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The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of the implementation of a 

structured professional learning community model referred to as Learning Team 

Meetings (LTMs) on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of 

teachers and instructional leaders at high-need schools. To accomplish this purpose, a 

multi-site case study was conducted at three school sites (an elementary, middle, and high 

school) all within the same region of one of the largest urban school districts in South 

Florida. Qualitative research methods, including one-on-one observations, interviews, 

focus groups, and review of documents were utilized to analyze, contrast, and compare 

perceptions, beliefs, and assumptions of the participants in the study. The participants 

included teachers, principals, assistant principals, instructional coaches, and Learning 

Team Facilitators (LTFs). A total of 20 participants were involved in the study.  
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The conceptual framework for this study is rooted in the guiding principles of 

organizational learning and effective professional development practices. Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) offer formal structures to provide teachers with learning-

enriched, ongoing, job-embedded staff development (Hord & Sommers, 2008). This 

study focused on one trajectory or type of PLC, and sought to better understand the 

implementation of an organizational systemic knowledge transfer structure and the 

impact on teacher practice from the participants‘ perception`.  

The research design provided thick, rich data, which offered in-depth 

understandings of the participants‘ perception, beliefs and assumption about the LTMs‘ 

impact on teacher practice and student achievement. Through the research it was 

determined that participants among all three of the schools sites believed that LTMs were 

changing teacher practice. Further, the participants at each of the school sites recognized 

the significance of the LTF and that he or she plays an essential role in the LTMs. The 

significance of the study, implications of these findings, and recommendations for further 

research are also presented.  
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 

 

Schools exist to promote learning in all their inhabitants. Whether we are 

teachers, principals, professors, or parents, our primary responsibility is to 

promote learning in others and in ourselves. That responsibility sets educators 

apart from insurance salespeople, engineers, and doctors. To the extent that our 

activities in school are dedicated to getting learning curves off the chart, what we 

do is a calling. To the extent that we spend most of our time doing something else 

in school, we are engaged in a job. (Barth, 2002, p. 8) 

The state of American education is in peril (Ladson-Billings, 2008; Liston, Borko, 

& Whitcomb, 2008; Rotherham, Mikuta, & Freeland, 2008) and improving achievement 

for all students can no longer be used merely as a political slogan. There is significant 

evidence that teacher quality affects student learning; in fact, much of the research has 

empirically found evidence identifying teachers as one of the most important school-

based factors that can significantly influence student achievement (e. g., Aaronson, 

Barrow, & Sander, 2007; Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Darling-Hammond, 2000; 

Darling-Hammond & Youngs, 2002; King, 2003; Loeb, 2000; Rivkin, Hanushek, & 

Kain, 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Sanders & Rivers, 1996; Vandevoort, Amrein-Beardsley, & 

Berliner, 2004; Wayne & Youngs, 2003; Wright, Horn, & Sanders, 1997). ‖Common 

sense suggests a good teacher matters. Personal experiences [of many students] with 
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inspirational and challenging teachers reinforce this notion‖ (Liston et al., 2008, p. 111). 

When asked, most people can think of a specific teacher who has made an important 

impact in their life. The literature on teacher practice focuses on various characteristics 

such as quality, experience, skill, and practice, some of which are used interchangeably. 

Studies confirm that the quality of a teacher is one of the most influential factors 

affecting student learning (McCaffrey, Lockwood, Koretz, & Hamilton, 2003; Rivkin et 

al., 2005; Rockoff, 2004). There is ample research to substantiate the need to develop and 

retain effective teachers. It is well documented that effective teachers demonstrate 

considerably greater gains in student achievement compared to ineffective teachers 

(Liston et al., 2008; Sanders & Rivers, 1996). Analysis of data from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), Darling-Hammond (2000) noted that well-

prepared teachers had stronger influence on achievement than other student 

characteristics such as poverty, language, and minority status. The implication is that 

―more can be done to improve education by improving the effectiveness of teachers than 

by any other single factor‖ (Wright et al., 1997, p. 63) 

What troubles our schools is whether those in position of authority will act 

accordingly to improve education in America by training and supporting effective 

teachers. Ideas like ―leaving no child behind‖ or ―all students can learn‖ can only become 

reality when those developing, writing, and mandating new educational policy understand 

what is necessary to improve teacher effectiveness. Therefore, it is left to researchers, 

practitioners, district and school leaders to try and identify and understand what is 

effective teaching, how to communicate the essence of this teaching, and specifically, 

how school leaders can support the efforts necessary to develop high quality teacher.  
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Statement of the Problem 

If teachers are to increase their instructional abilities in order to increase student 

learning gains, it is reasonable to expect they be provided with instructional support and 

an engaging, professional work environment (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis, Kruse, & 

Bryk, 1995). A place where knowledge from those referred to as master teachers is 

transmitted in systematic ways to teachers who may not be as effective but are willing to 

improve or to new teachers needing the information necessary to reach their highest 

potential. Knowledge transfer or professional learning must not only take into account the 

distinctive needs of each teacher and community of teachers, but also the relationship 

between the teacher learning and the academic needs of the students they serve. The 

context of the environment and the individual needs of students must also be considered 

for learning communities to yield students who might identify their teachers as those 

directly responsible for their achievements and successes, possibly even characterizing 

them as enlightened witnesses. While linking teacher quality to student achievement may 

seem simple, it‘s proven to be difficult and complex to operationalize, particularly within 

large urban districts where the student populations and contexts of level, disciplines, and 

plurality of students vary tremendously. This study explored the effects of the 

implementation of one organizational and systematic knowledge transfer structure that 

promotes professional learning for teachers while also attempting to link the varied needs 

of students and their achievement to teacher practice. In this qualitative case study, that 

organizational systematic knowledge transfer system are Learning Teams and the mode 

for the knowledge transfer is referred to as Learning Team Meetings (from here on 

referred to as LTMs).  
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In 1993, Louis and King noted that most schools tend to ignore teachers‘ need for 

professional development that provides ongoing and continuous collaborative interaction 

with their colleagues. The research clearly indicates that effective principals emphasize 

strong instructional leadership practices through the promotion of professional reflective 

dialogue among instructional staff along with collaborative ongoing and collegial 

meetings (Blase & Blase, 2000; Calhoun, 1994; Hord, 1997; Joyce & Showers, 1995; 

Schön, 1987). According to Louis et al. (1995), the presence of a professional school 

community can be indicated by ―five core characteristics: shared values, reflective 

dialogue, deprivatization of practice, focus on student learning, and collaboration‖ (p. 

28). Schools where teacher empowerment and shared decision making are practiced in 

efforts to promote collaborative practices (Blase & Blase, 2000) such as peer coaching, 

team meetings, shared planning, and group analysis of common student data (Dowling & 

Sheppard, 1976; Glanz & Neville, 1997) are essentially already using many of the 

components necessary. Yet they may not have the capacity to fully implement and 

operationalize professional learning communities. Additional research on the 

implementation and operationalization of professional learning communities as a 

systematic schoolwide knowledge transfer model will offer further understanding of the 

impact systemic collaborative practices can have on learning and student achievement.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of LTMs on teacher practice 

and student achievement from the perspectives of teachers and principals at high-need 

schools. LTMs are defined as regularly scheduled and structured meetings in which 

teachers follow specific protocols to collaborate, reflect and discuss issues that include 
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assessments, standards, student work, and/or instructional strategies. Designated and 

trained full-time Learning Team Facilitators (from here on referred to as LTFs) facilitate 

the LTMs. The intended educational focus of each meeting is student achievement and 

continuous improvement (School District of Cane Forest County [SDCFC] website). This 

study explored the impact of the LTMs from the perspectives of teachers and 

instructional leaders at low-performing and high-need schools at an elementary, middle 

and high school level within a large urban school district in South Florida. Along with 

teachers participating in the LTMs, participants of this study were primarily instructional 

leaders including LTFs, principals, assistant principals (APs), and instructional 

(mathematics or science) coaches, those most directly involved with curriculum, 

instruction, and professional development as related to the Learning Teams.  

Research Questions 

In order to address the purpose of this study, which was to examine the impact of 

the implementation of LTMs on teacher practice and student achievement from the 

perspectives of teachers and instructional leaders at high-need schools within one school 

district in South Florida, the following research questions were used and guided the 

design and analysis of the study.  

Within the context of schools utilizing LTMs,  

1. As perceived by teachers and instructional leaders (principals, assistant principals 

[APs], academic coaches, and Learning Team Facilitators [LTFs]), what are the 

ways in which knowledge about teacher practice is transferred from teacher to 

teacher within an organization?  
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 What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact of LTMs on 

their learning and effective teaching practices? 

 What are the perceptions of instructional leaders regarding the impact of 

LTMs on teacher learning and effective teaching practices? 

2. Based on teachers‘ and instructional leaders‘ perceptions about knowledge 

transfer and teacher practice, how do participants perceive the impact of LTMs on 

student achievement?  

Methodology 

 A qualitative case study approach was appropriate for this study as it sought to 

examine the impact of the implementation of LTMs on teacher practice and student 

achievement from the perspective of teachers and instructional leaders. This approach 

allowed the researcher to examine the perceptions and to describe the experiences of 

those involved in the LTMs (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A case study design offers the 

researcher the ability to ―gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for 

those involved‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 19). Unlike other qualitative studies, this case study 

focused on providing thorough descriptions and analysis ―anchored in real-life situations‖ 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 41) and was bounded by three specific sites (an elementary school, a 

middle school, and a high school) within a single school district. Since this qualitative 

study focuses on the LTMs and ―involves collecting and analyzing data from several 

cases,‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 40) specifically, three separate school sites, it is recognized as 

a multi-site case study. In Chapter 3, the methodology of this study is discussed in further 

detail.  
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Research Design 

 Following a multi-site case study design, three school sites (an elementary, a 

middle school, and a high school) within a large urban South Florida school district were 

selected. These schools were chosen from a list of high-need and low-performing schools 

mandated (by the district) to implement LTMs. The participants of the study included 

teachers and instructional leaders including but limited to principals, LTFs, AP, and 

academic coaches, who were most directly involved with the selected teams‘ content and 

curriculum.  

 Data collected for this study consisted of one-on-one interviews, focus groups, 

observations, and documents. Twenty interviews were conducted, totaling approximately 

12 hours of one-on-one interviews that were recorded and transcribed. In addition, the 

researcher observed five LTMs at each of the three school sites, totaling 15 observations. 

All documents (such as agendas, LTM summary sheets, assessments, and samples of 

student work) pertaining to the LTM observed were collected, coded, and analyzed. As 

the data was collected, the constant comparative method was utilized for analysis. In 

Chapter 3, the research design including the data collection and data analysis of this study 

is further supported by research and expanded upon in greater detail.  

Significance of the Study 

 While there exists a substantial amount of anecdotal and theoretical literature 

which supports the use of professional learning communities (PLCs) to meet various 

organizational objectives (DuFour, 2005; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; 

DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002; Elmore, 2002; Hord, 1994, 

1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Senge, 1990), literature stemming from empirical 
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research on PLCs as to how they relate to increasing teacher effectiveness, particularly 

improving student achievement is less plentiful (Saunders, Goldenberg, & Gallimore, 

2009; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). This study adds to the literature on PLCs as it 

explored the implementation of LTMs and examines the impact of the implementation of 

a structured professional learning community model referred to as Learning Team 

Meetings on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of teachers 

and instructional leaders at high-need schools. The research questions guiding the design 

and analysis of the study sought to better understand how and in what ways knowledge 

about teacher practice is transferred from teacher to teacher within the LTMs. Data were 

collected and analyzed from an elementary, middle, and high school within one of the 

largest urban school districts in the country. The selected school district has maintained 

an ―A‖ rating from the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) for the past seven 

consecutive years based on student performance on the Florida‘s Comprehensive 

Assessment Test (FCAT). To address the needs of high-need and low-performing 

schools, the district has developed a systemic PLC model for ongoing and job-embedded 

staff development. This LTM model, which is designed to improve teacher practice and 

transfer knowledge in low performing schools, was the main focus of this study. The 

three schools selected follow a singular feeder pattern, meaning the elementary school 

serves as a feeder school to the middle school, and the middle school serves as a feeder 

school to the high school.  

With the support of the district‘s Department of Safe Schools, the selected school 

district, The School District of Cane Forest (SDCFC), has been implementing the LTMs 

for 8 years. Eight years ago the district began to identify its at risk schools and developed 
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the Accelerated Academic Achievement (AAA) plan, currently referred to as The Tiered 

Support Plan. This plan offers intensive support for schools and students with the highest 

level of need, through an assistance and intervention plan. For the identified schools, this 

plan provided a framework of resources and tiered support to address the specific needs 

of the targeted high-need schools. This plan mandated that identified schools conduct 

LTMs to develop, select, and evaluate the effectiveness of instructional strategies in 

meeting academic targets. As part of the academic support, LTFs are assigned to the 

identified schools to meet regularly with content and grade level specific teacher teams to 

analyze student data, standards/benchmarks and assessments. The LTF at each of the 

schools assists teachers in identifying instructional strategies that will most effectively 

increase student performance.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of the implementation of a 

structured professional learning community model referred to as Learning Team 

Meetings (LTMs) on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of 

teachers and instructional leaders at high-need schools. More specifically, this research 

sought to provide a clearer understanding of the processes and protocols used during 

LTMs to focus on teacher practice and student achievement. Sergiovanni (2000) clearly 

articulates this when he states, ―Teachers count in helping schools be more effective. 

Building capacity among teachers and focusing that capacity on students and their 

learning is the critical factor. Continuous capacity building and continuous focusing is 

best done within communities of practice‖ (p. 140). While the literature addresses 

building teacher capacity through PLCs, how this happens is less understood; that is, the 

specific ways in which these processes are implemented and operationalized. Therefore, 
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this study sought to examine three high performing teams from elementary, middle, and 

high school in order to explore and analyze each of the participants‘ perceptions of the 

LTMs.  

Overview of the Literature 

The focus of this study was on LTMs, a specific model of organizational learning 

through professional learning communities (PLCs), and its impact on teacher practice and 

student learning at high-need schools. As part of the framework guiding this study it is 

important to understand the PLC process, the theories, and research pertaining to 

organizational learning. However, since PLCs are rooted in the research on effective 

schools and teacher practice (Lezotte, 2005), it is necessary to first address the research in 

these areas as well.  

Schools in the United States are evaluated based on students‘ academic 

achievement and gains as identified by state mandated annual tests; and as a result 

―schools and teachers are being held accountable in more ways than ever based on 

students‘ performance‖ (Ballard & Bates, 2008, p. 560). According to Sunderman and 

Kim (2005), ―A growing body of research on the relationship between teacher 

characteristics and student achievement gains suggests that students learn more from 

skilled and experienced teachers‖ (p. 11). Recently, researchers studying the 

improvement of student achievement by increasing teacher effectiveness have modified 

their lens or frame to analyze this problem; now organizational analysis and 

organizational learning theories are being used to reanalyze high performing teachers and 

student achievement (Elmore, 2002, 2007; Goodlad, 1984; Schmoker, 2006; Tye & Tye, 

1984).  
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Perhaps one of the most prevalent examples of organizational learning models is 

the concept of learning communities or professional learning communities (PLCs), terms 

that are often used interchangeably. While there is no single agreed upon definition for 

professional learning communities, there seems to be a broad consensus that it is a 

collaborative process (Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Hord & 

Sommers, 2008) where teachers critically assess their practices to promote and sustain 

professional learning and enhance student achievement (DuFour, 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 

1998; Eaker et al., 2002; Fullan, 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Hord, 1994, 1997; 

Hord & Sommers, 2008; Lambert, 1998, 2003, 2005; Louis & Marks, 1998; Schmoker, 

2001, 2006; Toole & Louis, 2002). Learning communities have become a widely 

accepted approach for developing organizational learning. Fullan (1991) and Senge 

(1990) referred to learning communities as an essential component in an organization‘s 

successful ability to maintain effectiveness during constant change both internal and 

external. DuFour and Eaker (1998) described learning communities as a collaborative 

process that unifies the school academically, socially, emotionally, and culturally 

(characterized by shared norms, values, vision, and mission). Through a closer look at the 

need for high quality educators and the impact of high quality instructional practices on 

student learning, this study examines why there is a need for learning communities and 

how they serve to develop low-performing schools as learning organizations where all 

students will learn.  

Organizational learning. During the past decade interest in organizational 

learning in schools has increased (Leithwood, Leonard, & Sharratt, 1998; Leithwood & 

Louis, 1999; Louis, 1994; Mulford, 1998). The concept of organizational learning is not 
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new. Interestingly, the term historically originated from business and management studies 

rather than the educational arena (Marks & Louis, 1999). During the mid 1990s 

educational researchers began to discuss the importance of organizational learning and its 

impact on school improvement. Due to current policy reforms such as the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001, schools continuously need to adapt and change (Dodgson, 

1993; Goodlad, 1984; Tye & Tye, 1984). It has become apparent to researchers that 

organizational learning plays a critical role in school effectiveness (Schechter, 2008), and 

there is substantial evidence indicating that schools that function as learning 

organizations tend to perform at higher levels than those that do not (DuFour, 2004; 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Karhanek, 2010; Elmore, 2002; Fullan, 1991, 1995; Louis & 

Kruse, 1995; Rait, 1995; Silins, Mulford, & Zarins, 2002). Silins et al. (2002) noted that 

effective organizations engage in learning when staff members are actively involved: 

Schools that function as learning organizations in a context of rapid global change 

are those that have systems and structures in place that enable staff at all levels to 

collaboratively and continuously learn and put new learnings to use. This capacity 

for collaborative learning defines the process of organizational learning in 

schools. (p. 616) 

Thus, ―the concept of schools as learning organizations has evolved in response to the 

difficulties experienced in bringing about school reform‖ (Silins et al., 2002, p. 616).  

While it is evident that organizational improvement has become a common goal 

for both educational leaders and policy makers, structural reform and accountability 

systems alone rarely produce sustainable improvements (Cuban, 1983, 1988; Elmore, 

2007; Garvin, 1993). In fact, in 2007, Elmore argued, ―accountability systems don‘t 
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cause schools to improve‖ (p. 117). Others contend that most often structural changes are 

short-lived because schools do not adopt new practices, and when changes are made, they 

are commonly superficial, inadvertent, or temporary (Garvin, 1993). Alone, structural 

changes, as a rule, do not promote new learning or change practice. However, 

organizational learning can lead to organizational change (Corcoran & Goertz, 1995; 

Fullan, 1991; Giles & Hargreaves, 2003; Kruse, 2003; Louis, 2006; Silins et al., 2002) 

when it is viewed as ―a deliberate process‖ in which organizational members examine 

―new ideas and ways of operating‖ (Collinson & Fedoruk Cook, 2007, p. 15) as well as 

reflect upon their core values and beliefs that impact practice (Rait, 1995). After spending 

a considerable period of time studying the relationship between structural change and 

teaching practice, Elmore (1995) concluded that organizational reform efforts would be 

more effective if they focused ―first on changing norms, knowledge, and skills at the 

individual and organizational level before they focus on changing structure‖ (p. 26).  

An organization that improves does so by first learning something new, then as 

result, it changes its practices. Consequently, when true organizational learning is 

present, school reform and improvement occur. Extracting from a multitude of research, 

Garvin (1993) identified a rather generic but comprehensive definition for organizational 

learning. ―A learning organization is an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and 

transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and 

insights‖ (p. 80). The ideas ―new learning‖ and ―knowledge transfer‖ play a significant 

role in an organization‘s ability to grow and develop (Garvin, 1993; Nonaka, 1994; 

Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) thus ―knowledge‖ can be viewed as a ―corporate asset‖ 

(Davenport & Prusak, 1998, p. 12) as it plays an essential role in an organization‘s 
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growth and development. Learning is not exclusively an individual process (Elmore, 

2002). Rather, it is viewed also as a social process, and ―the benefit of the group 

enterprise depends on structures that support interdependence in serious, substantive 

ways‖ (Elmore, 2002, p. 17). Organizational learning unlike individual learning requires 

the sharing of common vision, goals and standards. When an organization learns, a social 

synergy that creates knowledge is generated throughout.  

PLC: An organizational learning model. Rooted in the organizational learning 

theory is the professional learning community process. While the concept of professional 

learning communities (PLCs) may have various names and definitions, for the purpose of 

this study, a PLC is referred to as an adaptable but structured process and method by 

which teachers formally engage in a shared and collaborative reflective dialogue for 

sustained professional development to improve their school and increase student 

achievement (DuFour et al., 2010; Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996; Saunders et al., 2009). 

The fundamental goal of the PLC is to establish a collaborative forum for teachers to 

interact with each other on a collegial and professional level (Prawat, 1993) to develop 

and improve their teaching practices (Lieberman, 1990; Little & McLaughlin, 1993; 

Louis & Marks, 1998; Rowan, Raudenbush, & Kang, 1991) in order to increase student 

achievement.  

PLCs provide a formal and continuous model for teacher support and growth 

(Saunders et al., 2009). Effective school leaders develop and support professional 

relationships based on trust and collaboration. According to Fullan and Hargreaves 

(1992), it is essential to link teacher collaboration to norms and opportunities for ongoing 

improvement and professional learning. Furthermore, when teachers see the need for 
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continuous improvement as a collective rather than an individual requirement it reduces 

resistance, feelings of uncertainty, and powerlessness. For change to occur, the leader 

must establish a safe culture and climate based on trust. According to Hipp and Huffman 

(2007) ―creating and sustaining PLCs is a journey‖ (p. 130) towards the growth and 

development of every teacher:  

Learning evolves and must engage and nurture interdependent thinking in an 

environment where all people are connected and valued. People must be able to 

disclose their contributions and viewpoints openly, without fear of sanctions and 

retributions. Thus, the development of a positive school culture is imperative. 

