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Professional Learning Communities at the School District Level:

Modelling and Supporting

The concept of professional learning communities (PLCs) has gained wide attention in public school systems in Canada as a means for school-based improvement of student learning. While much of the discourse, research, and practice associated with the implementation of PLCs has focussed on the school as the unit of change, relatively little attention has considered school districts either as supporters of PLCs within their schools or as organizations that operate themselves as PLCs. 

This paper is based on our current research into institutional barriers that affect the implementation of PLCs as a reform initiative in education. Its purpose is to report on the results of research in two school districts in New Brunswick using assessment instruments specially designed to measure the extent to which school districts operate as PLCs and to which these districts support the growth of PLCs in their schools. 


The goal of our research has been to go beyond the most recent efforts at reforming education that have been primarily based on structural changes across the system. While examining the effectiveness of the restructuring movement, Fullan (1993) argued: “In most restructuring reforms new structures are expected to result in new behaviours and cultures, but mostly fail to do so” (p. 68). Schlechty (2001) explained this failure as follows: “Structural change that is not supported by cultural change will eventually be overwhelmed by the culture, for it is in the culture that any organization finds meaning and stability” (p. 136). Consequently, the purpose of the instruments that we have developed extends beyond a comparison of the structural differences between bureaucratic and learning community approaches in education to an examination of the differences that exist in their respective cultures. Indeed, we argue that the more difficult barriers associated with the move towards PLCs derive from the fundamental shifts that must occur in the organizational culture of a school, a school district, and a school system. Organizational culture is generally defined as the norms, values, and beliefs that develop over time within an organization (e.g., Hoy & Miskel, 2008; Owens & Valesky, 2007). In simple terms, the norms refer to what is the right way to do things, the values to what is important, and the beliefs to what is true—according to the people who inhabit an organization. DuFour (2003) has reinforced this in his description of culture as “founded upon the assumptions, beliefs, values, expectations, and habits that drive the day-to-day work of the school and shape how its people think, feel, and act” (p. 2). While much educational reform is based upon structural reforms, we support Fullan’s (2002) emphasis on changing culture: “Much change is structural and superficial. Transforming culture … leads to deep, lasting change” (p. 18). Our experience with educational leaders as we developed our instruments together with our observations in one district that used our instruments to inform district planning testified to the need for these leaders to adapt to the influence of new norms, values, and beliefs that often clashed with well-embedded and widely accepted aspects of the prevailing culture.  
Our understanding of the cultural elements associated with PLCs has been informed and influenced by a variety of sources. While we agree with the acknowledgement of Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, and Thomas (2006) that there is no universal definition of PLCs, we support their claim that there appears to be a broad international consensus emerging about the purpose and nature of PLCs. They summarized the literature on PLCs by highlighting five key characteristics: shared values and vision, collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry, collaboration, and the promotion of group and individual learning. We have also drawn on the work of Hord (1997, cited by Morrissey, 2000), who has similarly conceptualized PLCs as schools in which the professional staff operates consistently according to the following five dimensions: supportive and shared leadership, shared values and vision, collective learning and application of learning, supportive conditions, and shared personal practice. In our work with school and district educators, we have observed their extensive exposure to DuFour’s (2004) three big ideas for PLCs: emphasis on student learning, culture of collaboration, and focus on results. The measurable benefits in student learning achieved through the adoption of PLCs has provided the motivation for educators to accept and support this change. Mitchell and Sackney’s (2001) work on capacity building—personal, interpersonal, and organizational—has provided an insightful Canadian perspective to our research.

If these features hold great promise for developing school-level capacity, it would seem reasonable that they would be equally valuable at the district level. While promising research has been done to illustrate benefits of teacher collaboration, shared leadership, and organizational learning at the school level (e.g., da Costa, 2006), the research regarding the impact of policies and practices at the district level is less well developed with respect to PLCs. Moreover, as Fullan (2005) has pointed out, it is unreasonable to expect schools to change their culture significantly and to sustain that change within the confines of a larger district system that continues to operate according to the principles of a traditional hierarchical culture. Similarly, as Louis, Toole, and Hargreaves (1999) pointed out in their review of school improvement literature, while the school is the critical focus in improvement efforts, the chances of enduring school-based change are limited without stable policy environments and resources outside the school. In a recent report on sustainable school improvement, Foster, Wright, and McRae (2008) found that “sustainability is enhanced when schools and districts are professional learning communities” (p. 7). The conditions that define district culture can have an impact not just on the successful transformation of schools into PLCs; they can affect attempts for educational reform at the district level as well. We have found that our extensive interaction with school and district educators during the development, administration, and interpretation of our research instruments has provided motivation for cultural change at the district level. We argue that the successful implementation and sustainability of this reform relies on the establishment of a PLC culture at all levels of the system—school, district, and province. 

