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Abstract
In 2003 the concept of transforming schools from teaching into learning organizations first began in New Brunswick. Two years into that transformation it became clear that the adoption of a professional learning community approach at the school level was dependent upon a cultural shift not only at the school level but that at the district and provincial levels as well. This paper maps the role of university research in this cultural shift, a role that incorporated the tenets of the learning organization into the research methodology itself. 


The history of public education in New Brunswick has included many province-wide structural and pedagogical reforms.  In 2003, the Progressive Conservative government of Premier Bernard Lord released a comprehensive policy statement entitled Quality Schools, High Results (Communications New Brunswick, 2003).  The reform plan introduced by the Progressive Conservative government, known as the Quality Learning Agenda, was a welcome relief to educators after more than a decade of top-down mandates of the previous Liberal government aimed at improving school performance.  Mandate-based reform had failed to consider the complexity of schools and the reality of classrooms, a failure that Senge et al. (2000) argued has prevented school reform for decades.  The failure of reform stemmed not from a lack of passion or positive intentions, but from a failure to examine what Senge referred to as mental models, the underlying beliefs that define our culture and colour our perspectives of reality.  The previous Liberal premier, Frank McKenna, operated from a belief that first-order change (Uline, 2001) could create a world-class education system that would drive New Brunswick’s economic success(a mental model based on structural change.  By contrast, Premier Lord realized that success was dependent upon more than a structural reorganization; it required a second-order change that would transform the very culture of schooling.  Such a change could not be mandated; it had to be facilitated (Hargreaves, 2003; Rusch, 2005).  Political decision-making of the 1990s had shown policy makers that the links between government offices and schools, and between the school office and the classrooms, were tenuous at best because of the loosely coupled nature of public education (Owens, 2004; Weick, 1976).  Any success in transforming school culture was dependent upon an approach that teachers could support, one that eschewed the traditional hierarchical bureaucracy in favor of a grassroots learning community model.  The importance of this insight was not lost on the subsequent Liberal government of Premier Shawn Graham whose educational policy When Kids Come First (New Brunswick Department of Education, 2007) included the importance of professional learning community (PLC) concept (p. 14).

In 2005, as observers of the school reform process and being acutely aware of the failure rate in typical school improvement efforts (Bishop & Mulford, 1999; Fullan, 1993), we initiated discussions with senior members of the New Brunswick Department of Education.  Our evaluation of the research on PLCs indicated that the sustainability of this cultural change at the school level was greatly dependent upon a concomitant change in the culture of the district and provincial levels of the educational system (Barber & Fullan, 2002).  As a result, we embarked on a research project that targeted the institutional barriers to the implementation of PLCs at all three levels of the school system: schools, districts, and the province.  In this paper, we present reflections on our research journey and on the influence of our work on educational leadership in New Brunswick. In particular, we report the following:

· Our understandings of the PLC concept

· Trust building as a key part of PLC modelling

· Influence of our research

We hope that sharing our research experience and findings will encourage others in their efforts to develop sustainable change and improvement in education.

Our Understandings of the Concept of PLCs


Through working with teachers, administrators, and educational policy makers, we have learned that the term PLC is now widely used in professional discourse.  Less clear, however, is the extent to which users of the term PLC understand the full nature and scope of the concept.  As DuFour (2004) commented, the term is used by many people to describe every imaginable combination of individuals with an interest in education, with the result that the term risks losing all meaning (p. 6).  Our research has emphasized the move towards PLCs as a fundamental change in the culture of the school system. 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 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 (2003), who has similarly conceptualized PLCs as schools in which the professional staff operates consistently according to the following five dimensions: supportive and shared leadership, collective creativity, shared values and vision, supportive conditions, and shared personal practice.  According to Bryk, Camburn, and Louis (1999), three core practices in a PLC include reflective dialogue among teachers about instructional practices and student learning, a deprivatization of professional practice, and peer collaboration in which teachers engage in shared work. In our work with New Brunswick 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.  Indeed, the book On Common Ground (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005) has been widely circulated and discussed throughout the New Brunswick school system.  

Our review of the literature on PLCs and educational reform indicated the necessity of district and state or provincial support to implement and sustain school-based PLCs (Bryk et al., 1999; Fullan, 2000; Giles & Hargreaves, 2006).  As practitioners, we also had firsthand experience with education reform and realized that, with the frequent, incoherent and often conflicting attempts at change, such support was often short-lived.  The following comments by Barber and Fullan (2005) catalyzed the focus of the research that we chose to pursue:

Our recent work is based on two interacting assumptions.  One is in order for educational reform to be sustainable we must focus on tri-level development, namely, what has to happen at the school and community level; at the district level; and at the state level.  The second assumption is that we need initiatives that deliberately set out to cause improvement at the three levels and in their interrelationships.  (p. 1) 

The premise we developed was that, before the PLC model could be successfully implemented and sustained in New Brunswick schools, it must become an organizational model at the district and provincial levels as well.  The best way for us to “cause” improvement was to identify the policies and practices that prevented the adoption of a PLC approach at each of the three levels of the provincial educational system.  In 2006 we were successful in acquiring funding from the New Brunswick Department of Education and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada for a study entitled Institutional Barriers to Tri-Level Educational Reform.  Our research mandate was to produce survey instruments to assess PLC readiness at the school, district, and provincial levels of the system.