Without a doubt, learning communities centered around productive dialogue 

about student learning hold the key for student success. (p. 130) 

If teacher quality has a greater influence on student achievement than other 

school-based interventions, it seems reasonable to demand that all students have access to 

high quality teachers (Elmore, 2007). Thus, it is also reasonable to expect that within 

each school there be a system designed to ensure teachers are provided with the 

professional development and support that enables them to become highly effective and 

high performing educators. During the past decade, educational reform and school 

improvement researchers and scholars have shown a growing interest in organizational 

learning and professional learning communities (Leithwood et al., 1998; Leithwood & 

Louis, 1999; Louis, 1994; Mulford, 1998). It has become apparent that a school that 

operates as a learning organization and encourages all stakeholders to become active and 

ongoing learners has a better chance at adapting to organizational change and increasing 

its effectiveness (Hord, 1997; Senge, 1990). As a result, PLCs have become the 
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organizational learning model many schools have chosen to implement in order to 

become more collaborative and effective organizations.  

Knowledge transfer within PLCs. Creating strong PLCs provide schools with 

an increase in collective responsibility and professionalism (Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995). 

Researchers have noted that one of the positive outcomes of PLCs include ―the 

promotion of a climate of inquiry and innovation that leads to greater organizational 

learning and effectiveness‖ (Kruse et al., 1995, p. 24). As teachers in a PLC collaborate, 

they develop a system that fosters mutual support and shared responsibility to increase 

their collective instructional effectiveness based on inquiry and reflective practice. 

Furthermore, when teachers focus on the same students over a period of time, they ―make 

discoveries about how students construct meaning of key concepts and skills‖ (Langer, 

Colton, & Goff, 2003, p. 11). Teachers begin to systematically analyze and discuss 

authentic student work and ―as a result of the insights and skills gained through this 

system [of collaborative analysis of student learning] teachers become much more 

purposeful about selecting instructional and curriculum approaches‖ (Langer et al., 2003, 

p. 11), thus modifying or changing their instructional practices to meet student needs. 

This change in teacher practice is the result of the collective learning and knowledge 

transfer that transpires when teachers ―reflect-in-action.‖ According to Schön (1983) the 

artful teacher, ―must be ready to invent new methods‖ (p. 66) and as a practitioner, reflect 

―in and on his practice‖ (p. 62). There is anecdotal and empirical evidence to support the 

increase in teachers‘ understanding of the relationship between teacher practice and 

student learning as a result of collective focus on student learning in PLCs (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Kruse et al., 1995).  
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Throughout the literature on organizational learning and PLCs, researchers have 

alluded to this tacit phenomenon of knowledge transfer that transpires among members of 

the learning community. As cited earlier, one of the five core characteristics of PLCs 

includes reflective dialogue (Louis et al., 1995), and when teachers openly discuss their 

practice and collectively reflect upon student learning in a systematic and ongoing 

manner they become better decision makers (Argyris & Schön, 1978; Schön, 1983). This 

reflective process and transfer of knowledge in PLCs is elaborated upon further in the 

literature review chapter (see Chapter 2).  

Conceptual Framework  

Teachers are being expected to modify their instructional practices to effectively 

meet the needs of all their students, and as a result, the school must become a 

professional and collaborative environment that supports staff development (Louis et al., 

1995; Hord & Sommers, 2008). PLCs offer the formal structure to provide teachers with 

learning-enriched, ongoing, job-embedded staff development (Hord & Sommers, 2008). 

In the literature, various terms are used interchangeably to describe professional learning 

communities (PLCs), this study focused on one trajectory or type of PLC, Learning Team 

Meetings (LTMs), and sought to better understand the implementation of an 

organizational systemic knowledge transfer structure and the perceived impact on teacher 

practice from the participants. This was done through a qualitative study of a uniquely 

structured PLC model, referred to as LTMs. Throughout the literature on PLCs, the 

following five common characteristics are routinely used to identify the presence of a 

learning community: shared values and vision, collaboration, reflective dialogue/inquiry, 

collective responsibility (and deprivatization of practice), and focus on student learning 
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(DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers 2008; Louis et al., 1995). These familiar 

themes with specific emphasis on collaboration, reflective practice, and focus on student 

learning serve as the conceptual frame, which will guide the data collection and analysis 

process of this study.  

A school‘s primary goal is student learning, and according to Newmann and 

Wehlage (1995), ―a school‘s success in educating students depends on the commitment 

and competence of individuals within the staff‖ (p. 29). In 1995, the Center on 

Organization and Restructuring of Schools at the University of Wisconsin-Madison 

concluded a 5-year study examining school restructuring through the analysis of data 

from over 1, 500 elementary, middle and high schools throughout the United States along 

with field research in 44 schools in 16 states (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). In their 

report, Newmann and Wehlage (1995) noted that a key factor for success was 

organizational capacity. Specifically they stated, ―organizational capacity is enhanced 

when schools are shaped into professional communities‖ (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995, p. 

30). There was clear evidence that when schools function as professional communities, 

student achievement improves. In a 2009 article, Saunders et al. summarized findings 

from a 5-year quasi-experimental investigation examining the impact of student 

achievement gains in schools where teachers were trained and organized in grade-level 

collaborative teams to focus on improving student learning. This investigation, unlike 

much of the previous and current research, reviewed empirical data to support ―increased 

average achievement over time in schools that implemented teacher teams focused on 

improving student learning‖ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 1007). Furthermore, according to 

Saunders et al. (2009), these improvements in results were attained when several 
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important factors were present. ―Significant achievement gains were achieved when 

grade-level teams were provided with consistent meeting times, schoolwide instructional 

leadership, and explicit protocols that focused meeting time on students‘ academic needs 

and how they might be instructionally assessed‖ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 1007).  

The purpose for teachers to collaborate and meet in learning teams is to analyze 

student work and identify instructional strategies that will most effectively increase 

student performance. Strong professional community models develop a culture of inquiry 

leading to an increase in organizational learning and effectiveness (Hord & Sommers, 

2008). PLCs provide a formal and continuous model for teacher support and growth, thus 

they provide the encouragement and support teachers need from their colleagues and 

most importantly their administrators (Louis et al., 1995). As previously stated, leaders 

must encourage the development of professional relationships based on collaboration for 

the purpose of analyzing student work and identifying instructional strategies. For change 

to occur, the leader must establish a collaborative and professional culture and climate. 

Additionally, ―leadership must effect more than individual‘s actions; it must influence the 

system in which actions occur‖ (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995, p. 233). The culture and 

structure of the organization as much as its members have enormous influence and power 

over the achievement and outcomes of the organization (Senge, 1990; Sergiovanni, 1994; 

Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). While organizational learning is dependent on 

individual learning, ―individual learning does not guarantee organizational learning, but 

without it no organizational learning occurs" (Senge, 1990, p. 139). A necessary 

condition for individual learning is a supportive environment (Senge, 1990; Hord, 1997). 

Senge (1990) drawing from scholars such as Schön and Dewey concluded, ―individuals 
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learn all the time and yet there is no organizational learning. When teams learn, they 

become a microcosm for learning throughout the organization‖ (p. 236). In addition to 

the underlying themes/characteristics of PLCs, the conceptual frame of this study is 

heavily rooted in guiding principles of organizational learning and effective professional 

development practices as documented in empirical research, which is elaborated upon 

further in the literature review chapter.  

Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher selected the topic and method for this study due to a strong interest 

in professional learning communities and staff development initiatives at low 

socioeconomic and high-need schools. The researcher‘s focus on PLCs began while 

working on a district-wide initiative designed to provide teachers with site-based and job-

embedded staff development through regularly held team meetings. Thus, this study 

explored and analyzed the impact of the LTM model, which has been implemented for 

more than 10 years in the large urban school district where the researcher is employed. 

Through this immersed experience with the LTM initiative, the researcher developed an 

interest along with extensive experiential knowledge in the theoretical foundations of 

PLCs as they relate to organizational learning, professional development, and student 

achievement.  

The existing relationship with the subject institutions afforded the researcher 

access and the opportunity to approach the subject matter with in-depth comprehension of 

the district‘s organizational structure, vision, mission, and goals. In a qualitative study the 

researcher‘s credibility was crucial as she served as the primary instrument of data 

collection and analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Huberman & Miles 2005; Lincoln & 
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Guba, 1985). The researcher‘s background knowledge and perspective was advantageous 

in obtaining access to key participants, locations for observations, and pertinent archival 

data. To address the concerns related to potential researcher bias as a result of the values 

and experiences the researcher brought to the study (Creswell, 2007), the following 

techniques were utilized to increase the reliability and validity of the study: frequent 

observations and regular, intensive interviews with the participants transpired; utilization 

of data triangulation; repeated member checks were completed; and regular peer 

debriefing sessions. Creswell (2007) and Bogdan and Bilken (1992) believed these four 

strategies offset any experiential and institutional member concerns that might skew the 

findings of the study.  

 Although access to information, documents, and staff along with extensive 

knowledge of the LTM model offered significant benefits to the researcher, it is 

recognized that this position also presented potential for significant limitations, including 

the risk of bias. In order to fully examine and evaluate the potential impact of these 

limitations on the current research study, the researcher conducted a preliminary pilot 

study on the implications of LTMs on school improvement from the perspective of an 

elementary school principal and elementary school teachers in the subject school district 

during the fall of 2008. The purpose of the pilot case study was to understand the impact 

of learning team meetings on school improvement as it related to teacher practice from 

the perspective of the principal and K-5 teachers at a Title I South Florida elementary 

school.  

While working on the pilot study, the researcher found all of the participating 

teams along with the interviewees, to be straightforward and openly forthcoming when 
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discussing both positive and negative experiences and perceptions. The openness 

displayed by the participants at the subject school may have been due to the fact that the 

topic of this study has become a well-known and established practice. As part of the LTM 

practice, teachers were used to collaborating with peers and district staff on a regular 

basis. When asked to be interviewed, all participants, without exceptions, immediately 

agreed and answered all the questions that were asked. Furthermore, the data collected 

through the pilot study interviews demonstrated great consistency when triangulated with 

the data collected through observations and archival documentation, supporting the 

indications of openness and sincerity from the participants. The results of the pilot study 

substantiated to the researcher that the existing relationship with the school and 

familiarity between the researcher and participants served as a benefit rather than a 

hindrance in obtaining open and sincere responses from the participants. How the 

researcher controlled for bias is further discussed and explained in Chapter 3.  

Delimitations 

This study was delimited in its scope due to the fact that it was bounded by one 

type of school district within the United States (U. S.), a large south Florida urban school 

district. This U. S. specific district was selected for this study not only due to the 

researcher's particular interest and expertise, but because this district has been 

implementing a district-wide professional learning community model for over 7 years 

and continued to do so during the course of this study. Furthermore, this case study 

focused on a representative sample of one elementary school, one middle school, and one 

high school, more than befitting an in-depth exploratory study to be conducted by a 

single researcher. Due to these boundaries, generalizations will not be drawn on the basis 
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of the research results. While evident, the findings of this study are considered U. S. 

centric by most, the overall design was intended to offer replicability for others who may 

wish to replicate the study outside of the U. S. and further explanation of its replicability 

is discussed in the methods section of Chapter 3.  

Limitations 

As previously established, the role of the researcher as an administrator in the 

organization under study may be regarded as a limitation as well as an asset. While it is 

important to note the researcher‘s relationship, qualitative research measures to minimize 

the impact of the researcher's position were employed. In addition, fidelity of 

implementation plays a significant role in the impact on LTM quality and because the 

quality of the meeting is a key factor, the findings and results of this study are not 

generalizable to other districts and schools with similar demographics, needs, and 

mandates.  

Definition of Terms 

Capacity: ―Capacity is defined by the degree of successful interaction of students and 

teachers around content‖ (Elmore, 2007, p. 118) as well as ―the knowledge, skill, 

and material resources that are brought to bear in the interaction among students, 

teachers, and content‖ (Cohen, Raudenbush, & Ball, as cited in Elmore, 2007, pp. 

118–119).  

Effective teacher: The term effective teacher refers to teachers‘ ability to foster student 

achievement. It is the demonstrated ability of a teacher to help students learn and 

perform at high levels. This ability is multifaceted and consists of content 

knowledge, pedagogical skills, attitudes, and behaviors (Chait, 2009; Darling-
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Hammond, 2000; Elmore, 2007; Liston et al., 2008; Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  

Highly Qualified: According to NCLB, ―highly qualified‖ is defined as full certification, 

a bachelor‘s degree, and demonstrated content knowledge in all core subjects 

taught (NCLB, 2001).  

Instructional Leaders: For the purpose of this study, instructional leaders included 

principals, Learning Team Facilitators (LTFs), assistant principals (AP), 

curriculum coaches such as mathematics coaches (MCs), and a science coach 

(SC) (Cuban, 1983; Hallinger, 2001; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Leithwood, 

Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).  

Learning Team Meetings (LTMs): LTMs are scheduled teacher meetings that are guided 

by a trained facilitator whose major responsibility is to foster teacher 

development.  

The focus of Learning Team Meetings is the exploration of knowledge 

and/or strategies that address curriculum, instruction, assignments and 

their relation to improving student achievement. The educational focus of 

each meeting is continuous improvement of student achievement using 

research-based processes. (School District of Cane Forest County 

[SDCFC] website) 

Learning Organization: According to Garvin (1993), ―a learning organization is an 

organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at 

modifying its behaviors to reflect new knowledge and insights‖ (p. 80).  

Organizational Learning: Organizational learning is viewed as a collaborative and 

―deliberate process‖ in which organizational members examine ―new ideas and 
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ways of operating‖ (Collinson & Fedoruk Cook, 2007, p. 15) as well as their core 

values and beliefs that impact practice (Rait, 1995).  

Pedagogical Content Knowledge: Pedagogical content knowledge is defined as ―the 

practical knowledge that enables teachers to transform the content and 

epistemology of a subject discipline for purposes of teaching‖ (Little, 2006, p. 7). 

According to Shulman (1987), pedagogical content knowledge ―represents the 

blending of content and pedagogy into an understanding of how particular topics, 

problems or issues are organized, represented, and adapted to the diverse interests 

and abilities of learners, and presented for instruction‖ (p. 4).  

Professional Development: According to the National Staff Development Council 

(NSDC, 2010), professional development is a ―comprehensive, sustained, and 

intensive approach to improving teachers‘ and principals‘ effectiveness in raising 

student achievement.‖ Professional development fosters professional learning 

occurring ―several times per week among established teams of teachers, 

principals, and other instructional staff members where the teams of educators 

engage in a continuous cycle of improvement‖ (NSDC, 2010).  

Profession Learning Communities (PLCs): For the purpose of this study, professional 

learning communities are adaptable but utilize a structured process and method by 

which teachers formally engage in a shared and collaborative dialogue for 

sustained professional development to improve their school and increase student 

achievement (DuFour, 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Eaker et al., 2002; Fullan, 

2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Hord, 1994, 1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008; 



 

 

 

26 

Louis et al., 1995; Louis & Marks, 1998; Schmoker, 2001, 2006; Toole & Louis, 

2002).  

Reflective Practice: Reflective practice is a complex process requiring high levels of 

conscious thought, and it elicits commitment to making changes based on new 

understandings (Osterman, 1990; Schön, 1983, 1987; York-Barr, Sommers, 

Ghere, & Montie, 2006). Reflective practice involves thinking and critically 

analyzing one's actions with the goal of improving one's practice (Schön, 1983, 

1987).  

Tacit Knowledge: Tacit knowledge is referred to as what ―we know but cannot tell‖ 

(Polanyi 1962). According to Nonaka (1994), ―tacit knowledge is deeply rooted in 

action, commitment, and involvement in a specific context‖ (p. 15). In the theory 

of organizational knowledge creation, this implicit knowledge is identified as the 

knowledge that exists and often remains in the minds of individuals and is viewed 

as the root of all organizational learning (Nonaka, 1994; Polanyi, 1962).  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter introduces the purpose of the study and presents the research 

questions, which guided the design and analysis of this study. To provide background to 

this study, Chapter 1 includes a brief overview of the literature and the conceptual 

framework. The role of the researcher, delimitations, and limitations are also addressed in 

this chapter along with definitions of key terms that appear in the following chapter‘s 

literature review.  
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Chapter 2 

 

Literature Review 

 

In response to both societal changes and governmental mandates, school 

improvement initiatives within the past few decades have focused attention on the 

education of all children and the need to close the achievement gap that persist among 

demographic and socioeconomic groups (Jennings & Rentner, 2006). Changes in both 

laws and society have resulted in increased attention to teacher quality, as well as an 

increased focus on the alignment of curriculum, instruction, and the implementation of 

instructional practices to meet the needs of all students (Jennings & Rentner, 2006). This 

study seeks to better understand the effectiveness of implementation and utilization of a 

large urban school district‘s systematic knowledge transfer structure that promotes 

professional learning for teachers at high-need and low-performing schools to increase 

student achievement. This chapter begins with a brief historical overview of recent 

political factors leading to the increased focus on student achievement and consequently, 

the researcher‘s theory that there exists increased need for schools to become learning 

organizations where knowledge, implicit and tacit, is transferred and operationalized in 

systematic ways from teacher to teacher, team to team, and school to school. Following 

the historical overview, a detailed literature review pertaining to the key concepts 

addressed in the research questions is discussed. The concepts outlined in this chapter 

were specifically selected to establish a contextual framework supporting the connection 

among the theories and principles of organizational learning, professional development, 
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and professional learning communities. Through an examination of the literature in these 

areas, a guiding conceptual framework will be articulated integrating the relevant bodies 

of literature and research.  

School Policy and Reform 

Schools, like other organizations, have been struggling to maintain relevancy in 

an ever-changing world. In addition to coping with wide spread social changes and 

economic adversity, schools are confronted with comprehensive political mandates and 

legal policies. The idea that our nation‘s educational system ―is broken and needs to be 

fixed has been a recurring political theme‖ (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 15) for the past 50 

years. Recent federal and state laws have forced the education systems throughout the 

country to reevaluate their effectiveness and ability to meet student needs. The 

implementations of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) and Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) have created an urgent need for organizational-wide changes in order for schools 

to meet these expectations. All states are required to set high academic achievement 

standards and create systems of accountability for K-12 education.  

On January 8, 2002, President George W. Bush signed into law the NCLB Act. 

This decade, unlike ever before, the federal government has been demanding 

comprehensive and even controversial changes in educational policy at the state and 

district levels, demonstrating once again how politically charged public education is 

(Marshall & Gerstl-Pepin, 2005). DuFour et al. (2010) referred to NCLB as ―the most 

ambitious initiative in American history‖ (p. 15). NCLB focuses on raising student 

achievement by providing a detailed, complex, and highly prescriptive accountability 

system, known as Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Adequate yearly progress is the 
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measure by which schools, districts, and states are held accountable for student 

performance under Title I of NCLB. It is used to determine if schools are successfully 

educating all students. According to NCLB, each state is required to establish and use an 

accountability system to measure all public schools and assess whether all students, 

including individual subgroups of students, are making progress toward meeting state 

standards. This bipartisan congressional act symbolized a national and political strategic 

intervention aimed at improving a failing educational system (Sunderman, 2006). 

According to Sunderman (2006), this federal act was a result of frustration with the ―slow 

pace of change‖ (p. 11), and fundamentally differed from previous acts in its ―effort to 

expand federal power over education‖ (p. 11). Some politicians claimed that ―the No 

Child Left Behind Act is the silver bullet of education reform and that schools are making 

dramatic gains simply because Congress approved the law‖ (The Education Trust, 2004, 

p. 1). While others argued that AYP is an unfair mandate that is not improving student 

achievement. Nonetheless, NCLB has ―added a new dimension to the discussion about 

what happens when students do not learn‖ (DuFour et al., 2010, p. 15).  

Under NCLB, schools must meet AYP requirements by demonstrating students‘ 

proficiency on state mandatory annual standardized assessments. NCLB mandates state 

educational reforms that include setting higher standards through rigorous standardized 

testing. The goal of this act is to ensure that every public school student develops the core 

academic skills needed to participate in today‘s highly competitive and technologically 

sophisticated global economy. Most importantly, these provisions focus on closing the 

achievement gap ―between minority and non-minority students, and between 

disadvantaged children and their more advantaged peer‖ (NCLB, 2001, § 1001(3)). 
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Originally, NCLB required assessments in mathematics and reading in grades 3–8 and 

10. In 2007–2008, those requirements increased when science assessments were added in 

grades 3–5, 6–9, and 10–12 (NCLB, 2001).  

The need for high quality teachers. While empirical evidence clearly 

demonstrates that high-quality teachers are critical for student learning, substantial 

empirical evidence also exists which indicates attracting and retaining high-quality 

teachers (Betts & Danenberg, 2002; Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2002), particularly in 

high-need districts (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 1999; 

DeAngelis, Presley, & White, 2005; Jepsen & Rivkin, 2002; Lankford et al., 2002; Peske 

& Haycock, 2006), has become an increasingly vexing problem. As evident in NCLB, 

highly qualified teachers are considered the factor most likely to affect student learning. 

NCLB required that by the end of the 2005-06 school year, every public school teacher 

be ―highly qualified.‖ Highly qualified commonly describes any teacher who is licensed 

to teach in their state or reciprocal states‘ education agencies authorized to grant licensure 

and also demonstrates that he/she exceeds proficiency of approved standards in his or her 

subject matter (NCLB, 2001; Sunderman & Kim, 2005).  

There is overwhelming evidence of an unequal distribution of high-quality 

teachers throughout schools and districts. Poor, minority, and low-performing students 

are more likely to be taught by unlicensed, inexperienced, and unqualified teachers who 

lack educational background and content knowledge (e.g., Clotfelter et al., 2006; Darling-

Hammond, 1999; DeAngelis et al., 2005; Jepsen & Rivkin, 2002; Lankford et al., 2002; 

Peske & Haycock, 2006). Peske and Haycock (2006), indicated that low-income and 

minority children ―who most need strong teachers are assigned, on average, to teachers 
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with less experience, less education, and less skill than those who teach other children‖ 

(p. 2). Appropriately, a critical concern is the fact that high-need students are more likely 

to be taught by teachers with less than 3 years of teaching experience. Furthermore, 

districts with large populations of poor and minority students commonly employ 

uncertified teachers (Darling-Hammond, 1999; National Center for Education Statistics 

[NCES], 2009).  