Research Design

To pursue our work at the district level, we worked with teams of educators in two school districts in New Brunswick. In the design and execution of this study, we felt that it was very important to model the principles of collaboration, collective responsibility, and reflective inquiry associated with PLCs. This modelling is reflected in the action research methodology we chose, one that provided the flexibility to adapt to emerging issues during the process and to apply this process to bring about social change (Merriam & Simpson, 2000). True to our research principles, our discussions within the district team and preliminary testing of the first district instrument surfaced critical assumptions that had to be addressed before we could proceed. These assumptions, which interfered with the inclusion of school principals as members of the district’s educational leadership cohort, led to the necessity to develop not one but two instruments for use at the district level. One instrument was intended to examine the interactions of those whom we described as educational leaders in the district and the second to measure the impact of this group or any member in it upon the implementation and sustainability of school-based PLCs. The reasoning and design for these instruments are described by Brien and Williams (2008).

The Internal District Instrument (IDI) was designed to examine four key measures of a district’s readiness to adopt a PLC approach at the district level: culture, structure and operations, leadership, and professional growth and development. The 20 statements used to represent these measures are listed in Appendix A. Respondents were asked to respond to 61 items on the survey. Each item used an expanded Likert scale (Hord, 1996) to provide more information to support the respondent’s choice. (See Appendix B.)

The Support for School PLCs Instrument (SSPI) was likewise designed to examine four key measures, focused this time on a district’s capacity to support the development of PLCs at the school level: leadership for school improvement, two-way communication, instructional support for schools, and operational support for schools. The 20 statements used to represent these measures are listed in Appendix C. As with the IDI, respondents were asked to respond to 61 items on the survey, each using an expanded Likert scale.

On both instruments, the descriptors for each item range from a more bureaucratic approach (a score of 1 or 2) to a more learning organization approach (a score of 4 or 5). Analysis of the data was conducted by assigning the term barrier to any item for which approximately 30% or more respondents scored it with a 1 or 2. The term strength was assigned to any item for which approximately 60% or more respondents scored it with a 4 or 5. Item responses were then averaged within statement groupings to determine which statements represented an overall barrier or strength regarding the adoption of a professional learning community approach. 

Through our work with the two district teams, we designed both instruments to be completed by all educational leaders in the district, a term we used to identify the district leadership group and defined to be a cohort consisting of the district office educators and the principals of all the district schools. We found through our research that our use of this expression to apply to principals triggered significant discussion with our research participants. The embedded hierarchical culture in school districts made it difficult for principals to see themselves as having leadership roles across the district and beyond their schools. Similar to school-based PLCs, where teachers are urged to see beyond their own classrooms and share in school decision-making, we encouraged principals and educators in the district office to adopt an analogous view at the district level. 

The district level instruments of this study continue in the same spirit of action research (Williams, Brien, Sprague, & Sullivan, 2008) as our school-level instrument. A further illustration of the flexibility of our research design was the development of computer software to generate enhanced reports of the findings from each of the instruments. The software improved the effectiveness of the instruments by simplifying the analysis process and providing the findings in multiple formats corresponding to the learning styles of the respondents. By doing so, we were able to provide respondents with easily understandable interpretations of the data and help them focus their energy on the identification and articulation of improvement goals.

This paper reports on the IDI and SSPI data sets collected from two school districts in New Brunswick. The data were gathered from two districts of quite different size. We will refer to them as District V and District W in this paper. In District V, a small rural school district, there were 17 and 18 respondents to the IDI and SSPI respectively. From District W, a large school district with both rural and urban schools, there were 49 and 43 respondents who completed the IDI and SSPI respectively. These response rates represent as close to 100% of potential population as was available at the time of the study. These districts represent two out of a total of nine anglophone school districts in New Brunswick.

Findings

The results of this study, while drawn only from Districts V and W, provide important insights into the provincial pattern. The findings are organized in this paper by instrument type (IDI and SSPI) followed by comparative analysis of the results for each district with respect to each of the four themes addressed by each instrument. This analysis provides patterns of strengths and barriers found within each district regarding the extent to which modelling and support for PLCs occurs at the district level.

Internal District Instrument (IDI)


The IDI addressed four themes associated with the operation of the educational leadership cohort as a PLC: culture, structure and operations, leadership, and professional growth and development. This section summarizes the findings from the IDI administered in the two districts.

Culture. The IDI asked participants to consider five key statements related to district culture. These included such issues as balancing bureaucratic efficiency with community effectiveness, effective job performance, working relationships with employee groups, collaboration with non-educational government departments, and collaborations with external community partners.

