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School Districts as Professional Learning Communities:

Development of Two District-Level Assessment Instruments

Educators and educational policy-makers are increasingly looking towards the concept of professional learning communities (PLCs) as a means to transform the culture of our public schools to achieve sustainable improvements in student learning. For example, the New Brunswick Department of Education’s (2007) recent Education plan includes a commitment to expanding the PLC concept throughout the K – 12 school system (p. 14). Similarly, the final report of Alberta’s Commission on Learning’s (2003) included the recommendation that the government “require every school to operate as a professional learning community dedicated to continuous improvement in students' achievement” (Recommendation 13). The Alberta government accepted this recommendation and supported research, professional development, and school improvement projects to promote PLCs in schools (Alberta’s Commission on Learning, 2006). As Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, and Thomas (2006) pointed out in their international literature review on PLCs, our understanding of effective PLCs in schools and research into their nature and effectiveness are still at a relatively early stage of development in many countries.


However, it is noticeable that the emphasis in PLC research and implementation has been almost exclusively on the school as the unit of change and improvement. Less common is a focus on school districts as both supporters of PLCs within their schools and also on district offices themselves operating as PLCs. Hord (1997, cited by Morrissey, 2000) has 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. 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. Indeed, 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 larger district and provincial school systems that continue to operate according to the principles of a traditional hierarchical culture. However, just as schools face conditions that can facilitate or impede the move towards a PLC culture, this is also true for districts. The purpose of this paper is to explore the concept of districts as PLCs themselves and how this would affect operations and interactions among educators working at both the school and district levels. This paper builds upon on our previous work (Brien, Williams, Sprague, & Sullivan, 2007) where we described the development of our school-level instrument to assess PLC readiness. We will review the essential components associated with PLCs as found in international literature, examine the research on district-level reform, and describe two assessment instruments designed to assess the extent to which districts operate as PLCs and support the development of PLCs within their schools. 

The Concept of Professional Learning Communities

In the context of school reform initiatives, Fullan (2005, cited by DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005) observed that terms travel well, but the underlying conceptualization and thinking do not (p. 9). This appears to be true with the concept of PLCs with a variety of related terms, meanings, and understandings being used and applied by academics, professionals, and policy makers. DuFour (2004) observed that the term PLC has been applied to every combination of individuals with an interest in education. He commented that the PLC model has reached a critical juncture in the school reform process where “initial enthusiasm gives way to confusion about the fundamental concepts driving the initiative” (p. 6). The predictable outcome of this confusion, based upon the fate of many other well-intentioned educational reform attempts, is a cycle of difficulty, disappointment, and disillusionment for educators and education stakeholders. In this section, we will review some existing and emerging theoretical understandings associated with the concept of PLCs. We will consider such related terms as learning organizations, communities of practice, and learning communities in an effort to unpack the meanings embedded within the words professional, learning, and community. This analysis will help in our understanding of the application of the PLC concept to districts.

The conceptual roots of PLCs can be traced to Senge’s influential 1990s work on learning organizations that originated in the corporate world and later addressed schools (e.g., Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 2000). Senge (1990/2007) built his concept of a learning organization around five disciplines: systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, building shared vision, and team learning (pp. 6 – 10). Hill and Crévola (2003) described the concept of a learning organization to include the notion of a group of individuals committed to a collective purpose who engage in systematic, collaborative problem-solving that results in continuous improvement and transformation to adapt to external change. In contrast to the paradigms of the industrial age, Senge’s concept of learning organizations is more closely associated with today’s knowledge society. Commenting on Senge’s work with respect to public education, Hartle and Hobby (2003) observed that our understanding of how people learn has changed so that old assumptions about schooling are being challenged. The technical-rational school model is a part of a greater bureaucracy that was designed to meet the training needs of a more stable industrial society. It is, however, incapable of dealing with the demands for flexibility and creativity requisite for a knowledge-based society (Beairsto, 1999; Hargreaves, 2003). 

The concept of learning organizations is naturally related to the broader question of learning itself. Sackney, Walker, and Mitchell (2005) have described learning as the essential purpose of effective schools in a knowledge society. In their view, learning in a knowledge society requires the ability to create, to solve problems, to think critically, to unlearn and relearn, to deal with the environment, and to develop a lifelong learning capacity. They would add that the learning of teachers is as important as the learning of children in schools. However, the complexity of teacher learning is illustrated by Gherardi’s (1999) distinction between two types of learning: learning for problem solving and learning in the face of mystery. While the former tends to be more instrumental, intentional, and focussed on organizational goals, the latter is more associated with reflexivity, relationality, and ambiguity. In her critique of aspects of the dominant organizational learning literature, Gherardi proposed the term learning-in-organizing to reflect the more provisional, distributed, and relational aspects of learning in the face of mystery.