As teacher quality seems to have a greater effect on student achievement than 

other school-based interventions, assuring that minority and low-income students have 

access to high quality and effective teachers has the potential to reduce the achievement 

gap (Elmore, 2007). An effective teacher is one that has ability to foster student 

achievement. Teacher effectiveness is the demonstrated ability of a teacher to help 

students learn and perform at high levels. This ability is multifaceted and consists of 

content knowledge, pedagogical skills, attitudes, and behaviors (Chait, 2009; Darling-

Hammond, 2000; Elmore, 2007; Liston et al., 2008; Sanders & Rivers, 1996). According 

to Liston et al. (2008), the quality of the teacher, now more than ever, ―is seen as a key 

policy lever to narrow achievement gaps that exist along racial and economic lines‖ (p. 

111). These researchers viewed teacher quality and improvement as key factors ―to 

extend the democratic mission of public schooling to an unprecedented number of 

students‖ (Liston et al., 2008, p. 111) in an era where student diversity has become the 

norm (NCES, 2009). There is clearly a link between teacher quality and student 

achievement. ―Reformers have turned critical gazes on teachers‘ learning in schools‖ and 

―there is widening consensus that the quality of students‘ educational experiences 

depends most of all on the quality of teachers‖ (Wood, 2007, p. 281).  
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Teacher practice and student learning. Though the focus of NCLB is to hold 

schools accountable for student achievement, rather than individual teachers, the imposed 

mandates and sanctions were undoubtedly designed to ―trickle down‖ and influence 

instruction and teacher practice. The expectation is for all schools to demonstrate that 

they are raising student achievement. Valli and Buese (2007) found that the immediate 

need to raise student achievement has had a dramatic effect on teachers and their need to 

change the way they teach and interact with students. Furthermore, according to Valli and 

Buese (2007) ―rapid-fire, high-stakes policy directives promote an environment in which 

teachers are asked to relate to their students differently, enact pedagogies that are often at 

odds with their vision of best practice, and experience high levels of stress‖ (p. 520). 

Thus, many of the policies requiring teacher role changes may have a negative impact on 

teachers, even though the intent is to increase student achievement (Valli & Buese, 2007). 

Blankstein (2004) contended, ―High-stakes testing can push teachers to deliver improved 

results but not necessarily to produce better learning. What educators do in this case 

depends on their commitment to student learning and their attitudes about their own 

learning‖ (p. 203).  

Mounting research on the relationship between teacher practice and student 

achievement posits that students learn more from teachers who are skilled and 

experienced and authentic in their motives to educate others (Sunderman & Kim, 2005). 

Thus, teachers with less teaching experience and skill generally generate less learning 

gains in their students when compared with more experienced teachers (Fetler, 1999; 

Murnane & Phillips, 1981; Sunderman & Kim, 2005). Sanders and Rivers (1996) found 

that students who were assigned ineffective teachers several years in a row demonstrated 
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significantly lower achievement gains than the students who were sequentially assigned 

to highly effective teachers. Consequently, there appears to be an additive and cumulative 

effect of teacher quality on student achievement. Leithwood et al. (2004) found evidence 

to suggest ―significant amounts of variation in student learning are accounted for by 

teachers‘ capacities, including: basic skills, especially literacy skills; subject matter 

content knowledge; pedagogical skill; pedagogical content knowledge; and classroom 

experience‖ (p. 64). It seems logical then to assume that improving the conditions for 

supporting the development of teachers‘ capacities in schools will impact the conditions 

they provide for their students (West, 2005). Furthermore, it is not surprising that 

―policy-makers increasingly recognize that schools can be no better than the teachers and 

administrators who work within them‖ (Guskey, 2002, p. 381). The demands for school 

improvement require that we examine teachers‘ ability to adapt, change and respond to 

external and internal pressures, if we are to begin addressing the needs and achievement 

of all students.  

If schools are to meet the challenges set by federal policy or even simply be 

effective and authentic agents, teacher practice and student achievement must be a 

primary focus. However, Elmore (2007) emphasized that ―the fundamental problem of 

how to connect what we know about good practice to what schools actually do and 

replicate our successes on a large scale stubbornly persist‖ (p. 1). In this era of 

educational reform, it is clear that teachers must ―learn to teach differently and develop 

shared expectations and beliefs about what good teaching is‖ (Elmore, 2007, p. 26). 

Many researchers believe that organizational learning theories must serve as the basis for 

any and all structural changes for school reform efforts to be effective (Darling-
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Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Elmore, 1995, 2007; Goodlad, 1984; Schmoker, 2006; 

Tye & Tye, 1984).  

Organizational Learning 

The concept of organizational learning is not new. As noted in Chapter 1, the term 

historically originated from business research and management theories (Marks & Louis, 

1999). In 1990, Peter Senge published The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of the 

Learning Organization which, beyond being a business best seller, introduced the 

academic world to new language to describe organizational learning and change. Up until 

the 1990s organizational learning was a term commonly used in the business world, 

though ―the lengthy history of the study of organizational learning is matched by the 

range of academic disciplines studying it‖ (Dodgson, 1993, p. 375).  

Dodgson (1993) stated that there were several reasons why the study of 

organizational learning became prevalent among researchers. One reason this term was 

―gaining currency among large organizations‖ was the fact that it addressed the need for 

organizations to develop adaptable systems and structures that respond to change 

(Dodgson, 1993, p. 376). Several management analysts, along with Senge (1990), Peters 

and Waterman (as cited in Dodgson, 1993) and Kanter (as cited in Dodgson, 1993) have 

addresses the idea of developing systemic structures for change. In addition to change, 

learning within organizations has been increasingly valued and viewed as a ―key to 

competitiveness‖ (Garratt, as cited in Dodgson, 1993, p. 376). Senge‘s vision of the 

learning organization scaled the corporate walls into the struggling educational realm, 

which was in dire need for reform (Hord, 1997). In the mid 1990s educational researchers 

began to discuss the importance of organizational learning and its ability to affect school 
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improvement. Educational leaders explored this paradigm shift where individuals engage 

in collective work and interact with their peers to provide opportunities for critical 

reflection on their practice creating new knowledge and beliefs. As a result, forms of such 

community learning began to develop into what is referred to as learning communities 

(Hord, 1997).  

Over the past decade interest in organizational learning in schools continued to 

evolve (Leithwood et al., 1998; Leithwood & Louis, 1999; Louis, 1994; Mulford, 1998). 

Current policy reforms such as NCLB have reignited and refocused attention to the need 

for schools to adapt and change. Educational researchers recognized that organizational 

learning plays a critical role in school effectiveness (Schechter, 2008), and substantial 

evidence indicates that when schools function as learning organizations they tend to 

perform at higher levels then those that do not (DuFour, 2004; DuFour et al., 2010; 

Elmore, 2002; Fullan, 1991; Fullan, 1995; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Rait, 1995; Senge, 

1990; Silins et al. 2002). Thus, it is not surprising that a renewed interest in 

understanding how schools can best function as learning organizations has been ignited to 

respond to the difficulties and challenges in bringing about school reform (Silins et al., 

2002).  

Though educational leaders and policy makers view organizational improvement 

as a common goal for structural reform, the research indicates that accountability 

systems, such as NCLB, often fail to attain sustainable and comprehensive improvement 

(Cuban, 1983, 1988; Elmore, 2007; Garvin, 1993). However, researchers do believe that 

organizational learning can ultimately lead to organizational change (Corcoran & Goertz, 

1995; Fullan, 1991; Giles & Hargreaves, 2003; Kruse, 2003; Louis, 2006; Silins et al. 
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2002) when it is part of a deliberate system in which individuals explore and consider 

new concepts and approaches to practice (Collinson & Fedoruk Cook, 2007). An 

additional critical component of organizational learning is the transfer of knowledge 

through reflective practice in which organizational members reflect upon their core 

values and beliefs to impact practice and develop new understandings (Rait, 1995). 

Organizational improvement leads to changes in practices, which occurs as a result of 

new learning. For that reason, when true organizational learning is present, school reform 

and improvement can occur.  

Teacher learning and the transfer of knowledge. ―It is widely observed that the 

society we live in has been gradually turning into a ‗knowledge society‖ (Nonaka, 1994, 

p. 14). The increased importance of knowledge, has called for shift in organizational 

thinking and the emphasis on innovation has become essential (Nonaka, 1994). 

Organizational learning is a deliberate process, primarily with the purpose of change and 

innovation in mind. According to Rait (1995), organizations learn mostly from the 

individual‘s collective experiences, perspectives, and capabilities. In the management and 

business literature learning tends to be associated with increase in sustainable 

competitiveness and efficiency, and researchers in the field tend to focus on the learning 

outcomes while often neglecting to address what learning is and how outcomes are 

actualized (Dodgson, 1993). However, when reviewing organizational theorist and 

psychologist literature, there seems to be a greater emphasis on learning as a process. 

Garvin‘s (1993) generic but comprehensive definition of organizational learning 

identified a learning organization as one that is ―skilled at creating, acquiring, and 

transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and 
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insights‖ (p. 80). New learning and knowledge transfer are both key terms and concepts 

with significant impact as to an organization‘s ability to grow and develop (Garvin, 1993; 

Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Specifically, knowledge, explicit and 

implicit, has been identified as an organizational asset (Davenport & Prusak, 1998) as its 

transfer among individuals has the potential to impact an organization‘s growth and 

development.  

According to Davenport and Prusak (1998), ―knowledge is transferred in 

organizations whether or not we manage the process at all‖ (p. 88). As explicit 

knowledge is often transferred with relative accuracy through documentation and 

embedded procedures and databases (non-personal contact), the transfer of tacit 

knowledge is one that requires ―extensive personal contact‖ (Davenport & Prusak, 1998, 

p. 95). According to Spender (1996), the development of knowledge is not one that is 

easily comprehended through scientific methods of analysis or hypothesizing. Spender 

states,  

Both James and Polanyi argued that the development of knowledge cannot be 

understood in terms of the explicit or the scientific method of analysis and 

hypothesis testing (trial and error) alone. The attachment of meaning, and the 

explication and codification of what is learned through practice and experience 

or learning by doing, must also be considered. Finally, learning at the collective 

level is the outcome of the interplay between the conscious and automatic types 

of knowledge, and between the individual and collective types of knowledge as 

they interact through the social processes of the collective, such as teamwork. 

(1996, p. 71) 
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Here, Spender alludes to the complexity of capturing knowledge transfer from human to 

human and begins to theorize how this may differ when considering context and transfer 

of knowledge across multiple groups; a discussion best situated and most elaborated on 

by organizational theorists. Elmore (2002) believed that learning is not exclusively an 

individual process. According to Nonaka (1994), ―the prime movers in the process of 

organizational knowledge creation are the individual members of an organization‖ (p. 

17). The process of organizational learning is viewed as a social process, and unlike 

individual learning it requires the sharing of common vision, goals and standards. 

Knowledge sharing is the transferring of information directly related to the organization 

(or group) and it involves subjective insights, intuitions, feelings, and know-how 

(Polanyi, 1969).  

Schools as learning organizations. ―Learning is a dynamic concept, and its use 

in theory emphasizes the continually changing nature of organizations‖ (Dodgson, 1993, 

p. 376). There is mounting evidence indicating that high performing schools function as 

learning organizations (Fullan, 1995; Silins et al., 2002). ―In light of the dynamic wealth 

of information in societies today, organizational learning (OL) has been conceptualized 

as a critical component toward school effectiveness‖ (Schechter, 2008, p. 155). 

According to Schechter (2008), Louis (1994) argues that a school‘s capacity for 

improvement depends upon its ability to cooperatively ―process, understand, and apply 

new ideas about teaching and learning‖ (p. 155). This capacity in the literature is referred 

to as ―organizational learning‖ (Duncan & Weiss, 1979; Louis, 1994; Senge, 1990). 

Organizational learning is viewed as a collaborative and ―deliberate process‖ in which 

organizational members examine ―new ideas and ways of operating‖ (Collinson & 
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Fedoruk Cook, 2007, p. 15) as well as their core values and beliefs that impact practice 

(Rait, 1995). When schools function as learning organizations, they develop learning 

procedures, strategies, and structures, which allow them to increase their capacity and 

effectively react and manage change (Corcoran & Goertz, 1995; Fullan, 1993; Kruse, 

2003; Lipton & Melamede, 1997; Louis, 2006; Silins et al., 2002; Strain, 2000). 

Organizations that deal with changing environments ―ought not only to process 

information efficiently but also create information and knowledge‖ (Nonaka, 1994, p. 

14). Schools that learn work more efficiently, adapt more readily to change, and 

continually focus on improving effectiveness (Argyris & Schön, 1974).  

Organizational learning and school improvement. Elmore (1995) found that 

organizational reform efforts were more effective when they first addressed the need to 

change the norms, knowledge, and skills among the individual members before they 

attempted to change the organizational structure. Reform efforts must consider and begin 

with the individuals because it is their capacity as whole that shapes the organization.  

It is clear. . . that the changes schools need to embrace now and in the future 

require invention, adaptation, and new sense of community; they depend on new 

strategies for professional learning that are long-term and collaborative; and they 

necessitate enabling policies that are shaped by those constituencies that are 

involved in the routines of schools and have an investment in their renewal. 

(Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 1) 

Schools and districts are now, perhaps more than ever, seeking effective organizational 

models to address their needs in developing teacher and student learning to foster high 

quality teaching and increase student achievement. There has been substantial effort and 
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focus on improving public education systems with great emphasis on developing schools 

and districts as effective learning organizations (Elmore, 2007; Schmoker, 2006). The 

traditional hierarchal structure of a school made up of those who teach and those who 

learn no longer works for schools who are seeking to improve (Kleine-Kracht, 1993). 

Schools must adapt and change in order sustain themselves as self-renewing 

organizations (Goodlad, 1984; Tye & Tye, 1984). The idea that there are those (teachers) 

who know more than others (students) must be replaced with the expectation that 

learning is an ongoing process for the student as well as the instructional staff as a whole 

(Barth, 1991; Hord & Sommers, 2008). For the past few decades, schools have not only 

been faced with social and economic changes but with political and legal policies and 

mandates. Recent federal and state laws have forced the education systems throughout 

the country to reevaluate teachers‘ effectiveness and their ability to meet student needs 

(Jennings & Rentner, 2006).  

Professional Development 

Many teachers enter the teaching profession believing that they do not need 

specialized training, but  

Most learn quickly that teaching is much more difficult than they thought, and 

they either desperately seek out additional training, construct a teaching style that 

focuses on control-often by ‗dumbing down‘ the curriculum to what can be easily 

managed-or leave in despair. (Darling-Hammond, 2006, p. 16) 

Unfortunately, some teachers end up ―blaming the students for their own lack of skills‖ 

(p. 13). Now more than ever, teachers must adjust to new teaching methods and 

understandings. Recent national studies on professional development identify it as an 
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essential ―vehicle for educational reform‖ (Scribner, 1999, p. 238) based upon findings 

from national studies (e.g., Corcoran & Goertz, 1995; Houghton & Goren, as cited in 

Scribner, 1999; National Council on Teaching and America‘s Future, as cited in Scribner, 

1999; National Foundation for the Improvement of Education, as cited in Scribner, 1999). 

Additionally, Scribner (1999) claimed these studies supported and underscored the need 

to ―(a) integrate professional development into schools through sustained support at the 

state, district, and local levels; (b) link individual and organizational improvement; and 

(c) develop organizational contexts that support continuous professional learning‖ (pp. 

238–239). Fifteen years ago, Joyce and Showers (1995) identified the ―stress felt by 

educators‖ as ―traceable to the lack of a solid staff development system‖ (p. 3). They 

proposed that designing a quality system could empower educators. Professional 

development systems that are comprehensive can serve the needs of instructional staff 

members ―by nourishing the professional growth of adults in the system‖ (Joyce & 

Showers, 1995, p. 23) and by directly focusing on student learning.  

The research on professional development. More than a decade ago, leading 

school reformers such as Lieberman, Darling-Hammond, and McLaughlin recognized the 

link between successful educational reform and staff development (Caldwell, 1997). It 

became clear to researchers that teachers needed to change their practice and construct 

new concepts about classroom practice and student learning, and as a result a professional 

development model that addressed the need to revise the way teachers teach and students 

learn, a model that would bring about fundamental institutional and structural change 

became necessary (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995). According to Smith, Hofer, 

Gillespie, Solomon, and Rowe (2003), the research indicated that the philosophy 
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pertaining to professional development had evolved and the emphasis had moved toward 

―helping teachers adopt a critically reflective stance that allows them to determine for 

themselves what is effective‖ (p. 6) rather than the traditional approach which focused on 

―training teachers to adopt particular, expert-recommended behaviors in the classroom‖ 

(p. 6).  

Guskey (1995), a professor in the College of Education at the University of 

Kentucky and an expert in research and evaluation who has authored or edited 12 books, 

including Evaluating Professional Development (2000), stated ―every modern proposal to 

reform, restructure, or transform schools emphasizes professional development as a 

primary vehicle in efforts to bring about needed change‖ (para. 1). In an article for the 

Journal of Staff Development, Guskey (1995) examined the research on professional 

development, which was often contradictory and inconsistent. According to some 

researchers, if the purpose of professional development is to implement or foster change 

it must be ―practitioner specific and focus principally on day-to-day activities at the 

classroom level‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2). On the other hand, other researchers have 

indicated, ―that an emphasis on individuals is detrimental to progress and more systemic 

or organizational approaches are necessary‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2). Another area of debate 

was whether reforms in professional development should be ―initiated and carried out by 

individual teachers and school-based personnel‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2) or ―guided by a 

clear vision that sees beyond the walls of individual classrooms and schools‖ because 

―individuals generally lack the capacity to conceive and implement worthwhile 

improvements on their own‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2). The final contradictory issue 

concerning professional development related to the scope of change. While some 
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reviewers believed that change should be introduced gradually and in an ―incremental 

fashion, not expecting too much at one time‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2), others argued for a 

broader scope towards change, ―the more effort required of teachers, and the greater the 

overall change in teaching style attempted, the more likely the program is to elicit the 

enthusiasm of teachers and to be implemented well‖ (Guskey, 1995, p. 2). While it is 

critical to improve the school as a whole, focusing on building the capacity of each 

educator is essential (Sergiovanni, 2000).  

Effective practices for professional development. According to the National 

Staff Development Council (NSDC, 2010), professional development is a 

―comprehensive, sustained, and intensive approach to improving teachers‘ and principals‘ 

effectiveness in raising student achievement.‖ Professional development fosters 

professional learning occurring ―several times per week among established teams of 

teachers, principals, and other instructional staff members where the teams of educators 

engage in a continuous cycle of improvement‖ (NSDC, 2010). Smith and Gillespie 

(2007) described job-embedded professional development as a type of professional 

development that is ―woven into the fabric of the school community‖ and ―balanced at 

times with the cross-fertilization of new ideas from outside the school‖ (Taylor, Pearson, 

Peterson, & Rodriguez, as cited in Smith & Gillespie, 2007, p. 219). In such professional 

development models, ―the focus is on developing teacher knowledge in the content area, 

analyzing student thinking, and identifying how that knowledge can be applied to 

changes in instructional practices tailored to the local educational context‖ (Smith & 

Gillespie, 2007, p. 219).  
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Extracting from literature on professional development, Scribner (1999) 

indentified four guidelines for professional development which include: ―ongoing 

professional learning that is tied to new standards for curriculum, assessment, and student 

performance; professional development connected to teacher work; school communities 

that foster shared learning; and professional development that is integrated into the school 

schedule‖ (Scribner, 1999, p. 240). According to Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin 

(1995), professional development is most effective when it focuses on current teaching, 

assessment, observation, and reflection rather than abstract discussions. Professional 

development that focuses on student learning and helps teachers develop the pedagogical 

skills to teach specific kinds of content has strong positive effects on practice (Blank, de 

las Alas, & Smith, 2007).  

Schools today are called upon to adjust and adapt their structures and practices to 

accommodate the ongoing changes in both their social and political environments. Those 

changes frequently entail new curricula and understandings that reflect the new 

knowledge and skills teachers required to adapt to new policy reforms and mandates. 

After reviewing the literature on professional development, Smith et al. (2003) found that 

continuous learning supported by reflectiveness needed to become part of the teachers‘ 

daily practice: 

We learned that professional development could be successful if it took place over 

time (not one session only), was integrated with the school context, and focused 

on helping teachers not just acquire new behaviors but change their assumptions 

and ways of thinking (reflectiveness) as well. (p. 7) 
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Schools are called upon to develop new structural arrangements to increase 

teacher effectiveness and raise student achievement. For these organizational changes to 

occur collaboration, reflective practice, and new learning must emerge. As learning is not 

exclusively an individual process (Elmore, 2002), teachers need to be provided with the 

opportunity to collaborate with colleagues, share best practices, and give and receive 

feedback in order for professional learning and development to transpire (Hord & 

Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1995). To meet the challenges of school reform and policy 

mandates, schools are often seeking ways to incorporate effective professional 

development practices, and establish learning infrastructures within the school setting.  

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 

―Though difficult to form, professional learning communities can lead to 

authentic changes in teaching practice and improved student learning‖ (Lieberman & 

Miller, 2008, p. 2). Teachers who feel supported in their teaching practice and most of all 

their own learning are more committed to improving their skills and putting forth effort 

toward professional growth, which ultimately increases their efficacy about being able to 

meet their students‘ needs (Rosenholtz, 1989). PLCs offer a ―fundamentally different 

way to think about how teachers can deepen their practice and improve their craft in 

support of student learning‖ (Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 2). While there seems to be a 

multitude of terms used to describe the concept of professional learning communities 

there exists a substantial amount of anecdotal and theoretical literature which supports the 

use of professional learning communities (PLCs) to increase teacher effectiveness and 

impact student achievement (DuFour, 2005; DuFour et al., 2006; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 
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Eaker et al., 2002; Elmore, 2002; Hord, 1994, 1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Senge, 

1990).  