Under the theme of district culture, four strengths and two barriers were identified by the participants in District V. In response to an item about collaboration among educational leaders in the district, 77% of respondents indicated that educational leaders often collaborate with their colleagues on job-related matters. When asked about the focus of district office efforts, 77% of participants reported that much of the energy in the district office is expended on collaborative efforts to achieve district goals. This evidence of collaboration and focus is consistent with the principles of PLCs. Collaboration also extended to some external partners: 71% of respondents felt that businesses are valued as partners in improving student learning while 71% identified non-profit organizations as valuable to student learning. Two items suggested the existence of some obstacles to PLC development. When asked about the district’s working relationship with the Department of Family and Community Services, 29% of respondents indicated that it is seldom collaborative. Similarly, 29% of respondents reported that universities are seldom valued as partners in improving student learning in the district.
In District W, respondents identified two strengths and three barriers under the theme of district culture. Both strengths connected to the issue of external collaboration: 65% of the respondents felt that parent advocacy groups are valued as partners in improving student learning while 65% of respondents felt that universities are valued in this same process. On the topic of goal sharing the first barrier appeared: 33% of respondents felt that employees across various groups seldom share the same goals for district improvement. A lack of collaboration with non-educational government departments also presented a potential roadblock for the development of a PLC approach: 47% of participants stated that they felt the working relationship with Family and Community Services is seldom collaborative while 41% reported they felt the same lack of collaboration with the Departments of Justice and Public Safety.

In comparing the results of Districts V and W, it is striking that no strengths were common to both districts. While both sets of participants identified strengths in external collaboration, the partners of these successful collaborations were different for each: District V participants cited businesses and non-profit organizations as valued partners while District W participants instead chose parent advocacy groups and universities. In District V, the lack of external collaboration with universities was actually seen as a barrier by almost one third of the respondents (29%). The smaller and more rural District V saw two more strengths than its larger counterpart. Collaboration on job related matters (77%) and collaborative efforts towards district goals (77%) were strong indicators of the adoption of a PLC approach in the culture of District V not present in District W. The one barrier common to both districts was the lack of a collaborative relationship with the Department of Family and Community Services. However, 41% of respondents in District W also felt that there was seldom a collaborative working relationship with the Departments of Justice and Public Safety.
Structure and operations. The second section of the IDI asked respondents to consider five descriptive statements on district structure. These statements covered such topics as organizational effectiveness, the number of district goals, the utilization of district level expertise, the alignment of work assignments and district goals, and job-related relationships and networking.

In District V, five strengths and two barriers were reported under the theme of structure and operations. With respect to organizational effectiveness, 65% of educational leaders claimed that the location or physical layout of their district office seldom makes collaboration difficult. On the topic of district goals, three strengths were reported: educational leaders felt their responsibilities align with district goals (65%), meeting agendas properly direct their energies (63%) and that the district meetings focus on district goals (65%). The last strength identified was a satisfaction with the encouragement of networking between educational leaders (88%). Two barriers arose from the third and fifth key statements: 29% of respondents felt they spend little time working on tasks related to their expertise while 47% felt the process for allocating district resources is seldom collaborative.

In District W, eight strengths and no barriers were reported for this theme. On the topic of organizational effectiveness, 78% of respondents stated that their learning organization fosters multiple paths for communication while 65% felt that performance evaluations provide important feedback to advance district goals. With respect to educational leaders’ expertise and daily work assignments, two additional strengths were reported: educational leaders felt their expertise is considered when district goals are developed (61%) and that external pressures seldom interfere with the achievement of district goals (78%). The final three strengths all connect to the issue of work relationships and networking: The participants felt that their district encourages them to network with other educational leaders (80%), that most of their time is spent working with these colleagues (74%), and that the process for allocating district resources is often collaborative (72%).

In comparing the strengths for each district, it is interesting to note that while five strengths were reported in District V and eight in District W, only one was common to both: participants in both districts felt encouraged to network with other educational leaders. For all other items under the theme of structure and operations, the respondents from District V and District W made different choices for what they saw as strengths. In some cases the statistical variation between these choices was quite significant: only 6% of the educational leaders in District V felt external pressures seldom interfere with district goals; 78% in District W felt this to be true. Similarly, only 18% of the respondents in District V reported that they thought district resource allocation is collaborative; 72% in District W felt this to be so. This variation in the selection, spread, and statistical strength of items scored at either a 4 or 5 is significant; it points to two very distinct belief patterns about how the structure and operations of each district enable or inhibit the adoption of a PLC model. 
Leadership. The third section of the IDI asked respondents to think about five key statements that related to district leadership. The topics of these statements included the fostering of empowerment, leadership capacity building, support for growth and positive change, the promotion of instructional leadership, and the extent to which District Education Councils (DECs) set goals and trust district leaders to manage the system.

In District V, seven strengths and three barriers were reported under the theme of district leadership. Under the topic of empowerment, 71% of participants reported that they are often encouraged to take initiative. With respect to the issue of instructional leadership, nearly two-thirds of respondents (65%) stated that both principals and district staff members are expected to act as educational leaders; the fifth key statement, which concerns the role of the District Education Council (DEC), was the source for the final three of these strengths: participants felt that their DEC seldom attempts to manage the day-to-day administrative matters of the district (75%), resource or personnel issues (88%), or pedagogical matters (75%). These findings are considered strengths because the fifth key statement positively frames the delineation of roles between districts and their governing body: the DEC sets goals but trusts its educational leaders to manage the system. 

The first barrier in District V was identified under the topic of support for growth and positive change: 29% of educational leaders felt that each new major initiative translates into extra work and more responsibility. In comparison, only 41% of participants chose a 4 or 5 for this item, an indication that they feel major initiatives led to planned realignments of their responsibilities. The issue of instructional leadership was the source of the final two barriers: 41% of educational leaders reported they felt that a principal’s role is not defined in their district while 29% felt that only a select few are expected to act as educational leaders.