Learning is also prominent in DuFour’s (2004) popular and widely disseminated work on PLCs. DuFour listed three “big ideas” that reflect the core principles of PLCs and described how these principles can guide the efforts of schools to sustain the PLC model until it becomes deeply embedded in their cultures. The first of his big ideas is that schools must ensure that students learn. He emphasized that schools must move from a focus on teaching to a focus on learning. To ensure this learning focus, he would require that all educators engage with colleagues in exploring three crucial questions: What do we want each student to learn? How will we know when each student has learned it? How will we respond when a student has difficulty learning? DuFour claimed that the answer to the third question distinguishes learning community schools from traditional schools. The second of DuFour’s big ideas is the need for a culture of collaboration. He particularly distinguished between true collaboration among teachers and more superficial expressions of congeniality and camaraderie or shared efforts by teachers to develop consensus on operational procedures. Instead, he characterized the powerful collaboration within PLCs as a systematic process in which teachers work together to analyze and improve their classroom practice. DuFour’s third big idea is a focus on results. In a PLC, educators set goals based on desired and measured goals, rather than on inputs and processes. This idea leads to a discussion of the importance and use of data in educational decision-making. According to DuFour, teachers in PLCs welcome data and share data with each other to learn from one another and to make continual improvements in their teaching and learning strategies for all students. He particularly urged educators to embrace data as a useful indicator of progress and to stop disregarding or excusing unfavourable data. DuFour’s model appears to be a tightly integrated cycle focussed on student learning supported by teacher collaboration and driven by an orientation towards results. 

In their examination of the role of PLCs in international education, Toole and Louis (2002) described a school-based PLC to include not only discrete acts of teacher sharing but also the establishment of a school-wide culture that makes collaboration expected, inclusive, genuine, ongoing, and focussed on critically examining practice to improve student outcomes. Morrissey (2000) described a school that acts as a PLC as one that “engages the entire group of professionals in coming together for learning within a supportive, self-created community” [italics in original] (pp. 3 – 4). Toole and Louis elaborated on the three concepts embedded in the term professional learning community. First, a PLC emphasizes teacher professionalism that is client-oriented and knowledge-based. Second, it emphasizes learning by placing a high value on teachers’ inquiry and reflection. Third, at the heart of the PLC concept is community (Stoll et al., 2006). The communitarian aspect of PLCs emphasizes personal connections among teachers and the shared nature of their professional learning and work. Morrissey argued that educator learning is more complex, deeper, and more fruitful in a social setting, where the participants can interact, test their ideas, challenge their inferences and interpretations, and process new information with each other. It seems likely that applying these aspects of professionalism, learning, and community to the district level would offer similar benefits to educators and students. 

An emerging concept of community that is gaining currency in education is known as communities of practice (Wenger, 2000). With its focus on community and social learning systems, this concept is related to that of PLCs. Wenger has identified three elements that define competence in communities of practice: joint enterprise, mutuality, and shared repertoire. Joint enterprise means that members of a community are bound by their collectively developed understanding of what their community is about and they hold each other accountable to this purpose. Mutuality refers to the fact that the members build their community through interactions that reflect mutual engagement, interaction, and trust. The shared repertoire in a community of practice consists of communal resources such as language, routines, artifacts, and tools that members can access and use appropriately. 

Mitchell and Sackney’s (2001) research into learning communities has centred on the concept of building capacity within schools. They have identified three types of capacity that are necessary for schools to grow as learning communities: personal, interpersonal, and organizational. In their model, personal capacity refers to the amalgam of all embedded values, assumptions, beliefs, and practical knowledge that teachers carry with them and of the professional networks and knowledge bases with which they connect. Consequently, building personal capacity entails searching one’s professional networks to locate new and different ideas. Interpersonal capacity shifts the focus from the individual to the group, and emphasizes collegial relations and collective practice. Mitchell and Sackney argued that interpersonal capacity is as much about how people relate to one another as it is about the dominant normative culture in the school. They claimed that a collaborative culture that fosters professional learning is enhanced by attention to affective conditions, cognitive processes, and support for necessary phases. Organizational capacity deals with the structural conditions in which a school community operates. Mitchell and Sackney pointed out that a learning community requires a different kind of organizational structure from that found in traditional schools. In particular, their model recommends significant changes in the nature of teacher interactions with each other, professional development delivery, and power relationships between teachers and administrators. While their work appears to be focussed on school-level capacity building, it is certainly possible to apply their understandings of personal, interpersonal, and organizational capacity to educators working at the district level as well. 