There is a need to bring about a fundamental shift in teaching practices, and for 

this, school leaders must utilize effective professional development strategies. School 

leaders cannot only point teachers in the direction of change; they must provide guidance 

and support. Learning communities are viewed as an essential component in a school‘s 

ability to manage change (Fullan, 1991; Senge, 1990). Schools need to adapt and change 

in order sustain themselves as self-renewing organizations (Goodlad, 1984; Tye & Tye, 

1984) unlike the rigid and structured factory models of the traditional schools. It has 

become clear that the traditional hierarchal model of those who teach (teachers) and those 

who learn (students), will not work for schools seeking to improve (Kleine-Kracht, 

1993). The principal, according to research of Louis and Kruse (1995) was clearly 

identified as one of the key resources of the learning communities and an instrumental 

factor in their effectiveness to improve teacher learning. The engagement in collaborative 

learning organizations to maintain professional staff development seems to differentiate 

successful schools from unsuccessful ones (Little, 1982).  

Key concepts from the research. Research findings indicate ―organizational 

learning, in contrast to individual learning, is richer and provides focus for the members 

of the professional learning community‖ (Hord, 1998, p. 8). Furthermore, learning 

communities provide teachers with the opportunity to share best practices and allow them 

to give and receive feedback, which contributes to their professional learning and 

development (Louis & Kruse, 1995). Though there seems to be no single agreed upon 

definition for professional learning communities, there is a consensus that it generates 
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collaboration among teacher and instructional leaders (Bolam et al., 2005; Hord & 

Sommers, 2008) for the purpose of critically examining instructional practice to promote 

and sustain teacher learning and ultimately improve student achievement (DuFour, 2005; 

DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Eaker et al., 2002; Fullan, 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; 

Hord, 1994, 1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Lambert, 1998, 2003, 2005; Louis & Marks, 

1998; Schmoker, 2001, 2006; Toole & Louis, 2002). PLCs have become a widely 

accepted process for developing organizational learning, and they have been referred to 

as an essential component in an organization‘s successful ability to maintain 

effectiveness during constant change, both internal and external (Fullan 1991; Senge, 

1990). PLCs have been described as a collaborative process that unifies the school 

academically, socially, emotionally and culturally (DuFour & Eaker, 1998) as it fosters 

reflective dialogue and inquiry and focuses on increasing student achievement.  

PLCs are referred to as an adaptable but structured method for teachers to 

formally engage in a collaborative reflective inquiry/dialogue for sustained professional 

development to improve their effectiveness and increase student achievement (DuFour et 

al., 2010; Louis et al., 1996; Saunders et al., 2009). The fundamental goal of the PLC is 

to establish a collaborative forum for teachers to interact with each other on a collegial 

and professional level (Prawat, 1993) to develop and improve their teaching practices 

(Lieberman, 1990; Little & McLaughlin, 1993; Louis & Marks, 1998; Rowan et al., 

1991). The ideas and concepts behind PLCs undeniably overlap with the theories of 

learning organizations and professional development because the essential theme of these 

concepts inevitably funnel into the central purpose for school, which is student learning. 

Thus, the research on PLCs is situated in the underlying concepts of organizational 
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learning and professional development. It is possible to argue that when PLCs draw from 

best practices of professional development, they can be considered as a highly effective 

organizational learning model.  

Collaboration. During the mid 1990s researchers discussed the importance of 

teacher collaboration and the positive impact it has on school improvement. A significant 

amount of the literature addresses the need to promote teacher collaboration along with 

cooperative work settings for the purpose of school restructuring and reform (Kruse et al., 

1995). Though teacher practice that focuses on student learning may be viewed as 

collaborative, cooperative or collegial (Hord et al., as cited in Kruse et al., 1995), each of 

these terms represents very different relationships. While teacher cooperation based on 

social interaction ―does not necessarily entail a shared value base about teaching practice, 

students, and learning‖ (Kruse et al., 1995, p. 33) even if the focus is on mutual support 

for the purpose of efficiency. Collegial relationships can be based upon ―mutual learning 

and discussion of classroom practice and student performance‖ (Kruse et al., 1995, p. 33). 

On the other hand, collaboration is considered an advanced form of collegiality. 

Collaboration among teachers occurs fairly frequently, when it becomes a ―generalized 

attribute of the school,‖ (Kruse et al., 1995, p. 33) it has the potential to increase its 

adaptability and openness to change. Such collaboration exists when the transfer of 

knowledge moves beyond the confines of small collaborative groups to other groups 

within the school setting. The ultimate goal is for schoolwide collaboration to become the 

norm.  

Successful cases of school reform efforts, according to Peterson, McCarthy and 

Elmore (1996), involved teacher collaboration through regular common meetings of the 
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whole staff or as teacher teams. Studies show that even experienced teachers who are 

given the opportunity to collaborate have experienced an opportunity for professional 

growth through participation in professional learning communities (Darling-Hammond & 

McLaughlin, 1995; Hord, 1997; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Wood, 2007). Through the 

collaborative process of learning communities, schools begin to develop academic, 

social, emotional and cultural beliefs and behaviors based on shared norms, values, 

vision, and mission (DuFour, 2004).  

Reflective inquiry/dialogue. While it is critical to focus on teachers‘ individual 

professional development, it is equally crucial to focus on implementing professional 

learning communities for teachers to collectively engage in reflective and sustained 

efforts to improve their teaching practices (Lieberman, 1990; Little & McLaughlin, 1993; 

Louis et al., 1995; Louis et al. 1996). One of the core characteristics of professional 

learning communities is reflective dialogue (Louis et al., 1995; Hord & Sommers, 2008), 

which is an example of reflective practice. Reflective practice involves thinking about 

and critically analyzing one's actions with the goal of improving one's practice (Schön, 

1983, 1987). In an original 1910 publication by John Dewey titled How We Think, he 

referred to reflection as an inductive and deductive process: 

There is double movement in reflection: a movement from the given partial and 

confused data to a suggested comprehensive (or inclusive) entire situation: and 

back from this suggested whole – which as suggested is a meaning, an idea – to 

the particular facts, so as to connect these with one another and with additional 

facts to which the suggestion has directed attention. (p. 79) 

Reflective practice is a complex process requiring high levels of conscious thought; it 
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also elicits commitment to making changes based on new or shifted understandings 

(Osterman, 1990; Schön, 1983, 1987; York-Barr et al., 2006). Lambert (1998) referred to 

the idea of reflection as an ―opportunity to ‗run with‘ an idea, to see it through‖ (p. 22). 

―Rich and recurring discourse promotes high standards of practice, and both generate and 

reinforce core beliefs, norms, and values of the community. In other words, talk is the 

bridge between educational values and improved practice in schools‖ (Kruse et al., 1995, 

p. 30).  

Reflective inquiry and dialogue must become an integral part of the school. The 

engagement in reflective practice provides educators with opportunity to focus on 

practice and continuously learn how to improve (Hord & Sommers, 2008). Consequently, 

it has the potential to strengthen relationships through a common focus and interests on 

teaching and learning. According to Danielson (2007), ―many educators, as well as 

researchers believe that the ability to reflect on teaching is the mark of a true 

professional‖ (p. 106). It is through reflective thought that opportunities for growth occur 

and thus, the ability to expand upon one‘s own repertoire of practice can lead to 

excellence (Danielson, 2007).  

Focus on student learning. A statement made by Newmann and Wehlage in 

1995, 15 years ago, still rings true today. ―A strong intellectual focus for student learning 

is critical to meet modern society‘s demands for more complex cognitive functioning in 

order to prepare students for further schooling or for work‖ (p. 7). Teachers have a 

greater chance in making a positive impact on student achievement when they have the 

opportunity to collectively develop common curricular goal expectations. Teachers need 

to be able to ―generate clarity and consensus about central goals for student learning‖ 
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(Newmann & Wehlage, 1995, p. 30). Furthermore, teachers need to gather evidence of 

student learning and take the time to analyze authentic student work in a collaborative, 

structured, and professional forum. ―Information about student achievement gathered 

through performances and products is the most precious kind of information for inquiry 

and general improvement‖ (Lambert, 1998, p. 23). DuFour et al. (2010) refer to this 

practice as ―a commitment to using results to foster continuous improvement‖ (p. 21) and 

one of the three ―big ideas‖ that teachers of professional learning communities must 

embrace. Citing several researchers, Kruse et al. (1995) noted that teacher emphasis on 

students bring about substantial shifts: 

When teachers begin to place sustained attention to students at the core of school-

wide professional community, the emphasis shifts to how pedagogy is linked to 

the process of student learning, and professional actions increasingly focus on 

choices that affect students‘ opportunity to learn and provide substantial student 

benefit (p. 32) 

With the intent of reviewing the current research to better understand and enhance 

professional learning, Little (2006) found evidence to support the need to actively 

monitor and analyze student achievement through consistent and systematic focus on 

student work. According to Little (2006) research ―suggests that systematic attention to 

children‘s thinking and learning will pay off in improved classroom practice and student 

outcomes‖ (p. 8). A key factor in successfully ―looking at student work‖ as a focus for 

professional development is the use of formal protocols (Little, 2006). This practice was 

also supported in another investigation on teacher grade-level teams, which also found 

that ―explicit protocols that focused meeting time on students‘ academic needs and how 
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they might be instructionally addressed‖ (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 1007) served to 

enhance teacher learning and attain significant achievement gains.  

Teacher Development 

The research asserts that in order to be effective teachers not only need to possess 

a deep understanding of their subject matter, they must develop the knowledge of how 

students learn along with a range of strategies and practices that support learning 

(Darling-Hammond, 2000; Elmore, 2007). Typically, district organizational changes and 

staff development initiatives do not provide teachers with effective support if any (Smith 

et al., 2003). For example, in the book, School Reform from the Inside Out, Elmore 

(2007) focused on the need for school reform to address teacher knowledge and practice 

and develop teacher capacity: ―Performance-based accountability has stimulated an 

unprecedented demand for new knowledge of curriculum, pedagogy, and organizational 

improvement at the school and system levels‖ (Elmore, 2007, p. 1). According to Elmore 

(2002), there are three key elements for successful teaching: 

(1) Deep knowledge of the subject-matter (i. e., history and mathematics) and 

skills (i. e., reading and writing) that are to be taught; (2) expertise in instructional 

practices that cut across specific subject areas, or ―general pedagogical 

knowledge‖; and (3) expertise in instructional practices that address the problems 

of teaching and learning associated with specific subjects and bodies of 

knowledge, referred to as ―pedagogical content knowledge‖. (p. 17) 

As teachers commit to their own professional growth, they begin to develop new 

ways of thinking. Teacher talk moves from ―congenial to collegial conversation‖ and 

teachers ―learn to take part in honest talk‖ (Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 18). Research 
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on professional learning communities indicates that effective change and continuous 

improvement are more likely to endure when those responsible for its implementation are 

involved in the decision making process (Katzenmeyer & Moller, 2001; Louis & Kruse, 

1995; Rosenholtz, 1989). Furthermore, teachers gain a sense of affiliation with each other 

and the school. Through ongoing professional collaboration, common commitment, and 

shared responsibility for student achievement are fostered (Darling-Hammond, 2000; 

Hord & Sommers, 2008). This development in both self and collaborative efficacy allows 

teachers to ―increase opportunities to improve classroom practice by expanding the 

number and quality of feedback mechanisms available‖ (Louis et al., 1995, p. 24). 

According to Lieberman and Miller (2008), teachers become more skillful in their ability 

to make connections between their practice and student learning because ―they develop 

the ability and disposition to do knowledge work and engage with theory and research as 

well as with practice‖ (p. 18).  

Teacher knowledge. According to Louis (1994), what differentiates 

organizational learning from individual learning is the additional achievement of 

collective knowledge creation. In a 1994 article, Richardson (who specializes in teaching 

and teacher education and research methodology) cited several authors to define teachers‘ 

knowledge and beliefs: 

Teachers‘ knowledge and beliefs are viewed as practical (Elbaz, 1983), personal 

(Clandinin, 1986; Lampert, 1985), situated (Leinhardt, 1988), craftlike (Grimmett 

& Mackinnon, 1992), embodied (Johnson, 1987), and relational (Hollings-worth, 

Dybdahl, & Minarik, 1993)…. This knowledge is seen as often tacit and always 

experiential (Kagan, 1990). Teachers‘ subject matter knowledge has been 
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explored in relation to the ways in which it is combined with knowledge about 

student learning and the specific context to drive its curricular representation in 

the classroom (e. g., Grossman, 1990; Munby & Russell, 1992; Shulman, 1987; 

Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). (p. 6) 

According to Shulman (1987) there are three types of knowledge: (a) content knowledge, 

(b) pedagogical knowledge, and (c) pedagogical content knowledge. Content knowledge 

refers to the understanding of a specific content. Pedagogical knowledge refers to 

effective teaching strategies, and pedagogical content knowledge is the ability to connect 

knowledge of content and teaching strategies to understand how students can think and 

learn. Pedagogical content knowledge is the ―blending of content and pedagogy into an 

understanding of how particular topics, problems, or issues are organized, represented, 

and adapted to the diverse interests and abilities of learners, and presented for 

instruction" (Shulman, 1987, p. 4). Little (2006) defined pedagogical content knowledge 

as ―the practical knowledge that enables teachers to transform the content and 

epistemology of a subject discipline for purposes of teaching‖ (p. 7).  

Focus on teacher learning. Elmore (2002) argued that education reforms efforts 

strictly based on standards and accountability will fail unless professional development 

strategies are implemented to ensure that educators are provided with the knowledge and 

skills needed to help students succeed. Most of the current structural design of schools do 

not promote or foster teacher learning for the purpose of improvement. According to 

Elmore (2002), teachers mostly work in isolation and ―time away from the direct practice 

of instruction‖ is viewed as time wasted or time ―not spent ‗working‘‖ (p. 29). In other 

words, teachers are rarely provided with time to improve upon their teaching skills. 
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Teacher learning and instructional support (if at all acknowledged as necessary) is 

something that teachers are expected attain on their own time. If time is allocated for 

teacher training or staff development, it is often short and/or sporadic. Typical school 

designs most often provide little or ―no opportunity for teachers to engage in continuous 

and sustained learning about their practice in the setting in which they actually work,‖ 

and ―this disconnect between the requirements of learning to teach well and the structure 

of teachers‘ work life is fatal to any sustained process of instructional improvement‖ 

(Elmore, 2002, p. 29). However, research does indicate that many schools are challenging 

this traditional design and replacing it with structures that support teacher development 

and foster teacher learning (e. g., DuFour, 2005; DuFour et al., 2006; DuFour & Eaker, 

1998; Eaker et al., 2002; Elmore, 2002; Hord, 1994, 1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008).  

Nevertheless, committing to the development of teacher capacity is not a new 

concept. In 1971, Sarason ―concluded that schools need to be places of learning for 

teachers if we are improve classroom instruction and student achievement‖ (as cited in 

Saunders et al., 2009, p. 1007). Lieberman and Miller (2008) believed that a primary 

purpose of PLCs is for teachers to meet regularly to increase their own learning, and 

consequently, the learning of their students. Not unlike other researchers Lieberman and 

Miller (2008) stated that PLCs ―offer an environment where new ideas and strategies 

emerge, take root, and develop; and where competence can truly be cultivated and 

nurtured‖ (p. 2). PLCs facilitate professional development that is ―driven by the needs of 

teachers as they are naturally engaged in efforts to accomplish their goals‖ (Vescio et al., 

2008, p. 86). In learning organizations, resources must be devoted to enhance 

performance, develop intellectual capacity, and support continued learning for members 
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(Costa, Lipton, & Wellman, 1997). According to Vescio et al. (2008), continuous teacher 

learning was identified as an essential element of PLCs as it was found to support overall 

changes in teaching cultures (Bolam et al., 2005; Englert & Tarrant, as cited in Vescio et 

al., 2008; Hollins et al., as cited in Vescio et al., 2008; Phillips, as cited in Vescio et al., 

2008; Supovitz, as cited in Vescio et al., 2008).  

Changing teacher practice.  As educational literature and research repeatedly 

recognizes teachers as proverbial puppet masters behind student achievement, their 

instructional practices and effectiveness are being scrutinized. As a result, many teachers 

are expected to change the way they teach and interact with students. There is myriad of 

research indicating teacher effectiveness as a key factor in student achievement (Liston et 

al., 2008; McCaffrey et al., 2003; Rivkin et al., 2005; Rockoff, 2004; Sanders & Rivers, 

1996). Therefore, it is clear to most school improvement researchers that teacher practice 

must change and adapt to meet the diverse needs of all students (Darling-Hammond, 

2000; Elmore, 2007; Goodlad, 1984; Tye & Tye, 1984), and as a result many view 

teacher professional development as an essential instrument for establishing school 

reform and increasing student achievement. Nevertheless, ―as educators and policy 

makers continue to focus on teacher professional development as a strategy for school 

reform, they persist in launching ambitious efforts to reach ambitious goals that, not 

surprisingly, fail to meet desired ends‖ (Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 1). Is this because 

the need for change must be felt? Perhaps, a missing element in the struggle to change 

teacher practice is the idea that changes within any organization is something that can and 

needs to be fostered, managed, and even nurtured.  
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Fostering teacher leadership. The research indicates when principals practice 

shared leadership and support teacher leaders, the potential to impact student 

achievement and bring about school improvement increases (Lambert, 1998). Much of 

the current interest in teacher leadership is the result of new understandings about 

organizational development, school improvement, and leadership (York-Barr & Duke, 

2004). There are many ways to define a teacher leader. A teacher leader can be one who 

is not in the classroom full-time, or one who remains in the classroom. In either case the 

teacher leader assumes some kind of leadership role in promoting change in classroom 

practice among large numbers of teachers. For the purpose of this study, ―teachers are 

leaders when they function in professional communities to affect student learning; 

contribute to school improvement; inspire excellence in practice; and empower 

stakeholders to participate in educational improvement‖ (Childs-Bowen, Moller, & 

Scrivner, 2000, p. 28).  

York-Barr and Duke (2004) provided four categories to explain why it is 

important to focus on teacher leadership: ―benefits of employee participation; expertise 

about teaching and learning; acknowledgment, opportunities, and rewards for 

accomplished teachers; and benefits to students‖ (p. 258). Teacher leaders have the 

potential to increase student achievement, and understanding how teacher leaders develop 

is a critical factor in implementing change in teacher practice (Barth, 2001; Nelson, 

Palonsky, & McCarthy, 2004; York-Barr & Duke, 2004). York-Barr and Duke (2004) 

maintained that teacher leadership is about the continuous improvement of both teaching 

and learning. Teacher leaders are afforded the opportunity to extend their influence 

beyond the classroom (Danielson, 2007). Consequently, the active involvement of 
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teacher leaders at the classroom level and beyond is essential in initiating school 

improvement (Danielson, 2007; Nelson, et al., 2004).  

According to Barth (2001), when teachers become leaders they ―experience 

personal and professional satisfaction‖ (p. 443). Overall the sense of isolation is reduced 

as they gain ownership and accountability. Teacher leaders become active learners and 

role models: ―they become professionals‖ (Barth, 2001, p. 443). They collaborate with 

colleagues to shape school improvement efforts and take the initiative to guide teachers 

towards a collective goal. When effective teacher leaders are present the principal‘s 

capacity is extended (Barth, 2001). Teacher leadership provides the additional personnel 

power needed to run the organizational operations of the school, which are too complex 

for principals to run alone (Barth, 2001; Nelson, et al., 2004). Consequently, teacher 

leaders are a source of reliable, useful, and professional help for the principal. Nelson et 

al. (2004) support this argument and maintain that teacher leaders play a significant role 

in supporting other teachers. ―Classroom teachers are experts in the practical matters of 

teaching and learning, and are the most authoritative source in helping new teachers learn 

the tricks of the trade‖ (Nelson et al., 2004, p. 387). Thus, teacher leaders can have a 

greater impact on schools than a principal who leads by his or herself (Barth, 2001; 

Nelson, et al., 2004).  

Barth (2001) notes ―students learn when teachers lead‖ (p. 445). ―The 

empowerment of teachers through SDM [shared decision making] cannot help but pay 

dividends in improved education for students‖ (Nelson, et al., 2004, p. 391). Teacher 

leaders need the support of their principals (Barth, 2001). Thus, principals play a 

significant role in the development of teacher leadership. Some principals find it risky to 
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share leadership, as teacher leaders often ―rightfully expect [to have] a great voice in all 

educational matters of education, including school management and school reform‖ 

(Nelson et al., 2004, p. 387). Many school leaders find ways to cultivate teacher 

leadership within their schools (Barth, 2001). Buckner and McDowelle (2000) found that 

to recognize, develop, and support teacher leaders principals needed to promote teacher 

leadership, help teachers develop leadership skills, and provide positive and constructive 

feedback. Additionally, research indicates that principals must create a supportive 

infrastructure for teacher leadership (Childs-Bowen et al., 2000). School leaders need to 

provide opportunities for teachers to lead, to build professional learning communities, 

and to celebrate improvement and teacher expertise (Barth, 2001).  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented a comprehensive description of organizational learning 

and professional development supported by the work of many researchers, advocates and 

interpretivists in this field. In the light of these broad concepts, the literature examining 

these theories and frameworks that inform the professional learning community 

philosophy/process was explored in detailed. As a result of today‘s changing political and 

social climate, schools must function as learning organization that focus on developing 

high quality teachers committed to a professional and collaborative culture that focuses 

on student achievement. These characteristics along with reflective practice support the 

establishment of professional learning communities. Adopting a schoolwide approach to 

job-embedded and collaborative professional development can provide the foundation for 

school improvement efforts that will positively influence both teacher effectiveness and 

student achievement. This understanding is critical in order to explore and analyze how a 
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mandated PLC model that utilizes set protocols impacts knowledge transfer, teacher 

effectiveness, and student achievement, which is central to this study.  
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Chapter 3 
 

Methodology 
 

 The research design utilized for this study was a qualitative multi-site case study. 