In District W, one strength was reported under the theme of district leadership. On the expanded Likert scale for this item, a 1 or 2 indicated that the participant felt that leadership is often attributed to the senior member of a group or team in their district, while a 4 or 5 indicated the participant’s belief that leadership is often attributed to every member of a group or team. In District W, 74% of educational leaders chose a 4 or 5 for this item, an indicator of a flatter distribution of leadership responsibilities among this cohort of educational leaders.

Three barriers were reported in District W. With respect to the issue of instructional leadership, 33% of the participants stated that only a select few were expected to act as educational leaders in their district. Interestingly, the percentage of respondents who felt the opposite was quite small: only 14% chose or 4 or 5 for this item, which is an indication that they felt both principals and district staff are expected to act as educational leaders. On the topic of the role of the DEC, the last two barriers in this theme appear to indicate a less clear delineation in the roles of the district and those of its governing body: participants felt that their DEC often attempts to manage resource and personnel matters (35%) as well as pedagogical matters (33%).

In comparing the results from Districts V and W, some notable differences appear in the number and selection of items identified as strengths or barriers. Set at a 60% response rate, five strengths appear in District V to District W’s one. Set at 55%, this differential becomes less pronounced; seven strengths appear in District V to District W’s four. However, the difference in the choice of strengths is markedly different in either scenario; in the first, the two districts have no strengths in common; in the second, the districts identify only one strength as mutual: the extent to which educational leaders are encouraged to take initiatives. There were two survey items reported as strengths by District V and as barriers by District W: the degree to which the DEC attempts to manage resource and personnel matters and similarly the degree to which DEC attempts to manage pedagogical matters. Of the three barriers identified in each district, none was shared by both districts.
Professional growth and development. The final section of the IDI consists of five descriptive statements on district professional development and growth. Respondents were asked to think about topics such as the impact of district level PD on student learning, the extent to which their district modelled the importance of PD, the alignment of district level PD and district goals, and the extent of inter-district collaboration for district level PD.

In District V, twelve strengths and no barriers were reported for this theme. All twelve strengths derive from items in the first four key statements. No strengths were identified from the last key statement, which asks participants to consider the role of inter-district collaboration for their district-level PD. With respect to the importance and frequency of PD, most respondents felt that in their cohort, both district level PD (82%) and the funding for it (77%) are high priorities and that they participate as a learner in a major PD activity at least four times a year (59%). On the issue of modelling the importance of PD, educational leaders reported that their monthly meetings often have a PD component (94%), that they frequently participate in PD activities outside the district (71%), and that there are planned opportunities for sharing individual professional learning experiences (65%). When asked about the relationship of professional growth activities to the vision of the district, respondents reported their cohort has a well developed internal capacity to provide PD (71%), that they often work together to focus their PD on district goals (59%), and that they evaluate their PD experiences as they relate to district goals (71%). In response to items that probed the extent of principal involvement, the final three strengths emerge within this theme: 71% reported positively on the degree of principal input, 59% on the frequency of collaboration between district office staff and principals, and 71% on the extent to which principals are provided with PD opportunities specific to their work expectations.

In District W, eight strengths and one barrier were reported under this theme. When asked to consider the impact of their district-level PD, especially as it relates to student learning, 80% of the educational leaders reported they felt that PD specifically targeting their cohort was a priority. Similarly, 59% felt funding for such district level PD was also a priority. In focusing on their experiences of PD as learners only, 63% reported that they were involved in a major professional growth activity at least four times a year. With respect to the issues of modelling the importance and aligning the district vision of PD, four additional strengths emerged: participants identified strengths in how often PD is a component of meeting agendas (78%), how frequently they participate in outside-of-district PD (59%), how well their internal capacity is suited for providing PD (76%), and how often educational leaders work together to focus their PD on district goals (59%). The final strength was identified on the topic of principal involvement: 61% of respondents reported that district level PD sessions often provide for collaboration among principals and district office staff. The one barrier for this theme in District W was identified in the issue of inter-district PD collaboration: 34% of the survey takers stated they seldom interact with their counterparts in other districts on PD matters.

