. the teachers in Team C and other most veteran teachers), and those 

least experienced teachers (those within their first two years of teaching).  

 Within this study however, there were participants who valued continuation of the 

autonomy that they had been accustomed to and therefore, did not necessarily see  

decreasing isolation as a benefit similar to their colleagues.  Specifically among two of 

the experienced members of team B, as well as one of the more experienced members of 
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team A teacher autonomy was of considerable importance.  In these instances the norms 

of privacy and high value of autonomy that Inger (1993) refers to were noticeable. 

 Among the teams where collaborative relationships appeared most effective, both 

as measured by the self reported evaluation of cooperation/collegiality provided by the 

participants via individual interviews, as well as in the analysis of the observations 

conducted by the researcher, there was evidence of a “cultural shift” with regard to the 

views of collaboration by the participants.  The “collegial culture” that Barth (2006) calls 

for in order to strengthen practice and improve schools appeared present in the more 

effective collaborative teams that were involved in this study (e.g. teams C, D, and E).  

Similar to the “Critical Friends Group” that Bambino writes about, these teams created 

“opportunities for colleagues to challenge their own practices as well as that of their 

peers” (2002). 

Role of Collaboration for Curriculum, Instructional Strategies and Assessments 

 The results of this study provide an example of teams of teachers working 

collaboratively to develop and make appropriate adjustments to deliver a common 

curriculum.  While there was variation among the teams with regard to the amount of 

time spent working to create and modify common curriculum, each of the teams in this 

study were observed to be participating in this task specific to the courses that they were 

collaborating about.  The activity of developing a common curriculum has been 

supported by researchers such as Newman and Wehlage (1995) who found that a 

common curriculum resulted in the most significant gains in math and science 

achievement.  The participants in this study were showing evidence of attempting to 
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replicate the results of this research as the mathematics and science team were two of the 

teams where it was most obvious that a common curriculum was a goal. 

 Each of the teams that were a part of this study did show evidence of familiarity 

with a curriculum framework and development process similar to those described 

throughout research (Marzano, 2003; O‟Shea, 2005).  The implementation of these 

research based curriculum development processes did once again vary among the teams.  

Each of the research techniques that were a part of this study resulted in slightly different 

outcomes with regard to the evidence of curriculum frameworks/maps.  For example, 

during observation, it was evident to the researcher that team A was focused on efforts to 

develop a common curriculum map however minimal acknowledgement of a “Backward 

Design Process” was presented either through interviews with the participants or in 

analysis of documents produced by the team.  On the other hand, during the two 

observations of team C it appeared to the researcher that there was very little focus on 

curriculum mapping, yet during follow-up interviews, both members of the team 

mentioned specifically the curriculum development process they had utilized during the 

creation of the course, making several references to a backward design process. 

 As was discussed in Chapter 4, the sharing of instructional strategies was the least 

common practice observed during this study however, several references were made to 

the practice occurring through the interview process.  Similar to the findings of Taylor, 

Presley and Pearson (2000), there were examples in this study of teachers experimenting 

with new ideas and collaborating to help each other improve their instruction.  One 

specific example was the effort of the members of team D, to develop ways of more 
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effectively providing students with instruction in the area of statistics.  “Sharing of ideas” 

was the most common benefit of collaboration cited across teams within this study during 

the individual interviews. 

Implications for Current Policy and Practice 

 The implications of this particular study are limited due to the fact that the 

implementation of professional learning communities varies significantly across settings.  

As this study revealed, that variability can also be seen within schools as collaborative 

teams often have different experiences as they work to implement the practices of a 

learning community, due in large part to the uniqueness of each team.  Implications for 

current policy and practice originate in the challenges and opportunities of teacher 

collaboration presented by each of the teams that were a part of this study.  The purpose 

of this research was to explore the structural conditions that are supportive of a school 

based collaborative team.  The researcher also looked at what are the indicators of an 

effective collaborative team.  Finally, the researcher intended to find how teacher 

collaboration impacted curriculum design, instructional strategies and assessments. 

Structural Conditions Supportive of Collaborative Teams 

 Upon observation of the five collaborative teams that were a part of this study, it 

became evident that while there were some common conditions that existed among all the 

teams, two key ones existed and the impact of these conditions varied among the teams.  

The two conditions that were most commonly noted as being supportive of collaborative 

work throughout the study were time to meet and interdependent teaching roles.     
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Having time dedicated to collaboration was common among the teams studied, 

however, the structure and utilization of that time varied significantly, resulting in the 

relative positive impact of this condition being somewhat inconsistent across the teams.  