This chapter begins with a methodology section including a discussion of the 

applicability of a qualitative approach to the study exploring the nature and implications 

of qualitative research. The advantage of a qualitative approach and the rationale for the 

use of the multi-site case study approach used for this research is articulated. This multi-

site case study design was bounded by three school sites (an elementary school, a middle 

school, and a high school), which are located in a South Florida school district. All three 

schools were purposefully selected based upon a set of predetermined criteria. Each 

school was identified as high-need and low-performing schools and was under district 

mandate to implement LTMs. The participants of the study which served as the study‘s 

primary unit of analysis were the members of the learning teams and included the 

teachers and instructional leaders such as, the Learning Team Facilitator (LTF), principal, 

assistant principal (AP), and coaches who were most directly involved with the LTMs. 

Data collected for this study was in the form of one-on-one interviews, observations, 

focus groups, and documents. In order to address the purpose of this study, which was to 

examine the impact of the implementation of LTMs on teacher practice and student 

achievement from the perspective of teachers and instructional leaders at high-need 

schools, the following research questions were used and guided the design and analysis of 

the study: 
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Within the context of schools utilizing Learning Team Meetings (LTMs),  

1. As perceived by teachers and instructional leaders (principals, APs, academic 

coaches, and LTFs), what are the ways in which knowledge about teacher practice 

is transferred from teacher to teacher within an organization?  

 What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact of LTMs on 

their learning and effective teaching practices? 

 What are the perceptions of instructional leaders regarding the impact of 

LTMs on teacher learning and effective teaching practices? 

2. Based on teachers‘ and instructional leaders‘ perceptions about knowledge 

transfer and teacher practice, how do participants perceive the impact of LTMs on 

student achievement?  

Methodology 

This study examined the impact of LTMs on teacher practice and student learning 

from the perspective of teachers and instructional leaders at three high-need and low-

performing South Florida schools. A multi-site case study design was utilized for this 

study. Since the central purpose of the study was to examine a specific type of 

organizational learning model and the participants‘ perceptions of their own and others 

behaviors related to this structured and prescriptive model, the qualitative case study 

approach was most advantageous. The use of multiple-site case studies increased 

generalizability and provided an opportunity for more sophisticated descriptions and 

more powerful explanations (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Glaser and Strauss (1970) 

concluded that cross-case analysis improves researchers‘ abilities to calculate when 

events or incidents will or will not occur and to form general categories of how those 
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conditions may be related. Gaining thick descriptions of the participants‘ perceptions was 

the primary goal of this research.  

Qualitative Case Study 

According to Howe and Eisenhart (1990), the methodology must address both the 

purpose and the context of the research, and in this case, a qualitative approach allowed 

for an in-depth understanding of personal perceptions and beliefs in real life settings. This 

case study utilized multiple sources of data, including interviews, observations, focus 

groups, and documents. When studying loosely coupled systems such as educational 

institutions (Weick, 1976), the case study approach is very effective. Case studies allow 

for the researcher to report the ―lessons learned‖ derived from the case study (Creswell, 

2007). As noted by Creswell (2007), ―qualitative research begins with assumptions, a 

worldview, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and the study of research problems 

inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem‖ 

(p. 37).  

Noting that most case studies, by in large, are primarily qualitative or those of 

mixed methods design, the researcher acknowledges the existing criticism of education-

related case study research and the ongoing challenges made by its critics. According to 

Donmoyer and Galloway (2010), ―in the United States,‖ the case study design ―has fallen 

on hard times‖ (p. 4). The critics, particularly federally funded agencies, such as the 

Institute of Educational Science (IES), have expressed ―strong preferences for large scale 

experimental studies designed to reveal, once and for all, ‗what works‘ in education‖ 

(Donmoyer & Galloway, 2010, p. 4). However, proponents of case study and qualitative 

research argue that such research can effectively employ techniques that include in-depth 
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and focus interviews and participant observation (Merriam, 1998). Furthermore, 

qualitative samples are not intended, nor would it be true to case study design, to 

represent large populations. Instead, case studies rely on smaller and more purposeful 

samples of participants from whom critical in-depth information about the study‘s 

primary questions is strategically collected (Creswell, 2007). Therefore, while 

quantitative and mixed method studies are privileged by the U. S. government‘s very 

narrow and minimalistic understanding of the term ―research,‖ within the last three 

decades, the greater scientific community has come to widely accept qualitative and/or 

mixed design studies, regardless of sample population size. In fact, other than the U. S. 

government (including federal and state departments of education), many organizations 

rely on qualitative design as much if not more so than traditional quantitative studies 

utilizing large databases. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), ―researchers in the 

basic disciplines and applied fields (psychology, sociology, linguistics, public 

administration, organizational studies, health care, urban planning, educational research, 

family studies, program evaluation, and policy analysis) have shifted to a more 

qualitative paradigm‖ (p. 1). Over the last few decades, notable methodologists have 

supported qualitatively designed research noting the tools it provides researchers to 

capture the complexities of the human condition. Some methodologists would argue that 

rigorously designed qualitative studies not only made it possible to confirm behaviors, 

but that numerous have also made it possible to better understand human conditions and 

phenomena.  

This multi-site case study sought to gain insight as to the perceived impact of a 

specific organizational learning model while observing participants and collecting data in 
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a natural setting. To achieve such an understanding using a qualitative approach, the 

research must occur within the context of the phenomenon being studied. This is 

particularly significant for the study of social processes (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985), such as this case study. The qualitative researcher must immerse 

herself in the setting or context of others (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). Drawing from the 

work of Kirk and Miller (1985), Silverman (1995) posited that qualitative research 

depends ―fundamentally on watching people in their own territory‖ (p. 29). Furthermore, 

Kirk and Miller (1985) argued that qualitative research relies on the researcher‘s ability 

to interact with ―people in their own language and on their own terms‖ (p. 9). While this 

study was primarily situated in and best adapts to a qualitative methodological 

orientation, it utilized a multi-site case study design to compare the findings about LTM 

participants across three schools, all bound by one South Florida school district boundary 

lines; consequently, this study fits the specific criteria of a qualitative multi-site case 

study and its design strategy was chosen because it was best suited to address the primary 

research questions of the study.  

The central position of the researcher allowed for rapport with the interviewees to 

be quickly established. This was considered an important factor as it contributed towards 

in-depth interaction and comprehension, and as a result, most likely generated more 

insightful understanding of context, thus increasing the quality of the data. The 

researcher‘s insider perspective promised a degree of tacit knowledge. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) refer to tacit knowledge as intuitive or felt knowledge. Tacit knowledge provides 

for an increase in the depth of data obtainable to the researcher as interaction between the 

researcher and the participant is strengthened. Tacit knowledge was utilized by the 
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researcher both within her role and within the context of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). The value of tacit knowledge was highly beneficial to the qualitative researcher 

and is essential to researchers who use case studies. Qualitative research, which takes 

place within the context of the phenomenon under study, uses the researcher as the data-

gathering instrument (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 In preparation for this research study, a four-month preliminary pilot case study 

was conducted in the fall of 2008 at an elementary school in the same large South Florida 

school district. This pilot study was conducted for three reasons: to explore the 

implications of LTMs on school improvement from the perspective of an elementary 

school principal and elementary school teachers; to ascertain the feasibility of conducting 

a major study on a large South Florida school district‘s school improvement model 

through the research lens of organizational learning and organizational change; and to 

verify whether the researcher, as a member of the organization, would be able to elicit 

open and candid responses from the research participants. The pilot study explored 

utilizes the pilot study findings to help improve the methods used in the dissertation study 

in order to elicit additional data that is more applicable to the questions in the dissertation 

study. Further, the pilot study revealed weaknesses related to the researcher‘s role as an 

insider, and the researcher has addressed these weaknesses in the methods of the full 

dissertation study. Ultimately, the pilot study and its results were used to improve any 

weaknesses found after completing the pilot study and analyzing the resultant data. As 

part of the qualitative design and as an outcome of one weakness found in the pilot study, 

documents along with observations and interviews with participants will serve as data 

sources for this study.  



 

 

 

67 

Sampling Plan  

 The goal of the qualitative researcher is ―to discover, understand, and gain insight 

and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned‖ (Merriam, 1998, 

p. 61). Along with key instructional leadership members (e. g., principals, APs, LTF and 

coaches), high performing/exemplar teams of teachers were purposefully selected by the 

principals and LTFs at each of the school sites. The observations of a representative 

group of teachers at each of the school sites over a period of several months allowed the 

researcher to focus heavily on one set of teachers with the opportunity to gather specific 

data rather than general information.  

Site Selection 

The schools selected as the focus for this multi-site case study are located in 

South Florida school district referred to throughout the study by the pseudonym The 

School District of Cane Forest County (SDCFC). This large urban school district is 

among the largest districts in the nation with over 180 public schools, more than 170, 000 

students, and approximately 22, 000 employees. The school district has maintained an 

―A‖ rating from the Florida Department of Education for the past 7 consecutive years 

based on student performance on the Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test (FCAT). 

The U. S. News and World Report recently ranked three of the district‘s schools among 

the top 100 schools in the United States. In 2010, school grades within the district were 

among the highest in the state, with 104 schools earning ―A‖ ratings, 25 schools earning a 

―B‖, and 25 schools earning a ―C‖ (excluding charter schools). Located in a growing 

southeastern coastal region, the district includes a population of over 1,300,000 and 

encompasses both suburban and rural areas supported by an economy primarily based on 



 

 

 

68 

tourism, agriculture, and building construction. In area, this is one of the largest school 

districts east of the Mississippi River encompassing an area larger than some states.  

The South Florida school district has instituted a tiered level support system to 

manage the comprehensive organizational changes brought on by NCLB legislation. This 

district has been assisting its schools in facilitating student improvement by providing 

several levels of instructional support to assist its high-need schools with analyzing 

student data, modeling instructional strategies, and setting goals to improve student 

academic achievement. High-need schools are identified as schools with high poverty and 

low-performing students based on the FCAT. The FCAT, administered to students in 

Grades 3-11, consists of criterion-referenced tests (CRT) in mathematics, reading, 

science, and writing, which measure student progress toward meeting the Sunshine State 

Standards (SSS) benchmarks. An additional factor in the selection of this school district 

as the research site included its readiness to participate in the study, the researcher‘s 

accessibility, and background knowledge of the district‘s organization as well as the 

researcher‘s intimate involvement with the SSC-A initiative.  

School district profile. The study design was bounded by three school sites (an 

elementary, middle, and high school), which are located in a South Florida school 

district, The School District of Cane Forest County (SDCFC). This school district was 

selected for this study due to the fact that it has instituted a tiered level support system to 

manage the need and mandates for comprehensive organizational changes brought on by 

NCLB legislation. This school district is among the largest school districts in the nation. 

The district spans 2, 200 square miles and serves over 170, 000 students throughout its 

expansive and diverse regions with large farming areas to the west, numerous suburbs, 
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and a dense, urban core. Over half of the district‘s students are economically 

disadvantaged, and thus eligible for the federal free/reduced lunch program. It is a 

minority-majority school district—63% minority and 37% white. English is not the first 

language for approximately 18, 500 students. Even with this diversity, Cane Forest 

County is the only urban school district to receive an ―A‖ rating from the state of Florida 

for 7 consecutive years (2005-2011). Despite the district‘s academic success, however, 

many students have not yet achieved academic proficiency. The total number of Title I 

schools in the 2010-2011 school year was 130 and 93 were identified by the as a ―School 

In Need of Improvement‖ (SINI).  

School site selection for case study. The scope of this research study extended to 

both elementary and secondary school settings to assure a diversity of perspectives and a 

comprehensive view of knowledge transfer, teacher effectiveness, and student 

achievement within the district. Due to the exploratory nature of this research, this case 

study was restricted to one elementary school, one middle school, and one high school 

that could be examined in-depth by a single researcher, rather than dividing the focus 

among several elementary, middle, and high schools. The findings derived from this 

study may suggest topics for further research and consideration in the design of planned 

change initiatives, but should not be broadly generalized to apply to other elementary and 

secondary schools.  

Each of the schools selected (the elementary, middle and high school) were 

selected from among a list of the schools mandated or intending to implement LTMs 

during the 2010-2011 school year. These schools were selected once it was determined 

that the principal demonstrated the intent to implement the LTM initiative with fidelity 
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according to the specified guidelines and requirements as outlined by the district. The 

guidelines provided by the Department of Safe Schools, which oversees the LTM project, 

specify the required format, agenda, and protocols for the LTMs as well as the required 

attendees, team configurations, and frequency of the meetings. For example, in addition 

to establishing grade and content level specific teacher teams and a structured schedule 

for meetings, each LTM must be conducted by a full-time trained LTF. Intensive training 

is provided by the district‘s Department of Safe Schools SSC-A management team at the 

onset of each school year as well as throughout the school year on a regular basis. 

Schools selected for the case studies met the following criteria for LTF qualification and 

LTM implementation: a) a qualified and trained LTF with a minimum of one year of 

experience in facilitating LTMs who is ready to conduct the meetings at the start of the 

school year; and b) established grade level and content specific configurations of the 

teams along with a completed schedule for LTM dates and times.  

The researcher compiled a list of schools that met the criteria for recruitment. The 

list of schools selected based on the criteria of LTM implementation and LTF 

qualification included more than one elementary, middle, and/or high school. The 

researcher then selected the schools based on the following criteria: school location and 

proximity. Due to time constraints and the considerable size of the district, the researcher 

sought to select three schools that are within reasonable distance from each other (i. e., to 

select the schools within the same area). The district is divided into four areas, North, 

South, Central, and West, and the criterion for selection was proximity. Once the three 

schools were selected, formal requests were sent via email to the schools‘ principals 

requesting support and permission to conduct research at their schools (see Appendix A). 
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The email explained the purpose of the study and expressed the intent to interview and 

observe participants of a high performing/exemplar team.  

Participant selection. Once each of the three principals accepted the request to 

conduct research at her school, the researcher sent a second email thanking the principal 

for agreeing to participate in the study and restating the request for the names of 

participants from two teacher teams that she believed to be high performing or exemplar 

teams. The final selection of the teams at each school site was based upon the team‘s 

schedules. The teams were selected based upon schedule feasibility for both the 

participants and researcher. Due to the study‘s time limitations, LTM schedules of each 

of the teams needed to allow for the researcher ample opportunities to observe the teams. 

A period of several months allowed the researcher to observe a minimum of five 

meetings at each of the school sites.  

The elementary team selected was the Fourth Grade Mathematics Team. Once the 

team members (participants) were identified an email was sent to each teacher on the 

team as well as the coach and assistant principal (AP) associated with the team. As an 

active member of the team, the mathematics coach (MC) was asked to participate in the 

study. Since there was also only one elementary AP, she also was asked to participate as 

well. At the middle the school, the selected team was the Sixth Grade Science Team, 

accordingly the science coach (SC) was asked to participate. While there were three APs 

at the middle school, only one was assigned to the Sixth Grade Team, consequently the 

AP assigned to the Sixth Grade Team was asked to participate in the study. The high 

school team selected was the Ninth and Tenth Grade Mathematics Team, thus the MC 

was also asked to participate. Unlike the elementary and middle school LTFs, the high 
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school LTF was also an AP, and therefore, as a participant she served in both capacities 

(LTF and AP/administrator).  

Data Collection 

Merriam (1998) identifies data collection as ―asking, watching, and reviewing‖ 

(p. 69). As noted earlier, three primary forms of data collection were utilized including 

interviews, observations, focus groups, and documents. These three sources for data 

collection allow the researcher ―to gain a broader and more secure understanding‖ of the 

LTM model and its impact on teacher practice and student learning (Maxwell, 2005, p. 

93-94).  

Prior to beginning the study, the researcher met Florida Atlantic University and 

the Institutional Review Board‘s (IRB) prerequisites by successfully completing the 

Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) program. The study protected the 

rights of all human subject participants and faithfully adhered to all the IRB guidelines. 

The researcher also obtained written documentation on behalf of the school district 

indicating approval to research the participants of the study by observing LTMs, 

interviewing school personnel, and reviewing all related documents/artifacts. Data 

collection did not begin until complete IRB approval was obtained.  

Interviews. Twenty interviews were conducted at each of the school sites totaling 

over 12 hours of recorded and transcribed individual interviews. Team members along 

with the LTF, principal, AP, and instructional coaches (two mathematics and one science 

coach) were asked to participate in an individual interview. Individuals were contacted by 

e-mail to invite them to participate in the study. During this communication, they were 

advised of the principal‘s approval of their participation and were fully informed of the 

https://www.citiprogram.org/default.asp
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study‘s purpose and assured complete confidentiality and anonymity. All participants 

were advised that they could withdraw from the study at any time.  

The individual interviews functioned not only as a means to gather data, but also 

as a mechanism to help identify underlying themes and patterns. Each interview took 

approximately 30 minutes. Twenty interviews totaling approximately 12 hours were 

recorded and transcribed; nine teachers (three elementary teachers, three middle, and 

three high school) three principals, three LTFs, and three coaches. The individual 

interviews were conducted at the participants‘ convenience. An interview protocol was 

used as a guide that was adjusted based on the outcome of the pilot study interview 

protocol. As noted on the protocol, each interview began with an iteration of the purpose 

of the study, a reminder that the session would be taped, reinforcement that all responses 

would be kept strictly anonymous and confidential, and assurance that the participant 

may decline to answer any questions on the protocol and/or can withdraw from the study 

with no repercussions at anytime if they began to feel uncomfortable. Next, the 

researcher reviewed the consent form and requested the participant‘s signature (see 

Appendix B).  

 During the individual interviews, each participant was asked open-ended 

questions designed to elicit insight regarding his or her perceptions, experiences, beliefs 

and assumptions regarding the impact of the LTMs on teacher practice and student 

achievement as related to their educational role. The interview questions were developed 

following a semi-structured interview protocol (Merriam, 1998). This flexible format 

allows for the variation in wording and order of questions. Given this study‘s explorative 

and interpretive nature this method is highly effective. Careful consideration was taken to 
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design questions that are clear, open-ended, and include relevant and familiar language 

(Hatch, 2002). The interviews were structured to yield information directly relevant to the 

research questions. Asking open-ended questions allowed the researcher the opportunity 

to listen to the participants while ―shaping the questions‖ as she gained a better 

understanding of the problem (Creswell, 2007). Different interview guides were used 

based upon the participants‘ professional role. While similar, the interview questions 

were modified to match the responsibilities of the participants‘ position (i. e., LTF, 

principal, AP, or instructional coach). Probing questions were asked during the interviews 

as needed. To facilitate the data analysis process, all recorded interview data was 

transcribed verbatim following each session. To assure confidentiality, pseudonyms 

rather than actual names of participants were used in transcripts. Non-verbal responses 

made during interviews, such as, body language, voice intonations, or other expressions 

were included in the transcriptions.  

Observations. Each of the teams selected were observed over a period of several 

months for a total of 15 LTMs, five 90-minute observations at the elementary school, five 

50-minute observations at the middle school, and five 50-minute observations at the high 

school totaling approximately 16 hours. As the purpose of the study was to examine the 

impact of the LTMs on transfer of knowledge, teacher effectiveness, and student 

achievement, it was necessary for the researcher to have the opportunity to observe 

meetings over a period of time in order to possibly make comparisons and/or identify 

patterns. While the LTMs at elementary schools are scheduled on a six-day rotation, both 

the middle and high school LTMs are less frequent. Due to the larger amount of teacher 

teams, LTMs at the secondary level are often on a bi-weekly basis. A five-month period 
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allowed for five LTMs to be observed at each of the school sites. Each team was notified 

in advance that they had been selected and that the researcher would be conducting 

observations. The team was informed of the researcher‘s purpose for observing the LTMs 

as well as the intent to ensure and maintain their anonymity.  

While conducting the LTM observations at each of the school sites, a structured 

observation guide was utilized. In keeping with the study‘s purpose, the observations 

focused on examining individual and organizational learning behaviors and indicators 

such as collaboration, reflective inquiry/dialogue, and focus on student achievement. The 

LTM is identified as a systemic organizational learning model where teachers explore 

content and pedagogical knowledge to address curriculum, instruction, and assignments 

to improve student achievement. The presence of both individual and organization 

learning can be indicated through the transfer of implicit and tacit knowledge from 

teacher to teacher as they relate to the key purpose of LTMs. In addition to the 

observation of the participants, other elements likely to be present, such as physical 

setting, activities, interactions, and conversations were also observed and recorded.  

In order to identify the development and transfer of knowledge in terms of teacher 

learning, the researcher, through the observation process, seeks to observe teacher 

behaviors and practice as they occur in the natural setting of the LTM. Observations of 

the LTMs were done for time periods ranging from 90 to 50 minutes. The LTMs at the 

elementary school were 90 minutes and the middle and high LTMs were 50 minutes. The 

observations took place prior to the interviews and a majority of the observations were 

completed prior to the interviews. Thus, allowing the researcher the opportunity to 

conduct the observations without any biases. The observations took place during the 
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LTMs. To address the purpose of this study and the research questions, the researcher 

focused on teacher behaviors and any other elements indicating collaboration, reflective 

inquiry, and focus on student achievement such as seating arrangements, content of 

discussion/conversations, social interaction/activities, and body language. All 

observations were recorded in field notes by the researcher, coded, analyzed, and 

compared to the interview transcripts. Notes were continuously reviewed to assess and 

compare the observed behaviors with the expresses perceptions and beliefs conveyed in 

the interviews. After the observations the researcher debriefed with the LTF and/or with 

the instructional coach (math or science coach) to generate additional information and/or 

seek clarification when needed.  

Focus groups. Three focus group sessions were conducted at each of the school 

sites. At the completion of the fifth LTM observation, the team members were asked to 

participate in an approximately 20-minute focus group. The focus group sessions were 

recorded and transcribed. At the conclusion of the five observations, time was allotted for 

the researcher to conduct focus groups in order to debrief with each of the three teams. 