The findings for this theme show that there is much crossover between the strengths and barriers identified in each district. All eight of the strengths that appear in District W also appear in District V. Respondents in both learning organizations reported positively on the prioritizing, funding, and frequency of district level PD as well as its presence in meeting agendas. They also identified mutual strengths in the frequency of out-of-district PD, their cohort’s internal capacity to provide it, their collaborative focus on district goals, and the opportunities in PD sessions for collaboration between educational leaders of different types. In contrast to their colleagues in the larger district, District V respondents reported four additional items as strengths: the sharing of PD experiences among educational leaders, the evaluation of PD in terms of district goals, the extent of input from principals in planning stages, and the number of PD opportunities for principals specific to their work expectations. Although only one barrier was reported in District W and none in District V, it is notable that no strengths were identified in either district under the topic of inter-district PD collaboration. Clearly this is one facet of the PLC approach that has yet to take hold in the culture of either District V or District W.
Support for School PLCs Instrument (SSPI)


While the IDI was concerned with the extent to which the cohort of educational leaders in the district modelled the principles of PLCs, the SSPI examined how interactions between this cohort and its schools supported the growth of school-level PLCs. The four themes of the SSPI included: leadership for school improvement, two-way communication, instructional support for schools, and operational support for schools. In District V, a total of 18 completed questionnaires were submitted, 5 by district office educators and 13 by principals. In District W, there were 43 completed questionnaires received from three subsets of participants, 9 district office staff, 23 principals, and 11 unidentified (either principals or district office staff). This section presents the results of the administration of the SSPI in Districts V and W.


Leadership for school improvement. The first section of the SSPI deals with leadership for school improvement. Participants were asked to consider five descriptive statements on such topics as effective leadership for establishing PLCs in schools, staffing decisions, development of teacher leadership, district decision-making, and recognition of the importance of transforming schools into PLCs. Each of these statements was measured using three items designed to gauge the degree to which the educational leaders in the district supported the development of school-based leadership capacity. As a result, there were up to 15 items that could be identified as strengths or barriers according to the data provided by the respondents.


In District V, a total of 18 principals and district office educators participated in the administration of the SSPI. On the topic of leadership for school improvement, there were eight strengths identified by the participants. With respect to effective leadership efforts to establish PLCs in schools, 83% of respondents indicated that educational leaders in the district had provided information about PLCs to most teachers and 67% reported that there had been a great deal of communication with teachers about the essential components of PLCs that must be in place. On the topic of building teacher leadership, 83% of respondents observed strengths both in modelling and assisting by district educational leaders. District decision-making to reinforce and support school-based PLCs was also identified as a strength in three areas: considerable adjustment in district decision-making processes (61%), implementation support in the district improvement plan (78%), and sustainability support in the district improvement plan (61%). One further strength reported by District V respondents, illustrating the district’s recognition of the importance of changing schools into PLCs, was the finding that district goals greatly enhance this transformation (72%).


District V participants also reported two barriers to effective leadership for school improvement. On the topic of staffing decisions to support PLC implementation in schools, 61% of respondents indicated that specific allocation of full-time equivalent (FTE) teacher positions to lead school-based PLCs efforts rarely occurs. As for the development of teacher leadership, 33% of participants reported that efforts to build teacher leadership were not a very important part of their performance reviews for their positions as educational leaders in the district.


Principals and district office staff in District W also considered the 15 questionnaire items related to leadership for school improvement, with a total of 6 items being reported as strengths. On the topic of effective leadership for establishing PLCs in schools, 88% of respondents indicated that educational leaders had shared information about PLCs with most teachers and 67% reported that there had been extensive communication with teachers on those aspects of PLCs that had to be in place. As for the development of teacher leadership, there were three items reported as strengths: modelling of the importance of teacher leadership (77%), assisting in the development of teacher leadership (74%), and including efforts to build teacher leadership in job performance review of educational leaders in the district (63%). One additional strength reported by 64% of respondents was their observation that educational leaders had made important adjustments in their decision-making practices to support school-based PLCs.


There was one barrier reported by District W participants. Nearly two-thirds of respondents indicated that allocation of FTE teacher positions to lead school-based efforts rarely occurred. This barrier was also reported in District V, suggesting that districts are reluctant to assign teacher positions to schools specifically for the purpose of leading school-based PLC efforts. It may be that districts expect schools to take leadership for decisions on leadership of PLC efforts.


In comparing the strengths reported in each district, there were five items reported as strengths in both districts: sharing information with teachers about PLCs, extensive communication with teachers about required components of PLCs, modelling of importance of building teacher leadership, assisting in the development of teacher leadership, and adjustment of district decision-making practices to support school-based PLCs. In contrast to their colleagues in the larger district, District V respondents reported three other items as strengths: the district plan promotes implementation of school-based PLCs, the district plan promotes sustainability of school-based PLCs, and district goals enhance the transformation of schools into PLCs. One survey item was reported as a strength by District W respondents and a barrier by those in District V: the importance of efforts to build teacher leadership in their job performance review. In District V, 33% of respondents chose a 1 or 2 response (barrier) and 44% chose a 4 or 5 response (strength). However, in District W, only 14% described this as a barrier, while 63% reported this as a strength. This finding suggests considerable variation in the job performance criteria for educational leaders in these two districts.
Two-way communication. The second section of the SSPI dealt with two-way communication between the district and its schools. Five descriptive statements in this section concerned the following issues: building trust and collaboration, coherence between school and district improvement plans, district professional development (PD) opportunities, job expectations for principals, and feedback on student performance. As in the previous section of the SSPI, there were three questionnaire items for each descriptive statement for a total of 15 items in this section.