Voulalas and Sharpe (2005) conducted a study of Australian principals in an effort to clarify the concept of schools as learning organizations or learning communities. They found that their respondents lacked a clear understanding of the concept despite their actions to implement it in their schools. They acknowledged that this might not be surprising given that it has been difficult to operationalize the concept of a learning organization in a general non-school context. Their respondents did come up with a number of special characteristics that would distinguish learning community schools from their traditional counterparts: “a collective life-long learning culture, a commitment to professional development and improved student outcomes, enthusiasm and professionalism, a sense of inclusion and openness, sharing, building of a common vision, vitality and empowerment” (p. 191). They concluded their study with a proposed core definition of a learning organization that included such attributes as constant learning, continuous change, and maximized outcomes in a dynamic environment. These attributes certainly apply to the work of districts.

While Stoll et al. (2006) similarly acknowledged that there is no universal definition of PLCs and that there may be shades of interpretation of the concept in different contexts, they claimed that there appears to be some 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. This list, which includes many intertwined features, appears to capture many of the concepts associated with PLCs described earlier. As school systems increasingly embrace PLCs as suggested by the research, there will be significant implications for school districts.
Implications for School Districts

The move towards PLCs is fundamentally a shift 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. A transformation in the culture of an organization requires, then, that its members adapt to the influence of new norms, values, and beliefs that may clash with well-embedded and widely accepted aspects of the prevailing culture. Just as it is clear that PLCs represent a change in the culture of schools, there is a need for a corresponding cultural change for districts, both to support schools in their reform efforts and to adopt these changes themselves in their own operations.

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. 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. Sackney and Mitchell (2005), building upon their earlier work on schools as learning communities (Mitchell & Sackney, 2001), extended their ideas of individual, interpersonal, and organizational capacity within schools to describe the conception of communities of leaders existing throughout the broader educational system. In their call for “a profound shift in thinking about how we do the work of education and the work of schooling” (Sackney & Mitchell, 2005, p. 289), they may be suggesting that their recommendations for building capacity apply also to educational reforms beyond the school level.

In this section, we will examine some of the existing literature on educational reform initiatives taken at the district level and the implications of PLC initiatives and principles on these district-level efforts. There are six interrelated themes that arise in the literature on district-level educational reform: professional development, capacity building, structural barriers, sustainability, instructional focus, and the use of data. 

School district leaders often use professional development as a means to promote improvements in teaching and learning in their schools. Corcoran, Fuhrman, and Belcher (2001), in their description of three phases of district efforts towards instructional improvement, identified three serious weaknesses in the implementation of these initiatives: lack of district focus, lack of evidence-based culture in professional development delivery, and lack of high-level district decision-making in professional development. They argued that the delivery of professional development at the district level should reflect a district-wide culture for learning. Youngs (2001) also examined the influences of district-level professional development, but with a focus on the effects on school-level community and capacity. He found the need for districts to achieve a balance between promoting coherence among schools and providing autonomy to individual schools. He expressed concern that high-stakes assessment practices can cause district professional development activities to be too narrowly focussed. Togneri (2003) reported on districts that had made remarkable shifts in their approaches to professional development. Instead of the traditional one-time workshop approach, the districts in her study had put in place coherent, district-organized strategies to improve instruction. Among these strategies, districts connected teacher and principal professional development to district goals and student needs and based the content of professional development on needs that emerged from data. Issues of focus, delivery, and purpose in district-level professional development are related to PLC concepts such as professional reflective inquiry (Stoll et al., 2006), focus on results (DuFour, 2004), professional development delivery (Mitchell & Sackney, 2001), and systems thinking (Senge, 1990/2007).

Youngs (2001) commented that, despite a growing consensus among educators and policy makers regarding the centrality of professional development in efforts to reform schools, most professional development efforts fail to take account of new ideas about school capacity. His finding was that school capacity was weakened when teachers had limited input in school decision-making. He observed that teacher involvement in establishing shared goals and decision-making—key elements of a school-level PLC—is influenced by district policies and principal leadership style. By comparison, Spillane and Thompson (1998) identified three key factors that affect the capacity of a district to achieve ambitious reform: human capital, social capital, and resources. Human capital referred to the commitment, dispositions, and knowledge of local reformers in the district. Social capital was described in terms of professional networks and trusting collegial relations among district stakeholders. Spillane and Thompson emphasized that the mere existence of these networks and relationships was not sufficient, but that they had to be well used to promote district goals. The key resource identified was time, and particularly the allocation of time. Massell (2000), whose research was based on 22 school districts in eight U.S. states over two years, described the four most frequently observed capacity-building strategies used by these districts: interpreting and using data, building teacher knowledge and skills, aligning curriculum and instruction, and targeting interventions on low performing students and schools. She commented that the efforts of districts to build the capacity of students, teachers, and schools often represent the major, and sometimes only, source of external assistance that schools receive. Her research attempted to revisit the often forgotten role of districts in the improvement process. Fullan (2000), in his description of what he termed the outside-in story of education reform, listed several capacity-building activities available to districts, including training for school teams and local school councils to prepare educators and other stakeholders to function as members of PLCs inside and outside the school.