Three focus groups were conducted, one at each school site. The teams included all of the 

members that participated in the LTMs. Approximately 20 minutes were used to ask the 

teachers three open ended questions about the LTMs. The researcher used a focus group 

protocol with three open-ended questions to allow for teachers to address any issues 

pertaining to the impact of the LTMs (Appendix E). The researcher recorded the 

teachers‘ comments and utilized probing questions for clarification and specificity. The 

team signed consent forms allowing for the focus group session to be audio taped (see 

Appendix C). The purpose of this session was to allow teachers to provide the researcher 
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with a deeper understanding as to the teachers‘ perceptions about the LTMs that may not 

have been fully ascertained through the observations and documents. Additionally, the 

focus group sessions offered the researcher an opportunity to seek clarification about 

specific behaviors and indicators observed which specifically addressed the study‘s 

research questions.  

Documents. Various documents served to triangulate data from interviews and 

observations (Creswell, 2003; Merriam, 1998) (see Appendix D). Data from the 

documents were used to support emergent themes, patterns, influences and assumptions 

but perhaps more importantly, pertinent documents were used to corroborate findings 

from interviews and observations and used to support emergent data and themes related 

to evidence of knowledge transfer and impact on teacher practice. ―Tacit knowledge is 

defined variously as that which is gained experientially or, stressing the privacy of 

personal experience, in terms of its incommunicability‖ (Spender, 1996, p. 67). As noted 

in Chapter 2, the development of knowledge ―cannot be understood in terms of the 

explicit or the scientific method of analysis and hypothesis testing (trial and error) alone‖ 

(Spender, 1996, p. 71). Thus, data gleaned from all documents related to the teachers and 

their students from the LTMs can offer information that is ―thoughtful, in that 

participants have given attention to compiling and creating them‖ (Creswell, 2003, p. 

187). Analysis of over 29 different documents and artifacts related to LTMs were 

completed. Documents were used as an additional method of data collection necessary 

for data analysis to provide triangulation and evidence of knowledge transfer. Multiple 

documents were collected including meeting agendas, LTM summary sheets, facilitator 

notes, and student samples (that pertained to the specific LTMs the researcher observed) 
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as well as public school data was collected and reviewed (see Appendix D). All the LTM 

documents were scanned and names of participants and schools were redacted to ensure 

confidentiality.  

Data Analysis 

As the data was compiled, each case was analyzed individually and then followed 

by a cross case analysis. According to Bogdan and Biklen (1992), qualitative research 

data analysis is a systematic process of ―searching and rearranging the interview 

transcripts, field notes, and other materials‖ (p. 157) accumulated in order to increase the 

researcher‘s understanding of the events or phenomena which, in turn provides the 

researcher with a system to work with large amounts of data. Keeping in mind that ―data 

collection and analysis is a simultaneous activity‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 151) the data 

analysis comprised of several distinct yet overlapping steps. Initially, and in an attempt to 

respond to the study‘s two primary research questions, all data collected was 

systematically reviewed and analyzed. This process yielded emergent codes and patterns 

as related to each of the primary research questions. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) suggest 

that codes and patterns ascertained by sifting data through the filter of the study‘s primary 

research questions and categorizing data to create thematic findings which have emerged 

from the complete data set, is a general and common approach to initial data analysis of 

large qualitative data sets. However, secondary and tertiary data analysis processes 

occurred after primary codes and patterns were identified. All types of data were 

analyzed a second and third time using qualitative analysis procedures including the 

constant-comparative approach, reflective journaling, and field notes. These multiple 

analysis processes are frequently advocated for use so that ―working with data, 
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organizing them, searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

learned‖ will assist in helping the researcher to decide ―what and how to tell others about 

the findings‖ (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 157). The constant-comparative coding 

analysis process of data sets against the two research questions resulting in a primary set 

of codes and categories was the first step in the data analysis process. Using the emergent 

codes and categories from the initial data analysis process, the secondary and tertiary 

layers of analysis included triangulation of different data types in comparison to one 

another and to participant accounts in comparison to one another. Finally, field notes and 

researcher journals were incorporated in the final layer of the data analysis process.  

Employing multiple layers of data analysis is necessary given the complexity and 

difficulty researchers often encounter when attempting to capture tacit or implicit 

phenomena such as the transfer of knowledge. Nonetheless, as suggested by Polanyi and 

others who have previously analyzed data searching for types of evidence of implicit 

and/or tacit knowledge transfer suggest that evidence of collaboration among the learning 

team participants, indication of reflective dialogue/inquiry by the participants, and 

documents demonstrating student learning substantiate the occurrences of knowledge 

transfer. Therefore, during the secondary and tertiary layers of data analysis in 

conjunction with the previously established codes and categories deduced from the 

primary stage of data analysis, during the secondary and tertiary levels of data analysis 

evidence of knowledge transfer was included as a primary aspect of the analysis process.  

Aspects of knowledge transfer such collaboration and impact on teacher practice 

which were reviewed in Chapter 2 served as a critical component of the conceptual 

framework and guided multiple layers of the data collection and analysis process of this 
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study. For example, if the data indicated that collaboration was present, the researcher 

used that indicator to identify how collaboration served to transfer knowledge from 

teacher to teacher and impact teacher practice. The interview questions, ―What happens 

during the meetings?‖ and ―How do you feel about the meetings?‖ focus on whether or 

not participants perceive the existence of collaboration. Responses addressing knowledge 

or transfer of knowledge from such questions were then be categorized under the theme 

of ―collaboration.‖ Likewise, other interview questions were designed to address the 

themes of reflective dialogue/inquiry, and student learning, and those responses were 

categorized in a similar fashion.  

The constant-comparative coding analysis process. The constant-comparative 

method (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was utilized throughout the data collection as 

perceptions, beliefs, and assumptions of participants are divulged and preliminary 

patterns and themes begin emerge. After the data was analyzed directly in relationship to 

the research questions, the three themes, collaboration, reflective dialogue/inquiry, and 

student learning, were used to compare against data sources. These patterns and themes 

were continuously examined in relation to the purpose of the study and the primary 

research questions. The researcher frequently reviewed the data to identify, highlight, and 

indicate data that was consistent or inconsistent with codes and emerging categories. 

Throughout the data collection and analysis process, the researcher continuously 

reviewed and compared the data in order to identify preliminary codes and patterns. The 

researcher maintained a reflective journal including interview logs, field notes, and 

analytical memos in order to generate an audit trail. Early analysis helped the researcher 

―cycle back and forth between thinking about the existing data and generating strategies 



 

 

 

81 

for collecting new, often better data‖ (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 50). In order to 

address the research questions posed, the collection of data was disaggregated by 

question number, preliminarily coded by major categories, carefully reviewed for 

recurrent patterns, and then reaggregated into preliminary themes.  

The researcher identified and categorized key terms/themes and phrases emerging 

from the interviews, observations, and documents. Statements reflecting perceptions 

about impact on teacher practice, collaboration, and student achievement related to LTMs 

were highlighted. Field notes generated during LTM observations were also reviewed and 

transcribed following each observation session in an effort to summarize as much detail 

as possible. Sections of the field notes relating directly to perceptions, teacher practice, 

and student achievement were highlighted.  

The data analysis process involved the corroboration of evidence from several 

sources in order to explicate a theme or theory (Creswell, 2007). Data from observations, 

interviews, and documents were triangulated. Triangulation was accomplished by 

comparing patterns and trends among the observation notes, field notes, follow-up 

discussions, and interviews with participants. According to Maxwell (2005), triangulation 

reduces the possibility that ―conclusions will reflect only the systematic biases or the 

limitations of a specific source or method‖ thus, allowing for a ―broader and more secure 

understanding of the issues‖ (pp. 93–94) being studied. While data gleaned from 

interviews are considered an efficient and effective way to gain a participant‘s 

perspective, an observation data offer the opportunity to draw inferences as to the same 

participant‘s perspective, which might not obtain when relying solely on interview data 

(Maxwell, 2005). Thus, transcripts, observations, field notes, and highlighted 
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documentation provided a significant body of raw data that was analyzed and compared 

in order to detect important patterns, themes, similarities and differences in perceptions 

regarding impact on teacher practice. According to Miles and Huberman (1994), data 

analysis is partially a process of ―data reduction,‖ which is the process of choosing, 

focusing, simplifying, conceptualizing, and transforming the data from field notes or 

transcriptions. Therefore, data pertaining to perceptions about teacher practice and 

student achievement from several resources were highlighted, coded and compared.  

Proven effective research design measures such as, triangulation increases the 

reliability of the research tools and enhances the validity of the findings. For example the 

triangulation of data types (qualitative text from observations/interviews) against other 

data types (documents or alternate participant role types) allow the researcher to ―support 

a finding by showing that independent measures of it agree with it or, at least, do not 

contradict it‖ (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 266). In order to accomplish multiple 

triangulations across data and participant roles, constant comparative methods were 

utilized during data collection in the field and later during data analysis. Such practices in 

qualitative case study design, not only increase the reliability of the process and 

subsequent validity of the findings, according to Maxwell (2005), ―triangulation of 

observations and interviews can provide a more complete and accurate account than 

either could alone‖ (p. 94). Furthermore, triangulation through the use of multiple data 

collection methods and analysis strengthens the reliability and internal validity (Merriam, 

1998). An audit trail of the data collection and analysis process was continuously 

maintained in a reflective journal and analytic memoranda. According to Merriam 

(1998), the audit trail allows the researcher to ―describe in detail how data were collected, 
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how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the inquiry‖ (p. 

207). In addition, member checking was conducted with selected participants in both the 

observation and individual interviews to ensure that the researcher's analysis and 

interpretations of the data accurately reflect the meaning and intent of the participants' 

responses (Merriam, 1998). The responses received from the teachers at each of the 

school sites were compared to the responses received from the instructional leaders 

including the learning team facilitator (LTF), academic coach, assistant principal (AP), 

and principal, within the same school. The teachers‘ responses from each of the three 

schools were compared, and the LTFs, academic coaches, APs, and principals were 

compared to their counterparts (i.e., the LTFs‘ responses at each of the schools were 

compared to each other and the coaches‘ responses at each of the schools were compared 

to each other).  

Validity, reliability and ethics. In the design of this study, factors such as 

reliability, validity, and ethics were systematically considered. The researcher paid 

particular attention to reliability and to external and internal validity. Within the 

qualitative paradigm, specifically when case studies are employed, these processes can be 

controversial. This section addresses the applicability of these concepts to the research 

design and discusses methods to be used to verify results of the study. The underlying 

assumptions in qualitative research is that ―reality is holistic, multidimensional, and ever-

changing,‖ unlike quantitative research, which is ―a single, fixed, objective phenomenon 

waiting to be discovered‖ (Merriam, 1998, p. 202). Thus, in a case study, achieving 

reliability is considered to be problematic. Silverman (1995) employed Hamersley‘s 

definition of reliability ―as the degree of consistency with which instances are assigned to 
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the same category by different observers or by the same observer on different occasions‖ 

(p. 145). Reliability, according to Bogdan and Biklen (2003), can be viewed as a match 

between what qualitative researchers identify as data and ―what actually occurs in the 

setting under study‖ (pp. 35–36).  

Through triangulation of several different types of data collected (individual 

interviews, participant observations, and documents) against one another and through 

purposeful interview questions designed to compare primary participant self-reports with 

the perceptions of others about the primary participant, not only will this analysis process 

result in increased reliability of the data secured by comparing types and perceptions of 

others involved in the study, but it also allows the researcher to corroborate and provide 

evidence from self-reports which significantly increases the validity and strength of the 

study‘s findings. These analyses processes were employed to compare data from primary 

participants with how others perceived the primary participants in order to identify and 

reassess inconsistent individual data elements with other data collected, by type or 

participant role, in order to provide the researcher with multiple lenses for data analysis.  

Internal validity refers to the match between the findings of the research and 

reality. Considering the internal validity of this study, several of the strategies outlined by 

Merriam (1998) to ensure internal validity were employed. Role and methods 

triangulation were utilized, observations were conducted at different sites and times, and 

member checking of transcripts were conducted with selected participants in both the 

observations and individual interviews to ensure that the researcher's interpretation of the 

data accurately reflected the participants‘ intentions. Research findings were discussed 

with colleagues knowledgeable about organizational learning, professional development 
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and PLCs. Possible sources of bias have been identified and tested through a preliminary 

pilot study and were fully disclosed. Validation, according to Mishler (1990), is the 

―social construction of a discourse through which the results of a study come to be 

viewed as sufficiently trustworthy for other investigators to rely upon in their own work‖ 

(p. 37).  

 In reference to generalizability, or external validity, the specific results of this 

research cannot be readily applied to other organizations without more extensive study. 

Presenting the research question in the context of the literature review and sharing data 

obtained through this study are measures that will enable readers to ascertain the 

applicability of the findings to their own situations (Merriam, 1998). The intent of 

qualitative work in general, according to Schofield (2002), is ―to produce a coherent and 

illuminating description, and perspective of, a situation that is based on and consistent 

with detailed study of that situation‖ (p. 174). This description applies to this study as it is 

cannot be generalizable for a number of reasons. The use of case studies implies that 

participants are studied within the framework of specific and relatively distinctive 

contexts. This study focused specifically on the impact of a structured organizational 

learning initiative, which is considered to be relatively unique. The study was 

characterized by a contextual diversity that, of itself, inhibited generalization.  

 

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter describes how a qualitative approach supported the purpose of the 

study. The case was made to support the use of a multi-site case study and why this 
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particular qualitative method was considered most appropriate. A multi-site case study 

design was selected to explore and understand the impact of a structured organizational 

learning model on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of 

instructional leaders and teachers from an elementary, middle, and high school. As 

appropriate for this purpose, qualitative research methods including individual 

interviews, participant observation, and review of documents were employed. The 

sampling plan specified how access to participants was sought and achieved. This was 

followed by a detailed description of the data collection methods and analysis process 

that was utilized. This chapter concludes with specific details as to the measures that 

were built into the study‘s design to address issues of reliability, validity, and ethics of 

the research findings.  
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Chapter 4 
 

Findings of the Study 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of the implementation of 

LTMs on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of teachers and 

instructional leaders at high-need schools. The following research questions guided the 

design and analysis of the study.  

Within the context of schools utilizing Learning Team Meetings (LTMs),  

1. As perceived by teachers and instructional leaders (principals, assistant principals 

[APs], academic coaches, and Learning Team Facilitators [LTFs]), what are the 

ways in which knowledge about teacher practice is transferred from teacher to 

teacher within an organization?  

 What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact of LTMs on 

their learning and effective teaching practices? 

 What are the perceptions of instructional leaders regarding the impact of 

LTMs on teacher learning and effective teaching practices? 

2. Based on teachers‘ and instructional leaders‘ perceptions about knowledge 

transfer and teacher practice, how do participants perceive the impact of LTMs on 

student achievement?  

This chapter reports the findings from data collected through observations, one-

on-one interviews, focus groups, and document analysis at three school sites: Orange 

Grove Elementary School (OGE), Lance Middle School (LMS), and Pacific High School 
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(PHS), and are presented this order. This study focused on LTMs, a specific district 

developed professional learning community (PLC) model, and the participants‘ 

perceptions of its impact on teacher practice. The first part of the chapter addressed the 

LTMs at OGE and the findings: (a) LTMs provide support and foster collaboration inside 

and outside of the LTMs, (b) the primary focus of the LTMs is student data and student 

achievement, (c) LTMs are changing teacher practice, and, (d) the LTF plays an essential 

role in the LTMs. The second part addressed the LTMs at LMS and the findings: (a) The 

primary focus of LTMs is using standards to develop assessments and plan instruction, 

(b) LTMs are changing teacher practice, and (c) the LTF plays an essential role in the 

LTMs. The chapter concludes with the findings from PHS: (a) LTMs provide support and 

foster collaboration, (b) the primary focus in LTMs is student data and student 

achievement, (c) LTMs are changing teacher practice, and (d) the LTF plays an essential 

role in the LTMs.  

Two themes appear consistent throughout all three of the cases. Among all three 

of the schools, findings indicate that participants perceived that LTMs are changing 

teacher practice and that the LTF does play an essential role in the LTMs.  

The profile of the three school sites was compiled from information obtained from 

the District‘s own School Data Report (2010) and the Florida Department of Education 

website. As noted in the previous chapter, the three school sites were selected based on 

predetermined criteria. Each of the three schools selected are Title I schools and the 

percentage of Black students as well as students receiving free and/or reduced lunch were 

significantly higher than the district‘s overall average (see Table 1). Additionally, these 

three schools share the same ―feeder pattern,‖ the elementary school is a feeder school to 
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the middle school, which is a feeder school to the high school. Pseudonyms are used to 

identify each of the schools sites. The elementary school is referred to as Orange Grove 

Elementary (OGE), the middle school is referred to as Lance Middle School (LMS), and 

the high school is referred to as Pacific High School (PHS). The majority of the students 

from OGE matriculate to LMS, and the majority of those students then matriculate to 

PHS.  

The Orange Grove Elementary Team 

The first case presented is Orange Grove Elementary School. An overview of the 

school profile and a description of the participants at OGE is followed by four findings 

this study: (a) LTMs provide support and foster collaboration in and outside of the LTMs, 

(b) the primary focus of the LTMs student data and student achievement, (c) LTMs are 

changing teacher practice, and (d) LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs (see Table 1).  

The researcher observed a total of five LTMs over a period of five months. The 

first observation took place over a period of six months in the LTM room. The final 

observation, concluded with a 20-minute focus group session. All the meetings transpired 

in the school building on the second floor in the designated LTM room. For each of the 

five meetings observed, the LTF used the school district‘s SSC-A standardized agenda 

form to summarize each meeting and to provide information about the previous meeting 

as well as the expectations and plan for the following/next meeting scheduled (see Figure 

1). The participants including the teachers and the MC as well as the administrators  
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Table 1  

Demographic Summary for the Three School Sites 
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Table 2  

Elementary Finding Data Matrix 

Finding 
Data Source 

Obs.  Int.  FG Docs.  

1. LTMs Provide Support and Foster 

Collaboration Inside and Outside of the LTMs 
5 7 1 5 

2. The Primary Focus of the LTMs is Student Data 

and Student Achievement 
5 7 1 11 

3. LTMs are Changing Teacher Practice 5 7 1 15 

4. The LTF is Plays an Essential Role in the LTMs 5 7 0 7 

Total Conducted/Reviewed 5 7 1 17 

Note. Int = Interview; FG = Focus Group; Obs = Observation; Docs = Documents 

 

(principal and AP) routinely received copies of the agenda along with any of the LTF‘s 

handwritten meeting notes. In addition to conducting five LTM observations, the 

researcher interviewed the participants (three teacher, MC, LTF, AP, and principal) and 

conducted a focus group session at the conclusion of the final observation. Furthermore, 

over 15 documents were analyzed and used to triangulate and confirm findings from the 

data sources mentioned.  

As was noted in Chapter 1, LTMs are defined as regularly scheduled and 

structured professional learning community (PLC) meetings in which teachers follow 

specific protocols to collaborate, reflect and discuss issues that include assessments, 

standards, student work, and/or instructional strategies. A designated and trained full-

time LTF facilitates the LTMs. The intended educational focus of each meeting is
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Figure 1. Elementary School Learning Team Meeting (LTM) agenda identifying attendees, the previous 

and upcoming meeting dates along with a summary of the previous and current meeting outcomes. 
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student achievement and continuous improvement. The elementary LTMs that the 

researcher observed utilized only two specific protocols: the ―Data-Feedback-Strategy 

Method‖ and the ―Unpacking a Standard‖ process. As indicated by the LTF, training on 

Single School Culture © for Academic (SSC-A) protocols are provided and the 

expectation is that they be used at every meeting.  

In keeping with the purpose for LTMs, the team members were always aware of 

the upcoming meeting‘s agenda/focus and expectation for deliverables. At each of the 

five LTM, prior to the end of the meeting, the team members established the ―agreed 

upon actions‖ and the agenda for the next LTM. These ―agreed upon actions‖ and 

expectations for the following meetings are documented on five separate agendas forms 

(see Figure 1).  

School profile. According to The School District of Cane Forest County‘s 

November 2010 School Data Report, OGE has a student population of 641 (see Table 1). 

The student population was 13% White, 55% Black, 25% Hispanic, and 28% were 

English Language Learner (ELL) students. Of the total student population, 81% of the 

students received Free or Reduced Lunch. In 2010, the school received a letter ―C‖ grade 

from the state and met 72% of the criteria to demonstrate Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) 

according to the federal NCLB Act (2001). In 2011, the school maintained its ―C‖ rating 

and met only 69% of the criteria to demonstrate AYP.  

During the 2009-2010 school year there was a total of 52 teachers and two school-

based administrators. Eleven instructional staff and school-based administrators were 

newly hired, one of which was the AP (FLDOE). Thirty-five of the teachers had 

Bachelor‘s Degree and twelve had a Master‘s Degree. The percentage of classes with 
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teachers identified as Teaching-Out-of-Field was more than 11%. The percentage of 

classes not taught by "Highly Qualified Teachers" in core academic subjects not taught 

by ―Highly Qualified Teachers‖ in core academic subjects, as defined in federal statute, 

was more than 4%. To be considered a highly qualified teacher, he/she must have earned 

at least a bachelor‘s degree and hold a Florida teaching certificate with appropriate 

certification for each core academic area of assignment. Core academic subjects include 

English, reading, language arts, mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics, 

government, economics, arts, history, and geography.  

School participants. The Fourth Grade Mathematics Team was identified as a 

high performing and exemplar team by both the principal and LTF and is the focus of this 

first case study. All participants are introduced and referred to by pseudonyms. This team 

was comprised of three female teachers, Denise Miller, Amie Karlson, and Eleana 

Charles. Due to departmentalization, Denise and Amie were responsible for teaching only 

mathematics and science to multiple classes. Eleana, however, taught a self-contained 

class and therefore, worked with one class and taught all subjects. In addition to the three 

teachers, the Mathematics Coach (MC) Beth Kelly also participated in the LTMs on a 

regular basis and was present at all five of the LTMs observed. Pat Jenkins was an 

experienced LTF and was serving her fourth year as the LTF at OGE at the time of the 

study. The principal, Diane Kerr, and the AP, Carla Mason, did not attend this team‘s 

LTMs on a regular basis. The principal was present for one of the five LTMs that the 

researcher attended while the AP did not attend any of the five LTMs.  