In District V, one strength and six barriers were reported with respect to two-way communication. On the issue of feedback on student performance, 72% of educational leaders claimed that their use of student data in the district promotes teacher collaboration. The issue of coherence between school and district improvement plans was the source of three reported barriers: limited involvement of school-based educators in the district improvement plan (61%), limited involvement of district office liaison personnel in school improvement plans (78%), and lack of two-way communication during the development of school and district improvement plans (56%). The topic of job expectations for principals was the source of two barriers: lack of mutual identification of expectations for principals (33%) and the failure to use these shared expectations in principal performance reviews (61%). The last barrier identified was a lack of satisfaction with the time taken to get district-based student data back to teachers (39%).

In District W, there were three strengths and two barriers reported by the principals and district office educators regarding two-way communication. On the issue of building trust and collaboration to support PLCs, two strengths were reported: educational leaders act in way that increase trust among district and school personnel (63%) and they promote continuous collaboration among teachers in similar schools (61%). The other strength reported in District W was related to district PD opportunities: policies and practices in the district support collaboration between the district office and schools regarding PD (70%). The two barriers were related to the coherence of school and district improvement plans. School-based educators have little involvement in the development of district improvement plans (40%) and district office liaison staff are seldom involved in the development of school improvement plans (37%).

In comparing the results from both districts, District V participants identified more barriers and fewer strengths than those from District W. Two barriers appeared to raise a common concern: lack of shared involvement by school-based educators and district personnel assigned to schools in the development of school and district improvement plans. 

Instructional support. The third section of the instrument considered the instructional support provided to schools by the educational leaders of the district. The five descriptive statements asked participants to reflect on the following topics: efforts to improve student learning, importance of PD in teacher improvement, focus on sustainable and systemic instructional improvement, importance of helping teachers improve their instructional practices, and capacity of educational leaders to provide instructional support. In this section, there was a total of 16 items offered to respondents, 4 on the topic of sustainable and systemic improvement, and 3 for the remaining topics. 


In District V, there were seven strengths, but no barriers identified on the topic of instructional support. With respect to efforts to support the improvement of student learning, one strength was that interventions were often based on student learning indicators (61%). On the issue of recognizing the importance of PD in supporting teachers’ instructional improvement, two strengths were reported: educational leaders promote PD initiatives focused on instructional improvement (78%) and they provided most teachers with PD activities that supported instructional improvement (83%). In the area of providing sustained instructional improvement, participants identified two strengths: efforts by educational leaders are expected to lead to more than short-term instructional improvement (72%) and leaders focus their energy on improving the instructional practices of all teachers (94%). Another area of strength found in District V dealt with the importance accorded to helping teachers improve their instructional practices, with 77% of respondents indicating that educational leaders are familiar with the instructional practices of many teachers in their district. A final strength was noted on the topic of the capacity of educational leaders to provide instructional support. Nearly two-thirds of principals and district office educator reported that they had curricular expertise in the grades or subjects for which they were expected to provide support.


In District W, there were 12 strengths and no barriers identified on this topic. Two strengths were reported in the area of district efforts to support student learning: a focus on student learning when educational leaders meet (72%) and interventions often based on student learning indicators (65%). On the issue of the recognition by educational leaders of the importance of PD in supporting teacher improvement, two strengths were identified: educational leaders promoted PD initiatives with focus on instructional improvement (93%) and they provided PD initiatives that supported instructional improvement to most teachers in the district (88%). In the area of efforts to provide sustained, systemic, and results-oriented instructional improvement, there were three strengths reported by educational leaders: their efforts focus on multiple sequences of events (70%), are expected to lead to continuous academic improvement (88%), and are intended to improve the instructional practices of all teachers (88%). As evidence of the importance accorded by educational leaders to helping teachers improve their instructional practices, three strengths were found in this district: educational leaders were familiar with the instructional practices of many district teachers (84%), they often worked directly with teachers to provide classroom level support (63%), and they often also provided indirect support to classroom teachers (86%). With respect to the capacity of educational leaders to provide instructional support in schools, respondents reported two strengths: they had curricular expertise in the grades and subjects for which they were expected to provide support (77%) and they had considerable teaching expertise in these grades and subjects (77%).


In comparing Districts V and W, there were seven strengths identified in District V, all of which were found in District W as well. The additional five strengths in District W dealt with the focus on student learning at meetings of educational leaders, their emphasis on multiple sequences of events in PD offerings, the provision of direct and indirect support to classroom teachers, and the teaching experience of educational leaders in their areas of responsibility. The absence of reported barriers in both districts suggests that the educational leaders are supportive of school-based PLCs and their efforts towards instructional improvement.

Operational support. The final section of the instrument was concerned with operational support for schools. There were five descriptive statements dealing with efforts of leaders to overcome operational limitations, promotion of effective use of instructional technology, recognition of the importance of data collection and analysis, minimization of non-instructional barriers to student learning, and adequacy of non-instructional support to enhance student learning. As with two of the other sections, there were three items for each descriptive statement for a total of 15 items in this section.