Through observation of the teams it was evident that those who spent the most time 

within a particular meeting on “collaborative tasks” (e.g. dialogue and discussion of 

various topics), showed the most evidence (e.g. common curriculum frameworks or 

assessments) of tasks completed collaboratively.  Whereas, those teams who spent very 

little of their common meeting time working “collaboratively”, showed little evidence of 

work done by the group.  Consistent with this review of the documents produced by the 

teams, the results of the interviews revealed that individual members of the three teams 

that appeared most collaborative (e.g. teams C, D, and E), typically reported a desire for 

more time, juxtaposed to members of those teams who appeared less collaborative during 

the observed meetings (e.g. teams A and B), suggesting that less time was needed for 

collaborative work.  These findings specific to “time to meet” as a structural condition 

supportive of collaborative teams suggest that it is not simply giving time for these  

meetings to occur, as much as it is creating a framework or expectations for how the 

available time is to be structured and/or used.  

Interdependent teaching roles (e.g. members of a collaborative team responsible 

for teaching the same course), was another key condition that was found in this study to 

be supportive of collaborative teams.  All of the participants within this study reported 

experiences within their careers where they had been teaching different courses within 

the same subject area than their colleagues, and little if any beneficial collaboration had 
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occurred.  Furthermore, these teachers reported that as a part of the present structure for 

their collaborative teams whereby members of the team are teaching the same course, 

they have seen a significant improvement in the quality of the collaborative work that 

they have been a part of.  This finding supports the idea of organizing collaborative 

teams, especially at the high school level, around common courses wherever possible. 

Indicators of Effective Collaborative Teams 

 While there is often a general understanding surrounding the concept of a team 

that can be considered common across settings (e.g. a group of people working toward a 

common purpose or goal), defining and creating effective teams often requires additional 

identifiers.  In the case of course specific collaborative teams similar to those reviewed in 

this particular study, some indicators did emerge that could help to define effective 

teams.  Openness to improvement and the establishment and sustainability of a 

collaborative relationship built upon trust and mutual respect between the members 

became evident in this study as two key components to an effective collaborative team. 

One of the key themes of professional learning communities mentioned early in 

Chapter 4 was the tendency toward results-oriented work focused on continuous 

improvement (Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Taylor, Presley & Pearson, 2000; Eaker, 

DuFour & DuFour, 2002; Kruse, Seashore Louis & Bryk, 2004; Gruenert, 2006; Hord & 

Sommers, 2008).  The results of this study confirmed this to be a key component of 

effective collaborative teams.  Of the five teams that were a part of this research, within 

the most effective teams, both as judged by each member‟s self-evaluation of their team 

as well as by the researcher‟s evaluation of the teams studied, an openness to 
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improvement by members of the team was noticeably present and was a key factor in 

distinguishing differences in levels of effectiveness between the teams.  Through 

observations and individual interviews it became evident that variation existed among the 

teams in terms of their openness to improvement.  Within those teams where individual 

members acknowledged the need for improvement both individually and collectively, and 

then recognized this as an outcome of collaboration, their effectiveness as a team was 

noted and was more favorable, than those teams where members appeared less interested 

in looking for ways to improve through their individual and/or collective work. 

  The establishment and maintenance of a professional relationship of mutual trust 

and respect among team members has been referred to many times in the literature as a 

key element of a true collaborative relationship (DuFour, 2003; Marzano, 2003; Wilms, 

2003;  Kruse, Louis & Bryk, 2004; Barth, 2006).  In this study, the level of trust and 

respect that existed among members of each of the teams was variable and identifiable, 

and among the teams where trust and respect appeared highest, the effectiveness of the 

collaborative team was commensurate.  The trust and respect level was most easily 

recognized through the individual interview process when among the most collaborative 

teams, individual members often spoke of the high professional regard they held for their 

fellow team members, something that was most often a reciprocal response. 

Limitations 

 As with any study, limiting factors must be considered in order to fully 

understand the context of the results being shared and the arguments being made.  The 

research being shared in this study is subject to limitations that must be given careful 
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consideration when investigating areas for further research.  There are two noteworthy 

limitations that are important to acknowledge in order to be completely aware of the 

context of this study, specifically the role of the researcher and self-reporting of the 

participants. 

 The researcher in this study is a former assistant principal at the school where the 

research took place and continues to serve as a principal at a middle school within the 

district.  Specific information related to this limitation includes the fact that the researcher 

did have a previous working relationship with 12 of the 17 participants in the study.  