An important factor in district efforts to build capacity is the need to address structural barriers. As noted earlier, the move towards PLCs at the school and district levels is a significant change in organizational culture. Consequently, there will be necessary changes to institutional structures that were established according to past and existing organizational paradigms, especially those associated with a traditional bureaucratic hierarchy. Togneri and Anderson (2003) identified the challenges with respect to how district leaders dealt with traditional organizational structures, policies, and professional norms that created obstacles to the restructuring of working conditions and support systems. Rusch’s (2005) work revealed the existence of “institutional scripts” that disrupted or constrained organizational learning within school district systems despite successful restructuring efforts at individual schools. In spite of a promising network initiative involving a group of principals and educational administration professors from different school districts and universities, her research found that these scripts and structures led to what she termed a barrier of silence that affected not only the members of the initial network of principals, but that was pervasive throughout their districts.

Closely related to the issue of structural barriers is the sustainability of reforms. Datnow (2005) examined the sustainability of comprehensive school reform models in the face of turbulent district and state contexts. These turbulent conditions included changing district mandates, leadership, and agendas, all of which were factors in the sustainability of school-level reform. In particular, she found that high-capacity schools with established reputations for effectiveness and politically savvy principals were able to sustain reforms in spite of external conditions, while low-capacity schools were less able to do so. High-stakes accountability contexts tended to inhibit the sustainability of reform efforts, especially in low-capacity or low-performing schools. According to Mehan, Datnow, and Hubbard (2003), district support for reform, or at least a commitment to enable rather than hinder long-term implementation of reform, is critical to sustaining reform at the school level. New demands and initiatives and a change in district leadership can interfere with school-based reforms, especially externally driven reforms. They argued that district policy systems need to be aligned to support school reform efforts and, using a physics metaphor, pointed to the effect of varying policy direction vectors that can come towards schools from districts and other levels of the system. As an illustration of these varying vectors, Anderson (2003), in an extensive review of the literature on district-level reform, found ambiguity “between the beliefs and actions of district and school leaders and the formal policies (in whatever form) that are associated with district reform initiatives leading to improved teaching and learning” (pp. 7 – 8). As Togneri (2003) found, districts that want to improve student achievement need to be committed to sustaining reform over the long haul. District-level ambiguity in word and deed about its commitment to reform initiatives will not support the sustainability of school-level or district-level reform efforts.

An important element in reform sustainability is a focus on instructional improvement. Corcoran et al. (2001) pointed out that large school districts have always had difficulty persisting with a reform focus long enough to see results. They cited such characteristics as decentralized decision-making, high-stakes accountability, and increasing competition among providers of reform designs as impediments to districts in carrying out their reform efforts. In contrast, Supovitz (2006) argued for a district-level focus on instructional improvement by describing a school district’s efforts to articulate and enact a unifying vision of instructional quality while maintaining some level of local flexibility. He characterized instructional improvement as the central lever available to school district leaders who wish to improve the performance of all students in their system. He was critical of the vacuum of instructional leadership that often occurs at the district level when district leaders cede to school leaders and to teachers the responsibility for instructional improvement. Similarly, Togneri’s (2003) work showed the benefits of system-wide approaches to improving instruction through such measures as articulated curriculum content, instructional supports, and a clear vision of student learning and instructional improvement. Likewise, Massell (2000) found that districts considered curriculum and instruction improvements as essential elements of capacity and observed that districts were attempting to align their curriculum and instructions vertically to state policies and horizontally to other elements of district and school practice. She did find considerable variation in district approaches to achieving instructional improvement, from highly centralized and technocratic to more developmental strategies. 

In order for districts to address the preceding reform concerns related to professional development, capacity, structural barriers, sustainability, and instructional focus, there is a frequent call in the literature for the appropriate use of data and research. Corcoran et al. (2001) argued that decisions on professional development and reform initiatives needed to be based on research evidence rather than on philosophy or personal preferences. Togneri (2003) similarly observed that successful districts made decisions based on data, not instinct. Massell’s (2000) research on district-level capacity-building strategies described one of them as “data, data, and more data” (p. 2). She found that districts were increasingly using performance and other data to plan professional development activities, identify achievement gaps, align curriculum and instruction, assign and evaluate personnel, and identify students for remedial or gifted programs. She noted that districts were taking more active roles in focussing attention on data and helping schools use them. This included developing data expertise in their central offices and in the schools too. The result of this focus is that educators at all levels press for more and better data on student achievement. This focus on data is particularly consistent with DuFour’s (2004) model for PLCs as well as the reference by Stoll et al. (2006) to reflective professional inquiry.