Trust Building as PLC Modelling

As previously mentioned, educators in New Brunswick were still recovering from the negative impact of a decade of centrally mandated large-scale reform.  To counteract the aversion to yet another large-scale reform and to reinforce our willingness to “walk the talk” of the PLC approach, we chose to base our research methodology upon the essential tenets of the model we were examining.  As we worked with research teams at all three levels of the school system, we practised the principles of shared leadership, collaboration, and relationship building in our interactions with them (Brien & Williams, 2008; Williams, Brien, Sprague, & Sullivan, 2008). 


The most vital aspects of our work with each team were centered on building trust. At the first meeting with each team we outlined the purpose of our research: to develop survey instruments, gather data, and generate reports that could be used to inform participants’ professional growth. In particular, we assured the teams that the research reports generated from the data would not be shared with or used by any external bodies for evaluative purposes.  The purpose of collecting the data was self-reflective and the reports we generated would be used for the professional growth of any school, district or provincial organization that undertook the process of self-evaluation. Any publication of the data or reports would reflect aggregate data or have the identifying parameters removed to ensure confidentiality.


Our steps towards trust building included our process for creating the research teams.  We arranged to have each team chaired by a practitioner, using the principal for school teams and the superintendent or designate for the district teams.  The provincial team was jointly led by the researchers and a senior member of the provincial department of education. We met with each team leader to establish our relationship and to explain our intended process.  Once the leaders understood the research protocols, they were invited to select the remaining team members. Four school teams contributed to the development of the school instrument, two district teams helped to design the district instruments, and a joint team of four provincial leadership organizations designed the provincial instrument.  It is interesting to note that trust building was relatively easy at both the school and district levels.  Team members were very comfortable expressing their opinions and sharing their concerns. The higher level of trust enabled us to collaborate with four separate schools and complete the process within the first year.  As the district process evolved we realized that a single instrument was incapable of gathering all the pertinent information.  During the second year we developed an internal instrument and, during the third year, a separate instrument that assessed district support for school-level PLCs.


The provincial process, however, was a different matter.  When we started our research at the provincial level, we established a team consisting of solely Department of Education representatives.  At our meetings, we found it nearly impossible to establish an atmosphere of trust because of the existing hierarchy within the department that prevented candid discussions. After three years of minimal progress at the provincial level, our team expanded to include representatives of the district superintendents, the district education councils (the New Brunswick equivalent of elected school boards), and the provincial teachers’ association.  By the fourth year of our study, our provincial research team included representatives of four provincial organizations with a significant leadership role at the provincial level.  Our efforts to build trust at this level bore fruit as this team met monthly and collaboratively during that year to develop the provincial instrument. 

Influence of our Research


The tangible result of our research has been the creation of four instruments designed to assess the PLC readiness of schools, districts, and provincial education systems.  These research tools will support our efforts to facilitate cultural change in educational leadership in New Brunswick.  We believe that we have planted the seeds of this change through our work with school, district, and provincial teams over the past four years.  In our attempt to redefine the concepts of leadership and responsibility for student learning, we took the position that in a PLC each person was required to share leadership and take responsibility for all the students in their organization. Perhaps the title of DuFour’s (2006) best-selling text Learning by Doing provides the best way to describe the impact of our research. DuFour urges those who wish to undertake a PLC journey not to wait but to start somewhere and learn the process through active involvement. This approach resonates with the action research approach that we used; it allowed us to “walk the walk” as our research unfolded. Our efforts to develop a PLC readiness instrument had both common and specific impacts at each level of the system. 

Common Impacts


The first common impact across each level was the validation of the efforts being made by the practitioners.   For two years prior to our research, school and district leaders had been attending PLC summits at which they were exposed to the general principles of PLCs.  Attendees were then provided with the latitude to decide what they would do with the knowledge they had gained.  Our research provided a focus for these decisions and a measure of how effectively each school had adopted the philosophy and practices that characterized the transformation. 

The second impact was the clarification of which professional activities could actually be classified as PLCs. As noted earlier by DuFour (2004), the working definition of the concept differed among educators.  Practitioners used the term appropriately at times but more frequently used it to incorrectly label a plethora of professional growth activities.  Many of these activities lacked the necessary essentials found in PLC literature and few were based upon the cultural reality needed to enable their success.  