Although that is a significant number of participants, this limitation could be considered 

to be minimized by the point that the researcher had not served in the role of assistant 

principal at the school where the research occurred for the three years prior to conducting 

the research.  It did not appear to the researcher that the previous relationship that the 

researcher had with the participants impacted the comfort level of the participants, nor 

did it appear to impact their willingness to share their perspectives. 

 The other significant limitation to consider in this study is the fact that the 

interview results of this research rely on the self-reporting of the participants.  While 

participant honesty was assumed in the interview process, this particular limitation was 

able to be minimized to an extent by the methodological approaches of the study, 

specifically the use of observations, document analysis and individual interviews of the 

participants, and the ensuing triangulation of this data to best understand the results of the 

research.  By collecting multiple sources of data that describe the work collaborative 
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teams involved in this study, the researcher was able to look for consistencies in order to 

verify individual reports from the participants. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

 A common theme that emerged from this research is that while a school can 

embark on an initiative such as the implementation of professional learning communities, 

variation in outcomes among teams of teachers can result.  This study revealed some 

examples whereby the teachers participating in the study expressed strong support for and 

recognized the benefit of, collaborative work that was focused on the development of 

curriculum, instructional strategies and assessments.  In addition to the acknowledgment 

of benefits by the participants, evidence of standard curriculum and assessments, and in 

some cases instructional strategies, were seen by the researcher.  This study also 

uncovered examples where the time provided for collaborative work had minimal impact 

on the level of teacher autonomy practiced by participants within the collaborative teams. 

 The concept of a professional learning community has been a common term in 

educational reform for more than a decade, yet understanding and implementation of 

components of the initiative are still within development stage in a number of settings.  In 

order to more fully understand and successfully implement one of the common themes of 

PLC‟s, course specific collaborative teams at the high school level, additional research is 

necessary. 

 One area of further research to consider is the amount of time necessary to 

provide collaborative teams, in order to conduct the work expected of them.  As some 

participants in this study shared, daily collaboration time may not be the most efficient 
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use of time and they speculate that a different time structure could possibly be more 

efficient.  Is there a time allocation that is most efficient?  Within the allocated time, is 

there a structure that can lead to the most effective use of the available time? 

 Another area that was not explored in this study is the potential impact and/or role 

that gender could play with regard to the effectiveness of collaborative teams.  This study 

included teams that were both homogeneous and heterogeneous in gender, yet this 

research did not attempt to explore whether or not gender had any impact on the work of 

the team.  Does gender play a role in the effectiveness of a collaborative team?  How 

does gender impact the role that members play within a collaborative team?  Does gender 

impact one‟s view of collaboration and its effectiveness? 

 Investigation into the role leadership related to collaborative teams would also be 

an appropriate avenue for further research.  Within leadership, multiple levels including 

district level, building level and teacher level would all be worthy of examination.  Are 

there key district level factors that should be in place to assist with the implementation of 

effective teacher collaboration?  What are key building level administrative practices that 

need to be in place in order for effective teacher collaboration to occur?  What role does 

teacher leadership play in assuring effective teacher collaboration? 

 A final area to consider for further research is the role of technology in 21
st
 

century teacher collaboration.  Technology could be considered for a number of functions 

related to teacher collaborative work.  Research could be done to ascertain the most 

effective uses of technology for a course specific collaborative team.  For example, how 

could available technology best be used to enhance the collaborative work of members of 
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a collaborative team?  In addition, research could expand to include looking at ways that 

collaboration could occur outside of a particular school setting with colleagues teaching 

similar courses in other places throughout the world.  Given that collaboration time 

within a school day can often be a limiting factor, how could “virtual collaboration” 

enhance the work of collaborative teams? 

 Questions such as these help to further understand the potential impact of 

professional learning communities on the teaching and learning that is occurring in  

schools where a commitment to teacher collaboration is considered an important 

component of improving practice.  By exploring these topics, the future practice of 

teacher collaboration will become more informed and the group efforts among teachers 

will benefit. 

Conclusion 

 The research presented in this study offers merely a glimpse of what professional 

learning communities and specifically course-specific teacher collaboration looks like in 

one high school setting.  Yet, this narrow view can provide insights that help spark ideas 

for future practice and research.  Exploring the research regarding professional learning 

communities and teacher collaboration followed by studying collaborative teams through 

observation, interview, and document review, offered some insight into the complexities 

associated with a school becoming a learning community.  Although this particular study 

may not be able to be generalized to other school settings, it does help establish some 

understanding of the benefits of teacher collaboration and the challenges associated with 

it. 
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 The data collection process provided for those participating in the study, an 

opportunity to reflect upon their work as a collaborative team, as well as the professional 

benefits that they as a teacher participant experienced as a result of their participation.  