Two District Level Instruments

In 2006, we began a study funded by SSHRC and the New Brunswick Department of Education to examine institutional barriers to educational reform at the school, district, and provincial levels of the education system. Our mandate is to create instruments that can be used at each level to identify strengths and barriers that exist within schools, districts, or the provincial department of education with respect to the development of a PLC culture in the school system. For our study, we are working with four schools, two districts, and the provincial department of education. In this section, we report on our work with the two districts to develop two district-level instruments to assess PLC readiness and implementation. We will describe our research design, our two instruments, and the current outcomes of our work with these instruments.

Research Design


In the design of this study, we felt that it was very important to model the principles of collaboration, collective responsibility, and reflective inquiry associated with PLCs throughout our study. This modeling is reflected in the processes that we have followed in working with each district, including the choice of district teams, the use of brainstorming and feedback cycles, the item validation procedures, and the use and reporting of data collected. 

For the district-level phase of the study, we have been working with two district teams, each with five or six members representing learning specialists, school administrators, and district administrators. We chose two districts: the first is small, rural, and geographically dispersed, while the second is large, urban, and more densely situated around the provincial capital. Both district teams supported and embraced the idea of PLCs, with some members having attended various professional development workshops and conferences on the topic. Our choice of districts already supportive of PLCs may seem counterintuitive in a study of barriers to PLC implementation. However, our decision to choose these districts was based on our desire to build trust and support with the teams and our belief that teams already supportive of PLCs would be more receptive to discussing the barriers and obstacles they had overcome in their journey to support the development of learning communities. Moreover, any barrier identified in a receptive district would presumably be a barrier in a non-receptive district. Politics and relationship dynamics played a part in the decision as well because we recognized that our research depended on the goodwill and cooperation of the participating teams. District staff would be donating their time to contribute to the creation of these instruments. A pre-existing interest in, and commitment to, the topic would counterbalance the impositions that the research team would have to make on their time.

Once the teams were established for each district, we began a carefully planned, yet flexible process to work with the teams to create the district-level instruments. This process included a collaborative approach to brainstorming and sharing feedback as we worked with the district teams to identify barriers to PLC implementation and to create instrument items. We were also sensitive to the time commitments of district team members, with the result that we made sure that our meetings with the district teams were well planned and that we provided all necessary meeting materials to district teams in a timely manner. We also encouraged district teams to meet on their own and at their convenience so that their members could take ownership of the reflective inquiry necessary for the project. In our initial meetings with each district team, we invited team members to brainstorm lists of possible barriers to PLCs at the district level, both in their internal operations and in their interactions with their schools. We supported these discussions by sharing our findings from the literature related to district-level support for school reform and to characteristics associated with PLCs. After generating lists of barriers from both districts, these lists were combined and the composite list was shared with both teams following our brainstorming meetings so that the district teams could consider them on their own and provide further input. These discussions led to our choice of four main sections for each instrument and helped us to develop a series of draft instrument items. At our next meetings with the district teams, we shared these draft items with the team members and used their feedback on these items to create further draft items for their consideration.

A key step in the instrument validation process necessary to create instrument items was the use of item purpose statements. We wanted to make sure that we knew what each instrument item was measuring and that our understanding of each item matched that of our future respondents. To achieve this, we created a form with a list of the survey question topics and asked our district team members to write a brief, one-sentence statement for each item indicating to us their perception of what we were measuring by that item. With approximately 10 to 12 completed forms from both districts, together with our own purpose statements, we were able to identify any questions for which there was any ambiguity or uncertainty about their meaning, relevance, or purpose. On the basis of these item purpose statements, we were able to prepare new drafts of the complete instruments that we shared with the district teams with a high level of confidence in the validity of both instruments.

Once we had complete drafts of the instruments, we were ready to test them with district office educators and school principals in each district. At this point, we have proceeded to this step with only one of the two instruments in both districts. With the cooperation of district leaders, we were able to have time allocated at district-wide principals’ meetings to have the instrument completed by principals and district office educators and collected immediately. This method was found to be more effective and efficient in generating responses than having the surveys sent out to principals by the district office and requesting that they be mailed back. We used the data collected to prepare district reports. These reports were shared with our district teams in order to receive feedback on process, content, and follow-up related to the instrument and the resulting reports. We intend to follow a similar process for the second district instrument using the lessons learned and trust gained through our shared experiences with the district teams on the first one.