In District V, participants reported three strengths and three barriers in the area of operational support for schools. One strength was reported in the area of overcoming operational limitations: 72% of respondents reported that educational leaders make considerable effort to provide time for teacher collaboration to enhance student learning. The other two strengths were associated with the use of instructional technology for improved student learning: educational leaders place a high priority on the purchase of current instructional technology (83%) and on the provision of teacher PD for the use of this technology (61%). Two barriers revolved around data collection and analysis for the purpose of school improvement: 44% of respondents indicated that the capacity to collect and analyze data is a low priority when hiring, assigning, or promoting teachers and 44% of respondents similarly reported that training of teachers in this area is a low priority. The other barrier was related to non-instructional barriers to student learning: 44% of participants reported that bus-related issues interfere with activities that promote student learning.


Participants in District W reported four strengths and six barriers in the efforts of educational leaders to provide operational support to school-based PLCs. In the area of overcoming operational limitations that impact school effectiveness, one strength was reported by 61% of respondents: extensive collaboration among educational leaders to ensure that adequate instructional resources are provided to schools. The other three strengths reported by District W educational leaders were related to instructional technology: a high priority placed on the purchase of current instructional technology (74%), consistent efforts to ensure alignment of these purchases with effective instructional practices (70%), and a similarly high priority on teacher PD on the use of this technology (79%). Three barriers reported by educational leaders were associated with data collection and analysis as integral to improving school operations: the capacity to collect and analyze data is a low priority in teacher hiring, assignment, and promotion (40%), the provision of training to teachers in this area is similarly a low priority (50%), and the provision of this training to educational leaders is also a low priority (35%). Three other barriers arose from issue of non-instructional obstacles to student learning: 36% of respondents reported that teachers’ non-instructional responsibilities interfere with the teaching-learning process, 51% cited teachers’ paperwork responsibilities as an obstacle to student learning, and 42% similarly pointed to bus-related issues.


In comparing the two findings from the two districts in terms of operational support for schools, the respondents reported common strengths in the areas of purchases and teacher PD for instructional technology, while District W respondents reported a strength in the area of alignment of instructional technology purchases with effective instructional practices. In their attempts to minimize operational limitations to school effectiveness, District V educational leaders reported efforts to provide time for teacher collaboration as a strength, while District W participants indicated that collaboration in resource allocation to schools was a strength. The two districts reported barriers resulting from low priority accorded to teacher capacity and teacher training in the areas of data collection and analysis. District W respondents had a further barrier in the related area of training in data collection and analysis for educational leaders. On the topic of non-instructional issues that affect schools, respondents in both districts found that bus-related issues represented a barrier, while District W participants also pointed to teachers’ non-instructional and paperwork responsibilities as obstacles to teaching and learning. These findings suggest some important operational topics for discussion by educational leaders in the district as they pursue their goal of promoting school-based PLCs and improved student learning.

Discussion and Implications


The findings from these two district-level instruments shed light on the importance and impact of PLC implementation efforts in schools and districts. Each instrument addressed four main themes and identified strengths and barriers in both districts. Some of these strengths and barriers can be considered in light of the literature on education reform and PLCs. As noted earlier, the move towards PLCs in schools and districts represents a significant change in the existing organizational culture, which includes important changes in the way of thinking by educators across the district.


As noted earlier, Stoll et al. (2006) identified five common elements of PLCs: shared values and vision, collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry, collaboration, and the promotion of group and individual learning. While most PLC research at this time deals with school-level implementation, our research is distinctive in its attention to PLCs at the district level. The results from these two districts indicate both areas of progress and room to grow with respect to district-level modelling and support for PLCs. For example, on the issue of shared vision and values, respondents in both districts reported a lack of two-way communication in the development of school and district improvement plans. Where these plans are developed independently, it is likely that there will be a lack of mutual commitment and common priorities. For collective responsibility to occur in a PLC, there must be shared leadership responsibilities and leadership capacity building. However, in both districts, a significant proportion of respondents indicated that only a select few were expected to act as educational leaders in the district. On the other hand, there was evidence of efforts to model the importance of and build teacher leadership, which would promote collective responsibility across districts. With respect to reflective professional inquiry, there were several strengths reported in the area of professional growth and development for educational leaders in the district. Evidence of collaboration was found in both districts from the finding that educational leaders in both districts were encouraged to network with each other. On the issue of individual and group learning, there were many strengths reported in the area of instructional support to schools. However, an area of concern in both districts was the lack of capacity to collect and analyze data effectively for the purposes of enhancing student learning. This represents a significant barrier in achieving measurable results in student learning and in other areas of school improvement.


This study, like any other, is subject to several limitations. To begin with, our findings come from only two school districts, which would limit the extent to which one could generalize our findings into other districts in New Brunswick or elsewhere. Furthermore, we have presented the findings in this paper based on blended results from both principals and district office educators. An area for further analysis would be the data sets from principals and district office educators considered separately. It is likely that principals may perceive issues such as two-way communication and instructional support, for example, differently from educators based at the district office. Another limitation to this study is that we administered the two instruments in the two districts that we also used to create and pilot test them.