This practice of reflection is a valuable exercise that can help educators to learn and grow 

as professionals, encouraging them to engage in a learning process similar to that which 

they expect their students to engage in.  Being a life-long learner is an aspiration most 

educators aspire to, fully engaging as members of a collaborative team can provide 

teachers with a vehicle to make that aspiration become a reality. 
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Appendix A: Consent form for Teacher Open-Ended Observations 

 

Background Information 
 
You are invited to be in a research study regarding the establishment of professional learning 

communities in high schools. You were selected as a possible participant due to your 

involvement and participation in a course specific collaborative team. I ask that you read this 

form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.  

 
The purpose of this study is to conduct an in-depth investigation to determine the strategies, 

skills and practices used by teachers, which influence and foster the establishment of 

continuous professional learning in high schools. Findings from the study will be used to 

inform others about effective practices and suggestions for improving the implementation of 

professional learning communities in high schools.  

 
This study is being conducted by Dan Edwards, a doctoral student at the University of 

Minnesota, as part of his graduate work, under the advisement of Dr. Richard Nunneley and 

Dr. Jennifer York-Barr, Professors in the Department of Educational Policy and 

Administration at the University of Minnesota.  

 

Procedures 

 
If you agree to be in this study, you will be observed in an open-ended manner during your 

collaborative team meeting time. In particular, the observations would document what takes 

place during the collaborative team meetings. If you agree to participate, one additional 

individual interview will occur at some point in time, following the group observations.  Any 

notes taken by Dan Edwards during the observations would be anonymous, in terms of 

individual people involved however, the particular subject area of the collaborative team will 

be identified.  

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study 

 

While this study does not have any significant risks, you should be aware of the following. 

Although your responses are anonymous (meaning, your name would never be used), 

responses that emerge from the observation may be identified as having come from a 

particular group/department. While it is useful for researchers and readers of a study to 

understand whether different points of view exist among varied respondent groups, this does 

run the risk of you being associated with a majority view of your respondent group. The risk 

incurred with role identification is that local readers of a report that emerges from this study 

may know that you are a member of a particular group, and, therefore may assume that you 

subscribe to the majority view in that group. 

 
The benefits to participation are the opportunity to reflect on your experiences and offer your 

views about creating, changing and sustaining school improvement practices. This would be 

of great assistance in advancing the knowledge base about change and improvement in 

schools.   
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Confidentiality 

 

The records of this study will be kept private. Any written products or presentations prepared 

for dissemination purposes would not include information that would make it possible to 

identify an individual participant. Research records will be stored securely and only Dan 

Edwards and Dr. Nunneley and Dr. York-Barr will have access to the records.  

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study 

 
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations 

with the University of Minnesota, your school district or your school. If you decide to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting your relationships.   

 

 

 

 

Statement of Consent:  

 
 

Signature:_________________________________________ Date:__________________  

 

 

 
Signature of Investigator:____________________________  Date:__________________ 

 

 

Contacts and Questions 
 

The primary researcher conducting this study is Dan Edwards, a doctoral student at the 

University of Minnesota. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, 

you may contact him at 952-226-0500 or via e-mail at dedwards@priorlake-savage.k12.mn.us   
 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher, you may contact Dr. Richard Nunneley (nunne001@umn.edu; 

612.626.9377)  or Dr. Jennifer York-Barr (yorkx001@umn.edu; 612.625.6387), Professors in 

Educational Policy and Administration and doctoral advisors of Dan Edwards. You may also 

contact, at any time,  the Research Subjects‟ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 

Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650.  

 

 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  

  

 I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 

to participate in the study.  