District instruments
Our research to this point has led to the creation of two assessment instruments for use at the district level. The first instrument is called the Internal District Instrument (IDI) and it is focussed on the work of educators working at the district office and of principals in district schools. The second instrument, called the District Support to Schools Instrument (DSSI), examines the interactions between the district office and the schools. We have designed both instruments to be completed by both district office educators and school principals. As described earlier, the items for each instrument were developed by the university researchers in collaboration with two district teams of educators using findings from both the literature and our team discussions. In this section, we describe the form and content of each instrument, as well as a particularly interesting point of discussion that arose in the development of the instruments.

The purpose of the IDI is to assess the extent to which a district is operating according to PLC principles. As noted earlier, we agree with Fullan (2005) that it is unreasonable to expect schools to operate as PLCs while their districts continue to function according to a completely different paradigm, especially a traditional hierarchical bureaucracy. Based upon our review of the literature and our work with the two district teams, our IDI includes assessment items addressing four key themes: district culture, structure and operations, district leadership, and district professional development. For each theme, the instrument provides five descriptive statements related to the theme, with three or four specific Likert-style survey items associated with each descriptive statement. For each survey item, respondents are invited to choose responses on a five-point scale (from 1 to 5) and we have provided specific descriptors for response choices 1, 3, and 5. These descriptors are designed so that the response choices of 1 describe the conditions associated within a traditional bureaucracy while responses choices of 5 represent a more fully implemented PLC. The descriptors for response choices of 3 typically represent some movement towards PLCs or some willingness or potential for such a change. Response choices 2 and 4 are available to respondents to allow them to report intermediate conditions not captured by the descriptors provided.

As noted earlier, the movement of schools and districts towards PLCs is fundamentally a change in the organizational culture of the system. In addressing the theme of district culture, we offered the following descriptive statements:

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

· In our district office, the focus is on effective job performance.

· In our district, there is a positive work relationship among members of the various employee groups that enables us to achieve the district’s educational goals.

· Our district works collaboratively with non-educational government departments to improve student learning.

· Our district works collaboratively with external partners to improve student learning.

Our instrument items seek to uncover aspects of district culture such as roles, expectations, relationships, and priorities particularly with respect to a focus on student learning. This focus is consistent with the emphasis placed on student learning by DuFour (2004).

In her research, Morrissey (2000) has found that a PLC is not a thing, but a way of operating. This suggests that PLC implementation would affect the structure and operations of a school district. For this theme, we offered the following descriptive statements:

· Our district’s organizational structure and operations maximize organizational effectiveness.

· Our district’s organizational structure and operations focus on a limited number of goals.

· The structure and operations of our district office are designed to utilize the expertise of instructional leaders in our district.

· Our district structure and operations integrate daily work assignments with the achievement of district goals.

· Our district structure and operations strengthen relationships and job-related networking.

Our instrument items focus on aspects of alignment among such elements of district office operations as job expectations, expertise, collaboration, and time allocation especially with respect to a focus on district goal attainment. As noted by Rusch (2005), powerful institutional scripts and incoherent structures at the district level can be significant barriers to productive and promising networks of educators across school districts.


Just as the leadership of a principal has a major influence on the development of school-based PLCs, it seems likely that the district leadership practices of superintendents and other district level leaders would have an analogous effect at the district level. If principals in a PLC are expected to practise a collaborative leadership style with their teachers, then it follows that superintendents of district-level PLCs would model a similar leadership style with the principals and other educators in their districts. On the topic of district leadership, we provided the following descriptive statements:

· In our district, the leadership approach fosters empowerment.

· In our district, we build leadership capacity.

· In our district, we strongly support growth and positive change.

· Our district’s policies and practices promote instructional leadership.

· The District Education Council sets district goals and trusts district leaders to manage the system.

Following Sackney and Mitchell’s (2005) concept of a community of leaders within schools and Lambert’s (2003) call for enhanced teacher leadership, we posed questions to determine the extent to which district leaders modelled and encouraged shared leadership in their interactions within the district office and with principals and other school-based educators. We also enquired into the extent to which instructional leadership was expected, encouraged, and facilitated among all district office educators and principals.


The final section of the IDI deals with district professional development. Unlike the traditional model of districts delivering professional development to their teachers, we were interested in the professional development opportunities available to, delivered for, and pursued by district office educators and principals. To assess issues related to district professional development, we set out the following descriptive statements:

· As instructional leaders in the district, we recognize the impact that our own professional development can have on improving student learning.

· Our instructional leaders in the district model the importance of professional development.

· Professional development for instructional leaders in the district is coordinated to contribute to district goals.