Table 1

Essential Aspects of PLCs

	
	Yes
	No
	Unsure

	Share a common vision and values 
	
	
	

	Work in collaborative teams
	
	
	

	Focus on learning (teacher or student or both) 
	
	
	

	Collectively inquire into “best practice” and “current reality”
	
	
	

	Establish goals that are specific, measurable, attainable and time-bound
	
	
	

	Are action or experimentation oriented
	
	
	

	Collect and analyze data
	
	
	

	Are results oriented
	
	
	

	Are committed to continuous improvement
	
	
	


Our reaction to this confusion was to develop a simple checklist that we used to clarify the essential aspects of a PLC (Table 1). This list proved invaluable whenever team members confused PLCs with the more prevalent practices associated with professional development.

School-Level Impact

Some of the specific impacts at the school level were immediate.  Team meetings provided opportunities for teachers to interact with their administration in a high trust, collaborative forum that was guided by us.  The dynamic at these meetings modeled the co-learning, risk-taking, and collective accountability that are hallmarks of a PLC.  We also found that, because school teams consisted of individuals who had the collective capacity to make operational changes and who were often leaders of PLC-like initiatives, the intentions of many of the instrument items were being incorporated into practice even before we could finish the instrument.


We were finalizing the school instrument at a time when districts had been devoting resources to PLC implementation for more than three years and were looking to schools for some measure of their progress.  In two districts, the number of schools that provided us with data was substantial enough to generate an aggregate report for the district.  The school instrument provided a researched-based measure that provided these two districts with aggregate data that could be used to further advance the reform process and still maintain a collaborative and reflective approach rather than a supervisory one.


Within a month of completing the school instrument we had data from nearly 20% of the schools in the province.  The instrument was used voluntarily in more than 50 schools to analyze their current reality and set improvement goals for the following school year.  This data, although not a random sample, provided us with a few key patterns that were consistent across grade level and school size.

District-Level Impact


As we argued elsewhere, the positive features of PLCs at the school level should also apply to school districts (Brien, Williams, & Briggs, 2009).  In a school-based PLC, teachers are expected to contribute to the leadership of the whole school and to take responsibility for the learning of every student in the school.  At the district level, the analogous expectation is that every principal shares in the leadership of the district and in the responsibility for the learning in each school.  We promoted this culture in two ways: the selection of district research team members and the choice of who would be asked to respond to the instruments. Each district team consisted of not only of district leadership personnel but also representatives from the principals and vice-principals of the district schools.  Working with these teams, we developed a collective term educational leaders of the district to depict the target group for the district instruments. This term was defined to include the administrative and pedagogical leaders at the district office and the principals of each of the district schools.  Inclusion of principals in this definition was a significant achievement given the existing mental models of both principals and district office educators about district level leadership.

With the administration of the district instruments in two school districts, we observed an expansion of leadership capacity within the districts. Principals became active participants in the district leadership meetings. In one of the participating districts, the format for the district administration meetings changed.  Principals began the day by meeting independently for a few hours before the district personnel joined them.  During this time principals examined school-based issues and developed workable solutions.  These solutions were then presented at the larger session that followed, where district staff considered the school-based recommendations.  In the administrative meetings at the other district, time was set aside during which principals and district personnel formed teams that brainstormed issues and then developed consensus on the key goals to be included in the yearly district improvement plan.

Provincial-Level Impact


Our efforts to redefine leadership culture at the provincial level progressed more slowly than at the district level.  As noted earlier, it took us three years to reframe provincial educational leadership from the actions of a single organization, the provincial department of education, to include three other organizations, representing superintendents, chairs of district education councils, and staff members of the provincial teachers’ association.  Similarly to our school and district instruments, the provincial instrument again focuses on the readiness of the leaders of these four provincial organizations to share leadership, to collaborate, and to accept responsibility for improving student learning across the province. Although early in the process, we have shared our understanding of the need for the four provincial educational leadership organizations to model the operational changes that they are encouraging schools to adopt.  Our research has provided a common focus across these four organizations and established an example of how even in the political bureaucracy of a government branch there is a place for the PLC approach. While the mental models of the bureaucratic culture at this level will take time to change, our discussions within the provincial research team showed promising evidence of collaboration.

The impact of our research at the provincial level is less evident.  As our research comes to a close, we have achieved the goal that we set out to achieve.  We have developed survey instruments that measure criteria that determine the readiness of the three levels of the system to adopt PLCs as one of their operational approaches.  In doing so, we have helped further the provincial agenda of transforming schools from educational factories obsessed with improving teaching to professional communities focused on the continual improvement of student learning. We have likewise addressed many of the systemic issues necessary to sustain this transformation and we have done so by modeling the essential aspects of a PLC.  As researchers working independently from the public education system, we have helped create mirrors that practitioners can use as they reflect on their daily practices. 
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