 

mailto:dedwards@priorlake-savage.k12.mn.us
mailto:nunne001@umn.edu
mailto:yorkx001@umn.edu
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Appendix B:    Observation Forms 

 

       Team Observed  __________________________Date ___________________ 

      Members Present ________________________________________________   

Time meeting begins __________________ 

 Time meeting ends   ___________________ 

 Seating arrangement: ______________________________________________ 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 Materials present: _________________________________________________ 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

2) Opening of meeting   

Descriptive Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflective Notes 
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3) Core of Meeting 

Descriptive Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflective Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4) Closing of Meeting 

Descriptive Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflective Notes 
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5) Documents produced or outcomes of the meeting. (examples) 

 

6) Follow up plans/future meeting agenda items (examples) 
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Appendix C  Observation Coding Process 

 

 

Anticipated 

 

A. Establishment of Roles 

B. Work Tasks/Activities engaged in 

C. Observed Benefits of Collaboration 

D. Conflict management/resolution activities 

E. Decision making processes 

 

 

 

Final 

 

A. Facilitator 

Listener 

Speaker 

 

B. Curriculum Map 

Curriculum Guidelines/Objectives 

Instructional Strategies 

Assessments 

 

C. Teacher Autonomy/Flexibility 

Reduction in Isolation 

“Sharing of ideas, resources, strategies” 

 

D. “Talk it through” 

 

E. Consensus-based decision making 

Informal decision making 
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Appendix D:   CONSENT FORM FOR TEACHER INTERVIEWS 

 

Background Information  
You are invited to be in a research study concerning the establishment of professional 

learning communities in high schools. You were selected as a possible participant due to your 

involvement and participation in a course specific collaborative team. I ask that you read this 

form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.  

 
The purpose of this study is to conduct an in-depth investigation to determine the strategies, 

skills and practices used by teachers, which influence and foster the establishment of 

professional learning in high schools. Findings from the study will be used to inform others 

about effective practices and suggestions for improving the implementation of professional 

learning communities in high schools.  

 
This study is being conducted by Dan Edwards, a doctoral student at the University of 

Minnesota, as part of his graduate work, under the advisement of Dr. Richard Nunneley and 

Dr. Jennifer York-Barr, Professors in the Department of Educational Policy and 

Administration at the University of Minnesota.  

 

Procedures 
If you agree to be in this study, you would be asked to participate in an interview which may 

take 60 minutes. Dan Edwards would conduct your interview.  It is desirable to audiotape the 

interview in order to be most precise about your comments. The audiotape would be 

transcribed to provide an accurate and comprehensive document of the interview. The data 

and your responses will be kept anonymous. The transcripts will only be available to Dan 

Edwards, Dr. Nunneley and Dr. York-Barr.  

 

Risks and Benefits of being in the Study  

 

As indicated above, the information you provide will only be available to Dan Edwards, Dr. 

Nunneley and Dr. York-Barr. The information will be analyzed to determine your 

perceptions and experiences, and finds will be written up in a formal report.  While this study 

does not have any significant risks, you should be aware of the following.  Although your 

responses are anonymous (meaning your name would never be used), responses that emerge 

from your interview may be identified as having come from a teacher within your subject 

area.  While it is useful for researchers and readers of a study to understand whether different 

points of view exist among varied respondent groups, this does the risk of you being 

associated with a majority view of your respondent group.  

            
The risk incurred with role identification is that local readers of a report that emerges from 

this study may know that you are a member of a particular group and, therefore, may assume 

you subscribe to the majority view in that group.  

 

The benefits to participation are the opportunity to reflect on your experiences and offer your 

views about creating, changing, and sustaining school improvement practices. This would be 
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of great assistance in advancing the knowledge base about change and improvement in 

schools.   

 

Confidentiality: 

 

The records of this study will be kept private. Any written products or presentations prepared 

for dissemination purposes would not include information that would make it possible to 

identify an individual participant. Research records will be stored securely and only Dan 

Edwards, Dr. Nunneley and Dr. York-Barr will have access to the records.  

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study:  
 

Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations 

with the University of Minnesota, your school district, or your school. If you decide to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting your relationships.   

 

Contacts and Questions:  
 

The primary researcher conducting this study is Dan Edwards, a doctoral student at the 

University of Minnesota. You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions 

later, you may contact him at (952)226-0500 or via e-mail at dedwards@priorlake-

savage.k12.mn.us .  

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher, you may contact Dr. Richard Nunneley (nunne001@umn.edu; 612-

626-9377) or Dr. Jennifer York-Barr (yorkx001@umn.edu; 612.625.6387), Professors in 

Educational Policy and Administration and doctoral advisors of Dan Edwards.  You may also 

contact, at any time,  the Research Subjects‟ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St. 

Southeast, Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455; (612) 625-1650.  

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  

 

Statement of Consent:  
 

I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I 

consent to participate in the study.  