The teaching experiences of the participants varied (see Table 3). Beth, Amie and 

Denise were relatively new teachers and had been teaching for less than 6 years. This  
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was Amie Karlson‘s second year of teaching and Denise Miller was in her fourth year of 

teaching while Eleana Charles had 13 years of teaching experience. The principal, AP,  

Table 3 

Orange Grove Elementary Participants  

Role Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 

Years in 

current role 

Years in 

education 

Teacher Denise Miller F White 2 2 

Teacher Amie Karlson F White 4 4 

Teacher Eleana Charles F Black 10 13 

Math Coach Beth Kelly F White 1. 5 5 

LTF Pat Jenkins F White 4 14 

AP Carla Mason F Black 1 15 

Principal Diane Kerr F White 2 20 

 

and LTF all had significant years of teaching experience ranging from 14 to 20, but the 

total number of years in their current position ranged from 1 to 4 years.  

LTMs provide support and foster collaboration in and outside of the LTMs. 

Based on five LTM observations, seven interviews, a focus group session, and five 

documents, the first finding is LTMs provide support and foster collaboration in and out 

of the LTMs (see Table 2). This finding was confirmed and cross-referenced by all seven 

of the interviews and the documents also corroborated that the team members not only 

participated in the LTMs but also brought student data and student samples, 
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brainstormed, shared instructional strategies, and developed a group action plans. This 

indicates a form of collaborative effort and academic support among the team members. 

Furthermore, discussions started and action plans developed within the meetings were 

also often continued and followed through outside of the LTMs as well.   

Support. This year, the Fourth Grade Mathematic Team, like other elementary 

mathematics teams throughout the district, faced certain challenges due to curriculum 

changes including the adoption of a new mathematics series ―GoMath,‖ new state 

standards and revised Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test referred to as FCAT 2. 0. 

During the LTMs, the teachers were able to spend time exploring the new mathematics 

series and in order to adequately prepare their students for the fifth grade mathematics 

FCAT 2. 0. According to the AP, Carla when it came to working with the new standards 

and new textbook the LTMs provided teachers with opportunities: 

To express themselves, their concerns, some of their fears, some of their worries 

and a lot of those things were dealt with there that we may not have been able to 

tap into at just a grade level meeting and definitely you couldn't tap into it at a 

faculty meeting. But LTMs are a time where we can actually feel like we can 

brainstorm this out, we can see how it aligns with the standards and how we can 

leave here feeling like wow I feel great. ―I am doing some things but these are 

some things that I need to go back and tweak and work on.‖ So I think it has been 

extra powerful this year! (Carla Mason, Elementary AP) 

Furthermore, the principal, AP, and LTF clearly referred to LTMs as a primary venue for 

―staff development.‖ The principal, Diane Kerr, emphatically described the value of the 

meetings and the support they provided the teachers: 
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To me, it‘s staff development that‘s embedded; it's staff development that's really 

right there. Real time staff development so to speak. Because by coming together 

and taking a look at student data and taking a look at benchmarks and good 

instructional practices you identify [students‘] needs right there on the spot and 

you [the teacher] can work through them right there on the spot… (Diane Kerr, 

Elementary Principal) 

And when the LTF, Pat, was asked about the purpose for LTMs she responded without 

hesitation: ―…the LTM is just-in-time professional development for teachers and 

working towards best practices and helping teachers to develop new strategies around 

whatever they're teaching‖ (Pat Jenkins, Elementary LTF). The MC also stated that the 

LTMs provided the teachers with additional resources and strategies. The team members 

(the teachers), the instructional leaders (LTF and MC) and administrators (principal and 

AP) shared the belief that LTMs were a place for teachers to focus on their student data 

to improve their teaching practices, and this was primarily a positive experience for this 

particular team.  

Collaboration. The LTMs provided the teachers with a structured opportunity to 

collaborate, discuss, and share ideas with colleagues. During her interview, Amie Karlson 

described it as: 

A time when everyone can get together and analyze the data; analyze different 

ways to just get better; different ways in sharing with someone who can facilitate 

the meeting. We have the time to sit together and talk about what we need to do 

and how we're going to do it because there's not a lot of time in the day otherwise 
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to figure all these things out. This gives us the time to do that. (Amie Karlson, 

Elementary Teacher) 

Likewise, Denise Miller believes that teachers should be sharing information: 

I don't mind sharing my information. I'm sure that if it's always positive, other 

teachers will get annoyed with me, but I like – I like sharing it because it's real 

student data…. What's better than saying, "I did – I taught this lesson. I went to 

LTM. We talked about another strategy. I implemented it, and it either helped or 

hurt my kids.‖ …I think that that's amazing, so I mean, another teacher can still 

try it, but I can understand if it didn't work for her. It didn't work for her and this 

is what she did…. I think that this whole profession is about sharing. (Denise 

Miller, Elementary Teacher) 

 When the researcher interviewed the LTF, Pat Jenkins, she asked her how the 

teachers felt about sharing their instructional practices and changes in student learning 

during the LTMs. Her response in regards to this particular Fourth Grade Mathematics 

Team was: ―I think two of the three are incredibly open about sharing what is going on in 

their room because they plan together and you can see the evidence of that camaraderie 

between them‖ (Pat Jenkins, Elementary LTF). While Denise and Amie were often more 

open and willing to share during the meetings than Eleana, all the participants (including 

the MC) seemed to be on-task at all times. For example, during the first LTM observed, 

when Eleana did not verbally interact with the group, she still appeared to be focused, as 

she had her student samples in front of her, and was taking copious notes throughout the 

meeting.  
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Eleana was the only team member (and study participant) who expressed negative 

experiences with LTMs. After asking if she could be honest when asked how she felt 

about sharing instructional strategies during the LTMs, Eleana candidly stated: 

I don't mind it. It's just sometimes… like I do things a little different. What I don't 

like is if I'm sharing out loud- "Well why are you doing that?" but I found that to 

be effective in my group. So it's kind of like, "Oh I like what you're doing, but I 

don't know, I don't think that's good.‖ You know listen to it. I'm not that 

comfortable in sharing out a lot of ideas because my style of teaching is a little 

different. I don't mind singing, dancing in front of my kids or clapping. Well it 

helps the kids remember the concepts. ―Okay now you know your concepts let‘s 

go ahead and take it a little further.‖ But see sometimes when you are presenting 

that to people in the group it's kind of shot down. (Eleana Charles, Elementary 

Teacher) 

The three teachers on the team believed that LTMs provided them with both support and 

opportunities for them to share information through collaboration. Denise and Amie (two 

out of three of the teachers) were comfortable sharing instructional strategies, however, 

Eleana (the third teacher on the team) did not express the same level of comfort, as 

indicated in her quote. Eleana undoubtedly felt that she could not openly share without 

being judged. Though both the LTF and principal perceived this team as a high 

performing and high functioning team, the teachers each seemed to have varying 

perceptions about the LTMs. The LTF alluded to this when she stated that two of the 

team members were more open to sharing during the LTMs, implying that Eleana was 

not.  
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Support through sharing and collaboration. Although the interview with Eleana 

revealed some of her reservations about being able to share during the LTMs, the 

conversations at the meetings focused on new or different ways to reteach or provide new 

instruction. The focus was on specific mathematic concepts such as, distributive 

properties, as well as skills such as, ―reading a word problem.‖ It was through the 

structure conversation and use of protocols, that the team members were able to 

collaborate, discuss student data, brainstorm solutions, and commit to ―agreed upon 

actions‖ and take back strategies to implement in their classrooms. Furthermore, for two 

members of the group, the collaboration that transpired in the LTMs transferred outside 

of the LTMs. In her interview, Amie talked about the benefits of being part of a 

collaborative team: 

I think it's what needs to be done. You need to share your ideas because this year 

it has really benefited me…being in a team that shares their ideas. …We bounce 

things off of one another. A lot of the ideas that I do in my classroom Denise gave 

me. So we are constantly going back and forth – ―Oh I did this yesterday, it 

worked really well, and you might want to try it today…‖ …we are doing angles 

right now. I just did that this morning with her. (Amie Karlson, Elementary 

Teacher) 

Additionally, Denise and Amie often discussed LTM matters during lunch: 

Denise and I discuss different ideas that we talked about in LTM or maybe ideas 

that we are going to bring to LTM. We talk about it during our lunch or breaks or 

whatever. Different ideas that maybe we want to share with Ms. Charles or 

anyone else. (Amie Karlson, Elementary Teacher) 
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The principal and AP also see the LTMs as a forum for teachers to collaborate and 

provide each other with collegial and academic support. Carla Mason, the AP, expressed 

her strong support for the LTMs during her interview: ―When you get into a Learning 

Team Meeting, that's the time you can really break down those benchmarks and look at 

those item specs. You can really break it down and you can do so as a team.‖ This is a 

culture that has been developed according to the MC (Beth): 

I think that the teams are open to sharing, but that's been a culture that's been built 

over time. Initially, I think they were a little reluctant because they felt like it was 

a time where they were being judged. But I think because we have really worked 

hard to filter that culture that it's become much more open and that it's not a finger 

pointing deal, it is actually viewed as a way to help them. (Beth Kelly, 

Elementary MC) 

While Eleana, definitely felt uncomfortable expressing her true feeling in the LTMs, she 

did admit to bringing back strategies she thought were valuable and trying them in her 

classroom. From the observations it was clear that she respected the opinions and 

knowledge of her peers even though she had been ―shot down‖ at LTMs in the past.  

The primary focus in LTMs is on student data and student achievement. The 

second finding of this case study indicated that this team‘s LTMs primarily focused on 

student achievement and data, which go hand in glove (see Table 2). All seven of the 

elementary participants shared similar perceptions as to the purpose of the LTMs. 

Teachers know they are being held accountable for their students‘ performance, 

especially in low performing schools. The data sources, five one-on-one observations, 

seven interviews, a focus group session, and 11 documents provided evidence to support 
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the finding that the team members were provided with ample opportunities and were 

expected to focus on their students‘ data and achievement.  

The participants (teachers, LTF, MC, AP and principal) all saw the LTMs as a 

time and place where teachers focus on student achievement by utilizing specific SSC-A 

protocols such as, analyzing student data, unpacking benchmarks (in order to clarify 

learning targets), analyzing assessments/assignments, and developing/generating 

instructional strategies and activities. The student data (i. e., item analysis charts from a 

multiple choice test, diagnostic assessment reports or student samples from a quiz) 

brought to the LTMs were all current and relevant. Teachers were only asked to discuss 

their own students. The focus of the team‘s conversation was on increasing students‘ 

academic proficiency. As part of this process, the team used assessments (tests, quizzes 

and the district diagnostics) to determine where the students were in relation to the 

learning targets. The question, ―How are your students doing?‖ was asked and answered 

at every meeting. More importantly, the conversation did not stop with the data, the team 

always focused on the next steps and actions they needed to take once they returned to 

their classes. During her interview Beth (MC) corroborated this when she said that the 

LTMs were about ―…allowing them [the teachers] to look at where their students are and 

then take that information and be able to take it back to the classroom‖ for the purpose of 

changing the outcomes. (Beth Kelly, Elementary MC). Instructional practices, strategies, 

activities, and ways to move all students toward mastering the fourth grade mathematics 

standards were ultimately the team‘s goal.  

Four out five of the LTMs were used to analyze specific student data and derive 

feedback from the data on a common assessment the teachers collectively agreed or were 
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required to administer to their students (i. e., a chapter test, quiz, or The District 

Diagnostic Assessment). At all five of the LTMs each of the teachers shared instructional 

strategies that could be used to reteach the skills that were identified as weaknesses for 

the students (based on the data). In some cases, when a teacher‘s students had 

demonstrated success on a particular concept and/or skill, the team wanted to know what 

strategies were used. The emphasis of the discussion at all of the meetings was on the 

students‘ academic performance. Questions from the LTF such as, ―Why did they miss 

this question? What did the students not understand? How can we reteach this?‖ initiated 

rich conversations and generated possible ways teachers could approach the concept in a 

different way so that students could achieve and demonstrate mastery. The emphasis on 

student achievement and data was strongly supported through LTM observations and 

interviews and confirmed in the documents.  

During the third LTM, the team spent the majority of the time reviewing student 

samples. Each teacher provided the LTF with class sets of 10 student samples of a five-

question formative quiz on specific content that had been retaught. At the previous 

meeting, the data indicated that the majority of the students did not master the content, 

which was the use of distributive property. The samples were brought to the LTM in 

order to determine whether the students had mastered this concept. Once they began to 

review the results, it was clear that all of their students still did not fully understand the 

concept. Denise and Amie expressed their frustration as they felt that they had thoroughly 

reviewed these skills in class. However, they recognized that the majority of the students 

did not demonstrate proficiency on this quiz. For example, Denise noted that, students 

were ―multiplying using the algorithms rather than using the multiplication strategies 
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from the book and the ones they showed them to use in class.‖ Through the discussion, 

the team realized that the students were multiplying using the distributive property 

without understanding the concept and therefore were making errors. Consequently, the 

team spent time reviewing specific items and student responses in order to figure out why 

students answered these questions incorrectly (see Figure 2). As they identified the 

possible misconceptions and gaps in skills and knowledge, the team also generated ways 

to address these gaps. The LTF recorded the team‘s discussion noting specific details for 

instructional strategies and activities for reteaching (see Figure 3).  

In Florida a school‘s success is measured by its students‘ performance on the state 

standardized test known as the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT). Thus it 

was no surprise that the FCAT was often a central part of the LTM discussion. Visual 

evidence could be seen on the entire side wall of the LTM room, referred to as the data 

wall, which was covered with index cards, one for each student in each tested content 

area in grades three through five. These cards listed each student‘s FCAT Level and 

predicted FCAT Level based on the District‘s Diagnostic Assessment along with the 

subgroups to which they belong. During the last two LTMs when the team was analyzing 

the results from the District Diagnostic Test, Pat frequently referred the team back to the 

data wall. She reminded them of the level one and two students who dropped levels based 

on their last diagnostic reports. The LTMs use prescriptive protocols, one of which is 

specifically designed to analyze student data. As this team perceived it, in LTMs they 

used their student data to make instructional decisions and impact classroom practice. 

The conversation at each of the five LTMs focused on student data and the instructional 
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strategies that were discussed were linked to students‘ data as indicated on both formative 

and summative assessments.  

 

 

Figure 2. Student samples from mathematics assessment that team analyzed in a 

Learning Team Meeting (LTM).  
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Figure 3. Learning Team Facilitator (LTF) notes from Fourth Grade Math Learning 

Team Meeting (LTM). A recording of the instructional strategies the team discussed 

implementing in order to reteach the skills the students did not master.  
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In four out of five of the meetings specific student data from a common 

assessment was discussed. This was either a summative assessment (Diagnostic or 

Chapter Test) or a formative assessment (five-question quiz). The final two observations 

focused on analyzing results from the District Diagnostic Assessment, which was 

designed to provide the schools with predicted FCAT Level for each student along with 

specific details as to specific content/skills tested on the state standardized test (FCAT). 

Amie referred to this as a positive component of the LTMs:  

I think I've gotten better. I mean also because of the importance…. I came from 

Pennsylvania, so I didn't have all this FCAT stuff and Diagnostics and you have 

to look at the data. That was all new to me. So now I understand the importance 

of looking at that. (Amie Karlson, Elementary Teacher) 

Many examples were given to illustrate how reviewing student data has assisted the 

teachers in developing and implementing new strategies and/or modifying instruction to 

meet students‘ needs. Four out of five of the LTMs utilized the Data-Feedback-Strategy 

(D-F-S) Method. This method encompasses the following three components: analysis of 

student data, identification of patterns of student strengths and weaknesses-referred to as 

feedback, and identification of strategies for improvement. Prior to the LTM, teachers 

record the details of their student data from an agreed upon assessment on an item 

analysis sheet. Students‘ scores are totaled and each test item is identified as either a 

strength or weakness for the class based upon a minimum of eighty percent correct for 

proficiency. For the District Diagnostic Assessment, the teachers received printed reports 

itemizing students‘ responses. At these meetings, the team shared their class or classes‘ 
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scores and the data among the teachers are compared and analyzed for common trends 

(see Figure 4).  

LTMs are changing teacher practice. The third finding indicates that LTMs are 

changing teacher practice (see Table 2). LTM stands for Learning Team Meeting and it 

seems to provide teachers with the opportunity to do just that. Furthermore, teachers 

believe that they are learning how to improve student achievement and putting forth 

effort to do so. Five LTM observations, seven interviews, a focus group and 15 

documents were all used as data sources for this finding. Additionally, all seven 

interviews with the participants strongly corroborated the participants‘ perceptions and 

views about the impact of the LTMs on changes in instructional practices.  

 It has been established that the previous findings identifying the LTMs as a place 

for teachers to collaborate, to focus on student achievement, and analyze data underpin 

this finding. The three teachers on the Fourth Grade Mathematics Team at OGE and the 

instructional leaders including the principal, AP, MC, and LTF expressed positive 

feelings about the purpose of LTMs and the impact LTMs have had on teacher practice. 

The opportunity for collaboration, emphasis on student achievement, and staff 

development seem to be the most appealing characteristics of the LTMs. All three 

teachers provided examples to illustrate how they have gained additional content 

knowledge, new instructional strategies and/or increased their comfort with the new 

mathematics series. When the teachers talked about the new mathematics series during 

the focus group session, Denise quickly noted: 
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Figure 4. Data-Feedback-Strategy (D-F-S) form of a fourth grade benchmark assessment 

analyzed in a Learning Team Meeting (LTM).  
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I think it has made the transition into the new math series easier. Because I felt 

very overwhelmed in the beginning, and as the year progressed I feel like I kind 

of grasp it a little more. Like, the resources and things like that. (Denise Miller, 

Elementary Teacher) 

There seemed to be a consensus among the team; as all of the participants at the focus 

group nodded in agreement to this statement. A few months earlier during her interview, 

Amie mentioned that she enjoyed going to the meetings and she stated, ― I always come 

out of there with at least one new idea, which is always a good thing‖ (Amie Karlson, 

Elementary Teacher). As a result of the LTMs, the Fourth Grade Mathematics Team 

believed they were improving their teaching practice, trying new strategies, and being 

more reflective.  

I really feel that the biggest impact the LTMs have on the teachers‘ daily practice 

is that they can organize materials and have them be specific to benchmarks, 

especially with the GoMath. And let‘s say that the benchmark is around 

multiplication and they were struggling with the word problems. They [the 

teachers] would leave here [the LTM] knowing what problems of the day they 

were going to be using in order to address the word problems with multiplication, 

and then day two would be addressing word problems through subtraction, day 

three addressing word problems through division… (Pat Jenkins, Elementary 

LTF) 

Each of the five LTMs focused on teachers‘ instructional practices. The second protocol, 

which was also utilized, is referred to as ―Unpacking a Standard‖ (see Figure 5). This 

protocol is based on the work of Stiggins (1997) and focuses on ―unpacking‖ standards 
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and developing assignments and assessments that are both rigorous and aligned to the 

standards. Teachers take the standard apart piece by piece in order to identify the 

essential components of the standard. Then time is spent using Bloom‘s taxonomy to list 

the foundation skills and reason skills students need to have in place in order to 

demonstrate mastery of this particular benchmark. While the ―Unpacking a Standard‖ 

protocol was formally used in only one of the five meetings observed on November 11, 

2010, the identification of and discussion about the foundational skills students needed to 

know in order to successfully master specific learning targets (standards/benchmarks) 

was evident in all five of the meetings. During each meeting, the state benchmark details 

for fourth grade mathematics including the alpha and numeric reference code were 

identified and written on the board prior to the meeting. All the agenda forms and 

meeting documents also listed the details of the benchmarks that related to content/skills 

discussed and/or reviewed.  
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Figure 5. Unpacking a Standards protocol/form of a fourth grade mathematics benchmark completed 

during a Learning team Meeting (LTM). 
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 When asked about the impact of the LTMs, Denise first noted that it had made a 

significant impact and as she stated, ―I‘ve never, even going through college…had to dig 

into benchmarks as deep as I've had to in LTMs…‖ (Denise Miller, Elementary Teacher). 

The teachers, LTF and MC claimed that great emphasis was placed on developing a deep 

understanding of the new mathematics standards. This was done through the use of the 

Unpacking a Standards protocol, which provided teachers with a better understanding of 

the concepts and increased their ability to use the new mathematics series, ―GoMath,‖ 

more effectively. When the researcher interviewed the MC, she asked what the purposes 

of LTMs were, one of her responses was: 

… to provide teachers with more resources…. making them better classroom 

teachers, allowing them to look at where their students are then take that 

information and be able to take it back to the classroom and be better and more 

effective in their teaching strategies. And that's what I believe happens in our 

LTMs. (Beth Kelly, Elementary MC)  

 This team was selected because it was considered to be a high performing and 

stellar team. When asked how the LTMs have impacted her practice Denise stated that by 

implementing new strategies and being able to reflect on the results she is continuously 

learning.  

I think everything we talked about in LTM, I'm implementing in my class, 

because I should at least give it a shot…. And then we're taking results from that 

and taking it back to the LTM and talking about how we can improve. So that‘s 

the constant reflection and continual learning… (Denise Kerr, Elementary 

Teacher) 
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The leadership team including the MC, LTF, AP and principal expressed their belief that 

the LTMs have impacted this team‘s practice. Furthermore, they felt that there was 

evidence to indicate that they were implementing the strategies they talked about in the 

meetings. It was not only about the strategies, but the impact they perceive LTMs have 

on their instruction and the way they approach the content they teach. According to 

Diane, the principal, the LTM ―impacts it [teacher practice] because I feel it helps them 

look at instruction. Whether it be strategies or whether it be good instruction. . . . I feel 

like it gives them that different perspective by listening to others‖ (Diane Kerr, 

Elementary Principal). Beth supported this when she stated,  

I think they've [the teachers have] been able to take information back and use it. 