We look forward to opportunities and invitations from educational leaders in other districts to use our district instruments to support their efforts to encourage PLC implementation and growth. We are currently working on a provincial-level assessment instrument and we hope that our work at that level will build awareness of and support for our district instruments among leaders in other districts. Given the existing hierarchical system in our province, it is likely that use at one level is dependent on acceptance and use at higher levels of the system.

We have been encouraged by the impact of our research on the educational culture within the participating districts. As we reported previously (Brien & Williams, 2008), these instruments are not to be used for external assessment of districts, but instead for internal self-examination and reflection by educational leaders in districts. A striking example of this impact occurred in the process of identifying the educational leadership group for the district. By naming principals as part of this leadership cohort, we triggered significant discussion in one district about the place of principals in district-level decision-making and responsibility. Similarly, our questions about the involvement of principals in the district improvement plan encouraged district office educators to reconsider how to seek input from principals in the creation of these plans. Indeed, these conversations are precisely what we intended to encourage in the development of these instruments. We hope that the findings presented here can serve to encourage further work on the PLC concept at the district level.
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Appendix A

The Internal District Instrument (IDI) 
Statements Used to Represent Four Measures 

	A. DISTRICT CULTURE



	District culture balances bureaucratic efficiency and community effectiveness.

	District focuses on effective job performance.

	Positive working relationship among various employee groups enables the achievement of district educational goals.

	Collaboration with non-educational government departments improves student performance.

	Collaboration with external partners improves student performance.

	B. DISTRICT STRUCTURE & OPERATIONS



	District structure and operations maximize organizational effectiveness.

	District structure and operations focus on a limited number of goals.

	District structure and operations utilize district level educators’ expertise.

	District structure and operations aligns daily work assignments with district goals.

	District structure and operations strengthen relationships and job-related networking.

	C. DISTRICT LEADERSHIP



	District leadership approach fosters empowerment.

	This district builds leadership capacity.

	This district strongly supports growth and positive change.

	District policies and practices promote instructional leadership.

	District Education Council (DEC) sets goals and trusts district leaders to manage the system.

	D. PROFESSIONAL GROWTH & DEVELOPMENT



	District level educators recognize the impact their own professional development can have on improving student learning.

	District level educators model the importance of professional development.

	Professional development for district level educators is aligned with district goals.

	Principal involvement in professional development activities conducted for district level educators is important.

	This district collaborates with other districts to address professional development for district level educators.


Appendix B

Internal District Instrument (IDI) 
Example of Expanded Likert Scale 

SECTION A.  -  DISTRICT CULTURE  

1.  This district’s culture reflects a balance between bureaucratic efficiency and community effectiveness.

           a.              1                                 2                                   3                                   4
  ​                    5     


          b.               1                                2                                   3                                   4
                    5     


          c.               1                                 2
         3

                4
                             5   



* For the purposes of this survey, Educational leaders  includes the group of educators who
   work out of the district office AND the principals of each of the district schools.
Appendix C

Support for School PLCs Instrument (SSPI)

Statements Used to Represent Four Measures 

	A. LEADERSHIP FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT



	1.
	District has effective leadership for establishing PLCs in schools.

	2.
	Staffing decisions support PLC implementation.

	3.
	Development of teacher leadership is encouraged.

	4.
	District decisions reinforce and support PLCs.

	5.
	District recognizes the importance of transforming schools into PLCs.

	B. TWO-WAY COMMUNICATION



	1.
	District builds trust and collaboration to support PLCs.

	2.
	District promotes coherence between school and district improvement plans.

	3.
	District PD opportunities are a result of collaboration.

	4.
	Job expectations for principals are clearly communicated, considered and evaluated.

	5.
	Feedback on student performance is an effective component of district office-school communications.

	C. INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS



	1.
	Effort is made to support the improvement of student learning.

	2.
	Leaders recognize the importance that PD plays in supporting teacher improvement.

	3.
	District focuses on providing sustained, systemic, and results-oriented instructional improvement.

	4.
	District believes in helping teachers improve their instructional practices.

	5.
	Leaders have the capacity to provide instructional support to schools.

	D. OPERATIONAL SUPPORT FOR SCHOOLS



	1.
	Leaders work to overcome operational limitations.

	2.
	Leaders promote the effective use of instructional technology.

	3.
	Leaders recognize the importance of data collection and analysis.

	4.
	District promotes student learning by minimizing non-instructional barriers.

	5.
	Adequate non-instructional support is provided to enhance learning.


School principals are usually involved in making decisions that impact the district-wide operations.





School principals are sometimes involved in making decisions that impact the district-wide operations.





School principals are seldom involved in making decisions that impact the district-wide operations.





Educational leaders* in this district often collaborate with their colleagues regarding job related matters. 





Educational leaders* in this district occasionally collaborate with their colleagues regarding job related matters.





Educational leaders* in this district seldom collaborate with their colleagues regarding job related matters.





Decision making is distributed among most educational leaders* in this district.





Decision making is distributed among several educational leaders* in this district.








Decision making is concentrated among a few educational leaders* in this district.