 

Signature:  ________________________________________Date: _________________ 

Signature of Investigator: _____________________________ Date: _________________ 

I also give my consent to be audiotaped during the interview and understand that a written 

transcript will be developed. 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:dedwards@priorlake-savage.k12.mn.us
mailto:dedwards@priorlake-savage.k12.mn.us
mailto:nunne001@umn.edu
mailto:yorkx001@umn.edu
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Appendix E:    Interview Protocol 

 

 

1. Welcome and thank you for participating in this discussion about your work 

with collaborative teams within your school.  As you know, my name is Dan 

Edwards and I am conducting research as part of my dissertation work at the 

University of Minnesota.  I am gathering information about collaborative 

work within your subject specific team.  

 

2. Participation in this interview will allow you to share your own insights 

regarding your experiences within your collaborative team. You have been 

invited to interview with me because you are a member of one of the 

collaborative teams chosen for this study.   

 

3. This interview will tape recorded, but be assured that anything you say today 

will be kept strictly anonymous.  No names will be included in any of the 

reports that are generated from this research. 

 

4. There will be 10 questions to guide the conversation.  For some questions a 

rather short one to two word response will be adequate, for others you will be 

asked to explain further, the reason for your answer.  I invite you to ask me 

clarifying questions if you do not thoroughly understand what it is that I am 

asking.  Additionally, I may ask you follow up questions if I would like to 

explore a particular response further.   

 

5. Let‟s get started.  Before getting into the formal questions, I would like to 

know about what you most enjoy doing when you are not teaching. 
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Appendix F:     Teacher Interview Forms 

 

 

Individual Interviewed  __________________________________ 

 

Collaborative Team   ________________________________ 

 

Date    __________________________ 

 

 

1. How long have you been teaching?    ___________________________ 

 

2. How long have you been a member of the staff at Prior Lake High School? 

 _________________________ 

 

3. How long have you been a member of this collaborative team? 

 _________________________ 

 

Recall your classroom and teaching experiences prior to your work with your 

collaborative team when responding to the following statements/questions. 

 

4.  Talk about the development of curriculum before the work of the collaborative 

team.

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. How does curriculum development occur now as a part of the collaborative team. 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Talk about how you have gone about developing instructional strategies as a 

teacher. 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 
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7. What role if any has the collaborative team had on your instructional strategies as 

a teacher. 

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

 __________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Has the collaborative team worked on assessments together?  If so, could you 

please describe the process you have used to develop these? 

  

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

9. If you are using common assessments, how frequently are they given?  After a 

common assessment is given, how- if at all – does the group work with this 

information? 

  

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

10. How are decisions made within your collaborative team when there are differing 

opinions regarding curriculum, instructional strategies or assessments?  How has 

this decision-making process influenced the group‟s work? 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

 _________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Rate the overall effectiveness of your collaborative team on a scale of 1-5,     with 

1 being highly ineffective to 5 being highly effective. 

 

A) On building cooperation/collegiality?  ___________ 

  

 Why? 

 

B) On improving teaching/learning?  ___________ 

 

Why? 

 

12. Any other comments you wish to share about your participation in this 

collaborative team. 

 

 _________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix G:  Interview Coding Process 

 

Anticipated 

 

A. Establishment of Roles 

B. Work Tasks/Activities engaged in 

C. Acknowledged Benefits of Collaboration 

D. Conflict management/resolution activities 

E. Decision making processes 

 

 

Final  

 

A. Open/Equal Sharing 

 

B. Consistent Curriculum Map 

Deepening of Curriculum 

Common Instructional strategies 

Common Assessments 

 

C. Sharing of ideas, strategies 

Reduced isolation 

Improved efficacy 

Reassurance/Reaffirmation from colleagues 

 

D. Improved communication 

Trust of colleagues 

 

E. Consensus based decision making 
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Appendix H:  Footnotes 

 

                                                 
i
   Levels of professional community in Newman and Wehlage‟s study were defined as 

follows: low = 1 standard deviation (SD) below the mean of School Restructuring Study 

(SRS) schools on professional community; average = mean on professional community; 

high = 1 SD above the mean of SRS schools on professional community.  An average 

student in the low community school would score at the 36
th

 percentile and in the high 

community at the 67
th

 percentile. 
 
ii
  Figure 1.1 on page 8 shows three Stages in the Backward Design Process which 

include: 1) Identify desired results.  2) Determine acceptable evidence.  3) Plan learning 

experiences and instruction. 

 
 
iii

 Benchmarks are listed in information and skills terms, as Marzano and Kendall provide 

the following example in Exhibit 3.7, “Understands the basic characteristics of the 

various phases of the moon.” (p. 63) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
           