· Principals are active partners in the development and delivery of district-level professional development.

· Our district collaborates with other districts to address professional development for instructional leaders in the district.

Just as Voulalas and Sharpe (2005) found that learning community schools were characterized by a culture of lifelong learning among their teachers, a similar attitude towards learning and professional growth among district office staff and principals would provide influential modelling for teachers and other educators in the district. 

Our second instrument is called the District Support to Schools Instrument (DSSI). It examines the interaction between the district office and district schools. This instrument will help districts learn the extent to which they are supporting schools in their school improvement efforts in ways that are consistent with a PLC culture. As Morrissey (2000) pointed out, school-based PLCs require supportive conditions for sustainability. The DSSI addresses the following themes: leadership for school improvement, two-way communication, instructional support for schools, and operational support for schools. For the DSSI, we used an identical format to the IDI including five descriptive statements for each theme and three or four instrument items associated with each descriptive statement. 

In the first section of the DSSI, the theme is leadership for school improvement. As Mehan et al. (2003) have pointed out, district support for reform is crucial for its sustainability at the school level. For PLCs to develop and grow in schools, districts must provide clear articulation and direction for the reform initiative, while ensuring that such PLC principles as collaboration and shared leadership are respected in the process. We provided the following descriptive statements to address the theme of leadership for school improvement:

· Educational leaders in this district demonstrate effective leadership for establishing PLCs in schools.

· Educational leaders in this district ensure that staffing decisions support PLC implementation.

· In this district the development of teacher leadership is encouraged.

· Decisions at the district level reinforce and support school-based PLCs.

· This district recognizes the importance of transforming schools into PLCs.

In this section, the instrument items deal with leadership efforts by district leaders to promote the implementation of PLCs in district schools. These would include such matters as communication of expectations with respect to PLCs, staffing decisions, and the encouragement of teacher leadership within schools.


The next section of the DSSI deals with two-way communication between a district office and its schools. As suggested by Wohlstetter, Malloy, Chau, and Polhemus (2003), communication networks among schools can help schools to support each other and to build capacity for improvement. Spillane and Thompson (1998) used the term social capital to describe the potential benefits of professional networks and trusting collegial relationships among district stakeholders. Districts can play a role in supporting these networks. We used the following descriptive statements for this section on two-way communication:
· Our communication builds trust and collaboration to support PLCs.

· Two-way communication promotes coherence between school and district improvement plans.

· District professional development opportunities are a result of collaboration between schools and the district office staff.

· Mutually defined job expectations for principals are clearly communicated, considered, and evaluated.

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

As Anderson (2003) pointed out, ambiguity and mixed messages often exist in communications between district and schools with respect to educational reform initiatives. These can erode trust and interfere with the successful attainment of district goals. Other elements of mutual communication addressed in this section included trust, collaboration, job expectations, and student performance feedback.


The third theme addressed by the DSSI is instructional support for schools. Consistent with DuFour’s (2004) results-oriented dimension of PLCs and the concerns of Corcoran et al. (2001) about the need for district focus in reform efforts, we provided the following descriptive statements:

· Our district makes every effort to support the improvement of student learning.

· Educational leaders recognize the importance that professional development plays in supporting teachers’ instructional improvement.

· In our district we focus our energy on providing sustained, systemic, and results-oriented instructional improvement.

· Educational leaders in this district believe in the importance of helping teachers improve their instructional practices.

· Educational leaders in this district have the capacity to provide instructional support to schools.

The instrument items in this section also reflect Wenger’s (2000) description of joint enterprise in a community of practice, where the collective efforts of all educators in a district demonstrate a commitment to student learning as their essential purpose and to which they hold each other accountable.


The final section of the DSSI considers the district’s operational support for schools. This is analogous to Mitchell and Sackney’s (2001) call for organizational capacity at the school level. There is a need for districts to ensure that structural conditions in schools and throughout the district support student learning in a manner that is consistent with a PLC culture. These are the descriptive statements that we used to address the issue of operational support for schools: 

· Educational leaders in this district work to overcome operational limitations that impact school effectiveness.

· Educational leaders in this district promote the effective use of instructional technology to improve student learning.

· Educational leaders in this district recognize that data collection and analysis are integral to improving school operations.

· The district promotes student learning by minimizing non-instructional barriers.

· The district provides adequate non-instructional support to enhance the students’ learning environment.

Our instrument items address the concerns of Corcoran et al. (2001) related to the frequent lack of coherent and evidence-based district-level professional development planning and delivery.

When we were creating the two district-level instruments, our target population included two main groups: educators working at the district office and the principals of district schools. In our view, consistent with the shared leadership and collective responsibility concepts included in school-level PLCs, we felt that principals should be considered district-level leaders in the same way that classroom teachers are expected to demonstrate school-wide leadership in PLCs (e.g., Lambert, 2003; Sackney & Mitchell, 2005). When using an early iteration of the IDI, we found that many principals were unable to answer some of the questions because they dealt with matters that district office staff did not typically share with principals. In a later version of the instrument, when we were trying to phrase items so that participants from both groups could respond, we coined the term “district level educators” (DLEs). On the survey instrument, we defined this term to refer to all educators working out of the district office and to the principals of all schools in the district. When that version of the IDI was administered to participants in one district, we heard that the term DLE was problematic for two main reasons. Principals objected to the term because they did not feel that they were district level educators. Likewise, members of our district team, particularly those from the district office, told us that the term was not well received by their colleagues. Their main argument was that the phrase “district level” would be confusing since it was normally applied only to those in district office positions. We decided for the current versions of the IDI and DSSI to use the expressions “instructional leaders in this district” and “educational leaders in this district” respectively and to include a clear and prominent explanation of these terms on the survey instruments. For both, we clearly indicated that they referred to district office educators and to all principals. For us, this discussion pointed out the influence of mental models as described by Senge (1990/2007). In spite of the district’s promotion of PLC concepts like community and shared decision-making at the school level, the apparently natural and logical extension of these concepts to the district level did not immediately fit into the district’s existing mental model of the role of principals or into the organizational culture of the district.

Current outcomes


As described earlier, our work on the two district-level instruments is part of a broader study in which we are examining institutional barriers to educational reform at the school, district, and provincial levels of the education system (Brien et al., 2007). To do so, we are creating assessment instruments that can be used by educators at each of these levels to identify existing barriers and to measure readiness with respect to the implementation of PLCs across the school system. Unlike other types of assessment and accountability tools that exist in education, our instruments are specifically designed exclusively for internal use. Therefore, both the IDI and DSSI are intended for district use, and not for use by the provincial government, for example, to make comparisons among different districts. We have reiterated this point many times in the development and administration of the school-level instrument and in our work on these two district instruments. While we have no problem with schools and districts voluntarily sharing their data with others for the purposes of mutual support and reflective inquiry, any externally mandated use of the instruments would destroy the credibility of any data obtained and would damage the creation of trust inherent in a PLC culture.


To this point, we have administered two iterations of the IDI in one district and the most recent iteration in the other district. To date, we have not administered the DSSI to a full group of district office staff and principals. We have developed software to assist with the production of school and district reports in a very user-friendly manner. In both districts, we were able to produce sample reports to illustrate how districts can receive, compile, analyze, and use the data obtained from the IDI. Following the pattern used for our school-level instrument, the district report presents the data in three related ways: visually, analytically, and globally. For each descriptive statement and the associated instrument items, we have produced bar graphs that provide an immediate visual representation of responses. These bar graphs are very useful for principals and other district educators to share at meetings. On the same page as each set of bar graphs, our software will also calculate and report statistical data such as numbers of responses and means for each item. This provides specific numerical information to show which items produced particularly high or low results. Finally, at the end of the report, there is a page available for a district team to identify strengths, barriers, and recommendations based on the data reported graphically and numerically for each of the four instrument themes. This latter section provides essentially an executive summary of the report findings.


When reporting on the data following the administration of the IDI in one district in the Fall 2007, we produced two versions of the report. One version reported the data from the instrument completed by district principals and the second version reported the data from the responses of district office staff. We were able to do this because we asked respondents to indicate on their response sheet whether they were principals or district office staff. Where differences were found in the responses, this provided the impetus for discussions about these perceived differences. As with our school instrument, our intention and our purpose is for the district instruments to identify barriers and strengths to PLC implementation and to start the conversation about the culture and operations of the district and where to go next as district communities of educators. 


As we continue to fine-tune the IDI and the DSSI, we have built upon our relationships created through the creation of these instruments to be engaged with the districts as they work towards educational reform. In both districts, we have seen a commitment to the type of learning promoted by PLCs on the part of teachers, principals, and district educators and we expect to continue to support them through their work with us. We will also use the outcomes of our school and district level work as a basis for our ongoing work with the provincial department of education to develop similar assessment tools at that level.
Conclusion

In this paper, we have elaborated on the theoretical frameworks for our research as well as the process, outcomes, and implications of our research activities on PLCs at the district level. We believe that it is both valuable and necessary to expand the concept of PLCs(with its growing use and acceptance at the school level(to the district level as a logical next step. We believe that it is necessary and fruitful at this time to broaden the conversation about PLCs among educators and researchers to consider their implications at the district level and beyond.
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