For example, centered around math especially, we've looked at data, assessments 

to diagnostic testing, and have spent time in the LTM developing strategies such 

as using different activities in centers and then the teachers have been able to take 

those back specifically and use them in a small group setting. (Beth Kelly, 

Elementary MC) 

Pat agreed as she stated, ―this particular team is definitely moving and they're sharing all 

the time…. I feel that they're growing and they really know when their kids are learning 

and they'll tell you it's because ‗I did this‘‖ (Pat Jenkins, Elementary LTF). The teachers 

also see the LTMs as a place to learn and gain new information to take back to their 

classroom. Even though Eleana has had the experience of feeling she was ―shot down‖ 

during the meeting, she believes that sharing and receiving ideas is critical: 

I love the sharing of ideas. That's one thing - you have a problem here's my class 

and we're stuck on this - and someone will say try this. And then Pat will come up 
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with some strategies like, ―try doing this…‖ and every single time I come back 

from a meeting, I immediately try it so I don't forget it. But I like that because this 

is a different way for me to look at it and a lot of times it's a hit. (Eleana Charles, 

Elementary Teacher) 

All three elementary teachers expressed varying levels of positive feelings about 

the LTMs. During the focus group session, teachers seemed very candid and open with 

their responses to the questions about LTMs. They expressed extremely positive attitude 

toward the LTM process and how it has impacted their own development. Both Denise 

and Amie felt the meetings provided them with concrete strategies they could take back 

to their classrooms and immediately implement. When asked how the team felt about the 

LTMs during the focus group session, Denise responded: 

I feel like they have been very productive. I think that the biggest benefit this year 

is that I am walking out with tangibles. . . whether it is a worksheet or a strategy I 

can go in there [the classroom] and the next morning attempt it. It‘s not just ―this 

is where we need to take our kids, this is where we need to take our kids with this 

tool.‖ Try this, if this doesn‘t work, here is plan B. (Denise Miller, Elementary 

Teacher)  

While all participants provided positive examples as to how the LTMs have 

impacted their practice, one teacher presented the researcher with an opposing view. 

Eleana believed that the LTMs provided her with opportunities for development; 

however, she was the only one to express some qualms about the meetings. During her 

interview, she noted that in the past she has had some unpleasant experiences with former 

LTFs. When asked by the researcher what the purpose of the LTMs was, Eleana 
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responded: ―to better your instruction,‖ While Eleana‘s response did not veer far from her 

peers‘ responses, she stated that the LTMs made her feel uncomfortable.  

…Sometimes you feel like it is more of a ―gotcha‖ kind of thing. ―What are you 

doing? You're not doing this.‖ You don't really have that freedom. . . for me I go 

into LTMs…I listen a lot and I do bring it back, I come back and I do it. It's not a 

really comfortable situation right now at this time because it almost feels like 

what is this person not doing? 

On the other hand, during that same interview, Eleana also noted that the LTMs have 

―greatly‖ impacted her knowledge about her own development: 

Researcher: So how do you think the LTMs overall have impacted your 

knowledge about teacher practice since you have been doing them? 

Eleana: Greatly. Because. . . before you give a question you‘re looking at main 

idea and then you‘re looking at rigor and relevance and if is it really relevant to 

what you‘re doing. So it really forces you to look at what your doing. Now I just 

don't pick it up just because it says main idea… (Eleana Charles, Elementary 

Teacher) 

When teachers are asked to bring in their student data and reflect upon their own 

practices this is not always an easy task, especially when the data doesn‘t ―look good.‖ 

The LTF is often the one who has to ask the hard questions. As it may not always feel 

like a safe place according to one of the three teachers on the team, all three teachers, 

including the LTF and MC were able to provid examples of situations where teachers 

could ask questions, openly admit failure and/or ask for assistance and support. 

According to Beth, the MC: 
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The benchmarks and the GoMath series that we're using have been openly 

discussed during LTMs. Again it's a forum that allows teachers to ask questions if 

they aren't sure and again because we determine what our meeting is going to 

look like the next time that also gives you an opportunity to say, ―Hey, I need help 

with the benchmarks or I need help with the series and that happens.‖ (Beth Kelly, 

Elementary MC) 

Teachers are not only collaborating, sharing ideas, focusing on student 

achievement, analyzing data and making instructional decisions, but they appear to be 

changing their practice. This is evident when the instructional leaders walk in their 

classrooms. The following were statements made by the participants in regards to the 

impact the LTMs have had on the teachers based on classroom observations. Beth, as the 

MC, sees a difference: 

I think that what the Learning Team Meetings specifically have done is open the 

teachers' eyes to realize that the one size fits all method doesn't work. So with 

LTMs it forces them to disaggregate their data and figure out what's going to 

make a kid click. The proof of that is when you walk into a especially a math 

classroom that has generally been a whole group instruction setting, it is now 

broken down into small groups and you see the teacher working through the small 

groups and then you also see other students helping other students, which is a big 

breakthrough. (Beth Kelly, Elementary MC) 

According to Carla, the AP, the teachers are making connections and changing practice: 

I think it changes their practice because now what they've done at LTM and 

they've learned the correct processes of how to do it they are able to go back and 
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emulate it in their classrooms. It's not just an isolation you actually see it when go 

do the classroom walk-through you're able to see, you can see the change, and 

you can see the differences. They become more powerful, they become more 

comfortable and more knowledgeable because they've embraced it during those 

LTM meetings. (Carla Mason, Elementary AP) 

Diane, the principal, provided concrete examples of specific classroom practices she has 

observed as a result of the LTMs: 

…so I will see suggested practices, and or strategies being utilized during my 

―walk-throughs.‖ I would say specifically grade 3 and 4 math… I'm seeing a lot 

of what they are doing in LTMs being implemented in the classrooms…. Seeing 

more hands on, seeing different ways of demonstrating for students, seeing a lot 

more of that, small groups. Pat [the LTF] talks a lot about small groups and 

bringing students into a small group intimate setting instead of having something 

projected on the projector and all the students spread out. (Diane Kerr, 

Elementary Principal) 

The LTF, Pat, explained how the LTMs have impacted the daily instructional practices of 

the teachers:  

I think they‘re doing a lot more planning, purposeful planning. I think that's a big 

piece that they're taking away. The materials that they are using are much more 

specifically selected. They are not just going page by page, number by number 

through a textbook anymore…. The other thing I think is the change that I would 

think is happening in the LTM is that they are doing a lot more cooperative 

groups with their kids- partnering with their groups…specifically with these three 
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teachers, they are pulling small groups…. they are definitely touching more kids 

each day. So I think that has a lot to do with LTMs. That would not happen if they 

were isolated in their own rooms without any professional learning community. . . 

(Pat Jenkins, Elementary LTF) 

Data analysis, as mentioned in the previous finding, has also become a common 

practice at Orange Grove Elementary and has changed the way teachers approach their 

daily classroom decisions. Furthermore, it has been deeply imbedded into daily 

instructional practices. According to Eleana, student data is frequently brought to the 

LTMs in order to modify classroom instruction: “We bring back our data and we share 

what works and what didn't work and you know we ask for suggestions, we revamp 

things to try again, which I like, all of that is good‖ (Eleana Charles, Elementary 

Teacher). Four out of five of the meetings utilized the D-F-S method to determine student 

weaknesses and gaps in content. The team listed the instructional strategies they had 

already used to obtain the current student data before discussing new strategies to 

improve students‘ data. This process was common practice for this team and was 

something the principal strongly supported: 

…the data, we're always looking at that data and if the data saying this and we 

keep doing the same thing our data‘s not going to change so let's try to tweak it a 

little bit. Sometimes that's all it takes, it doesn't take a major overhaul. Sometimes 

it‘s just tweaking. (Diane Kerr, Elementary Principal) 

The agenda of the second meeting was to focus on the results from a Benchmark 

Assessment (common assessment) on Mathematics Big Idea 1 (develop quick recall of 

multiplication facts and related division facts and fluency with whole number 
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multiplication [MA. 4. A. 1]) using the D-F-S protocol. The data indicated that only 14% 

of the students were proficient (i. e., obtained an 80% or higher on the assessment). The 

majority of the meeting was spent on deriving feedback from the data by looking for 

patterns of strengths and weaknesses using the teachers‘ item analysis charts. Since a 

large part of the assessment items were a weakness for most of the students, the team 

looked for commonalities among the test items. The team realized that based on the data, 

the patterns of critical weakness for the students were ―[being able to determine] what is 

being asked in a word problem; using the distributive property and identifying the correct 

steps with in the strategy; and using successive subtraction for division.‖ They 

recognized that students were not demonstrating proficiency and understanding of the 

distributive property concept. For example, students were multiplying using the 

algorithms rather than using the multiplication strategies the book showed them to use. 

Students were multiplying using the distributive property but without understanding the 

concept and therefore, were doing it incorrectly and making errors. The feedback the 

team was able to derive from the data moved the conversation toward a discussion about 

the instruction that needed to take place in order for all students to meet proficiency of 

this content. Through the discussion, the team also was able to informally ―unpack‖ the 

benchmarks they were assessing and gain a better understanding and connection between 

the concepts they needed to reteach. The team generated strategies to address these 

specific weaknesses and agreed to bring back samples of student samples once this 

strategy was used to reteach these identified skills. For the next meeting, samples of a 

five-question quiz were to be brought back to the LTM and reviewed, and according to 

the D-F-S Summary Form (Figure 4), the team would then use the sample to ―group 
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[students] according to major reteach or corrective instruction.‖ These categories identify 

whether a student‘s response indicates whether the teacher needs to reteach the concept 

or provide corrective instruction. This is an example of how the team used the data to 

drive their instruction and in this particular case, also deepen their own understanding of 

the content, thus improving their ability to teach this concept and focus on improving 

their students‘ understanding. The data sources indicate that ―using data to drive 

instruction‖ is common practice at OGE and the administrators see the learning team 

meetings as a fundamental way of ―bringing teams together and taking a look at student 

data and focusing on instruction‖ (Kerr, elementary principal). The teachers recognize 

that all types of data are important. There is a great emphasis on understanding the 

relationship among standards, instruction, and assessments.  

The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs. The fourth finding, the LTF plays 

an essential role in the LTMs, emphasizes the unique characteristic of Cane Forest 

County‘s PLC model: the role of the LTF. For this finding, five observations, seven 

interviews and seven documents were used to establish the essential role the LTF plays in 

the LTMs (see Table 2). Although the Learning Team Facilitator position is considered to 

be a resource teacher position in SDCFC, LTFs do not serve as classroom teachers. 

Rather than interacting with students, their primary role is to facilitate the LTMs.  

Unlike any other PLC, the LTM model relies on the role of a trained LTF. The 

designated LTF is supervised by the Department of Safe Schools and receives 

comprehensive training from various district departments ranging from research and 

assessment, technology, curriculum, and staff development. The trainings provided to the 

LTFs usually entail the most current information, which is often first presented first to 
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district leaders. LTFs often serve as pseudo-administrators and instructional leaders at 

their school sites, and thus are expected to be the conduit of information as it relates to 

curriculum, instruction, data, and assessment. In addition to being thoroughly trained to 

use the SSC-A protocols, during the 2010- 2011 school year, the LTFs received extensive 

training on the Next Generation State Standards (NGSSS), use of assessments, and the 

district‘s data warehouse from experts within the district. As the fundamental role of the 

LTF is facilitation, emphasis on working with adult learners, building relationships, and 

using facilitative skills were also major components of the LTF‘s year-round and on-

going training.  

Competence and the ability to develop relationships with the team members and 

the administrators are a key factor in the perceived success of the LTMs. Beth who was 

serving her second year as a mathematics coach at OGE and has had prior experiences 

with other LTFs at previous schools claimed that the LTF had a great impact on the way 

the LTMs functioned at the school: 

I think that the Learning Team Meetings is a positive experience but lot of it 

depends on I think on the facilitator. I have always been lucky enough to have 

good facilitators. Even from my classroom teacher standpoint it was positive and 

even more positive from a coach standpoint.  

The LTF is often the person who serves as an instructional linchpin for the teachers and 

the administrators. At OGE, the leadership team meets weekly and the LTF is included in 

those meetings. Beyond those meetings, Pat (LTF) has developed strong and trusting 

relationships with the AP and principal. Carla (AP) spoke about her relationship with Pat 

with pride: 
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…we really have a great LTF, a great working relationship with her, I'm able to 

collaborate with her well. We're always on the same page and the teachers know 

that when I come to the meeting that we're always on the same page and how 

everything is cc'd and we monitor. It's a great working relationship. It's a great 

collaboration here. She's one of the best! (Carla Mason, Elementary AP) 

The LTF sets the tone, provides the structure, and keeps the meeting focused. The 

role of the LTF is to set the expectations for the meeting, provide the teachers with the 

agenda, prepare for the meeting, and most importantly facilitate the conversation in a 

collaborative, productive and focused manner. One of the main strategies used to keep 

the conversation focused and moving along is to use probing questions. When used 

effectively probing questions help the teachers make sense of the data and look for 

patterns. According to Diane (principal) this is what Pat (LTF) does very well: 

Pat poses questions, which is part of her job but the questions that she poses help 

them be more thoughtful and help them look at things from a different angle. 

Sometimes it's big picture to small picture, sometimes it small putting it into big 

picture realm. We all think differently, we all operate differently so I think 

bringing the team together and helping them to look at it from those different 

perspectives helps to grow. (Diane Kerr, Elementary Principal) 

In the LTMs, Pat continuously used probing questions as a way to generate in depth 

analysis of data or discussion about strategy formulation. As a result, the teachers were 

more reflective, and by answering the questions they were asked, they were forced to 

think more deeply about their students‘ data and ways to improve achievement. The focus 

and emphasis of the meetings were on finding solutions and root causes that could be 
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addressed by the teachers. Skillful LTFs do not ―tell‖ teachers what to do- they provide 

teachers with the tools, support, and guidance to help teachers analyze their students‘ 

data, examine student work, unpack benchmarks, and plan for instruction and 

assessments (Kazemi & Franke, 2003). Probing questions are an essential strategy for an 

LTF.  

The following scenario took place during the fourth LTM observation where the 

team was reviewing the results from the District Diagnostic Assessment, which predicts 

the FCAT levels and level of mastery on the mathematics benchmarks. The team decided 

to focus on the ―area‖ benchmarks.  

Denise was frustrated with her students because she felt that they did not read the 

problem carefully and did not show their work. ―They aren‘t reading the 

problem!‖ The teachers then looked at what their students‘ data showed in order 

to figure out what to focus on for that meeting. Each class‘ data differed.  

Eventually they began to talk about item number 14, which was whole number 

subtraction and was identified as a weakness for the entire grade level. The 

students at OGE were 14 percentage points below the district average. When Pat 

asked why students performed poorly on this item, Denise provided general 

responses, such as, ―they can‘t solve these problems,‖ Then Pat (LTF) continued 

to probe her for more details. Pat wanted to get the teachers to articulate the 

specific student weaknesses. Pat asked, ―What about reading the problem, do the 

students not know how to do that?‖ Pat continued, ―You have options. We have to 

figure out what students are not doing. Is it reading incorrectly? Or not being able 

to identify the correct operation?‖ This ultimately forced the teachers to figure out 
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the skills students might not have had in place when they took the test. The team 

unpacked that word problem in order to identify and discuss the possible errors 

students could have made.  

In another LTM observed, while reviewing data from a common assessment, Pat 

noted that ―each‖ doesn‘t always mean to multiply and referred the teachers to item 

number five where ―each‖ was used to indicate division. As the teachers looked at their 

student samples, they realized that there seemed to be confusion as to what operation the 

student needed to use. Pat asked the team: ―so how do we get them to understand which 

operation to use and why?‖ This prompted the teachers to think about ways to teach 

students what they needed to know. In another situation, Pat kept the team focused by 

having them analyze the question itself and how the student might have approached this 

item. While directing the team to the student samples, Pat said, ―Let‘s look at number one 

and look for what students noted for the key word. . .‖ The students were asked to read a 

word problem and then identify the key word and explain how to solve the problem, but 

they were not asked to solve the problem. With Pat‘s assistance and facilitative skills the 

team identified common patterns of weaknesses and strategies to address those 

weaknesses. The team was able to come to an agreed upon action plan for the next LTM, 

which Pat documented. The LTF‘s responsibility lies far beyond note taking and 

―paperwork.‖ It is through the documentation that the team members and administration 

stay informed. Using standard agenda forms and documenting the meeting allow for 

consistency of practice, accountability and clarity.  

I always feel good because when I'm going into a meeting I know what the 

expectations are because of the deliverables, the LTF has made it plain, it's clear, 
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the notes and what they expected to bring when they get there. When they get 

there, they know the agenda there is no surprise, it's organized, it's structured, 

things get accomplished in that time frame that needs to be accomplished and you 

leave there with a feeling that we've accomplished another thing that we can 

check off our list and we've got something to go work towards for the next time. 

(Carla Mason, Elementary AP) 

The Lance Middle School Team 

The second team to be presented was from Lance Middle School. This section, 

similar to the previous section, begins with the school profile and a description of the 

participants at LMS, followed by four findings: (a) The primary focus in LTMs is on 

using standards to develop assessments and plan instruction, (b) LTMs are changing 

teacher practice, and (c) The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs (see Table 4).  

Table 4 

Middle School Findings Data Matrix 

Finding 

Data Source 

Obs.  Int.  FG Docs.  

1. The Primary Focus in LTMs is on 

Using Standards to Develop 

Assessments and Plan Instruction  

5 7 1 10 

2. LTMs are Changing Teacher Practice 5 7 1 0 

3. The LTF Plays an Essential Role in 

the LTMs 
5 5 0 7 

Total Conducted  5 7 1 17 

Note. Int = Interview; FG = Focus Group; Obs = Observation; Docs = Documents 
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The researcher observed a total of five LTMs over a period of three months. The 

first observation took place over a period of four months in the LTM room. The final 

observation concluded with a focus group session. All the meetings transpired in the main 

school building. For each of the five meetings observed, the LTF provided the team with 

an agenda that she created (see Figure 5), one that summarizes the meeting as well as the 

expectations and plan for the following/next meeting scheduled. The participants, 

including the teachers and the science coach (SC) as well as the administrators (principal 

and AP) routinely received copies of the agenda along with any of the LTF‘s notes, 

handouts, and emails in advance. As was noted in Chapter 1 and earlier in this chapter, 

LTMs are a very prescriptive form of PLCs developed by The School District of Forest 

Cane County. Specific protocols were adapted and modified to foster team collaboration, 

analysis of student data, and deep understanding of standards in order to improve student 

achievement. This model‘s uniqueness is in use of a full-time LTF whose primary 

responsibility is to facilitate the meetings (see previous section on findings from 

elementary school site). Maintaining the intent of the LTMs, the LTF at Lance Middle 

School (LMS) always shared the agenda, focus of the meeting, and expectation for 

deliverables with the team members prior to the meeting. Before they left the meeting, 

the team members knew the ―agreed upon actions‖ and the agenda for the next LTM. An 

example of an ―agreed upon action‖ and expectation for a following meeting is 

documented below (see Figure 6). In terms of basic meeting expectations and procedures 

both the elementary and middle school LTFs followed similar protocols for record 

keeping, agendas, and expecting teachers to commit to a follow-up activity.  
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Figure 6. Learning Team Meeting (LTM) agenda identifying the attendees, the topic of 

the meeting, key learning, and date of next meeting.  

 

School profile. According to The School District of Cane Forest County‘s 

November 2010 School Data Report, LMS had a student population of 903 (see Table 1). 

The student population was 11% white, 68% Black, 12% Hispanic, and 14% were ELL 

students. Of the total student population was 11% white, 68% Black, 12%  
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Hispanic, and 14% were ELL students. Of the total student population, 72% of the 

students received Free or Reduced Lunch. In 2009-2010 the school received a letter ―B‖ 

grade from the state and met only 74% of the criteria to demonstrate AYP. In 2010-2011 

(the year of the study) Lance Middle School earned a letter ―A‖ grade and met 77% of 

the AYP criteria (an increase of three percentage points).  

During the 2009-2010 school year, there were a total of 65 teachers and four 

school-based administrators. Fourteen instructional staff members were newly hired, and 

no school-based administrators were newly hired. Forty-three of the teachers were 

identified as having a Bachelor‘s Degree, 13 having a Master‘s Degree, and one teacher 

having Specialist Degree. The percentage of classes with teachers identified as Teaching-

Out-of-Field was more than twelve percent (the district and states were  

8. 6 and 4. 8). The percentage of classes not taught by "Highly Qualified Teachers" in 

core academic subjects, as defined in federal statute, was more than eight percent.  

School participants. The Sixth Grade Science Team was identified as a high 

performing and exemplar team by both the principal and LTF and is the focus of this 

second case study. All participants are introduced and referred to by pseudonyms. This 

team was comprised of three female teachers, Lisa Baker, Catherine Howard, and Geri 

Duncan. In addition to the three teachers, the SC Greg Patterson also participated in the 

LTMs on a regular basis and was present at all five of the LTMs observed. The LTMs 

were facilitated by Wendy Fisher who was an experienced LTF and had been at LMS as 

an LTF for a year and a half (at the time of the study). The principal, Sheila Crown, and 

the AP, Pam Thomas, who was assigned to this team, attended the LTMs when available. 
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The AP was present for one of the five LTMs that the researcher attended while the 

principal did not attend any of the five LTMs.  

The teaching experiences of the participants varied (see Table 5). Lisa, Catherine 

and Geri had each been at the school for less than 5 years. New to the profession, this was 

Geri‘s first year in the classroom, and Catherine was teaching science for the first time 

after teaching mathematics for many years. The principal, AP, and LTF each had 

significant years of teaching experience, ranging from 17 to 20, but the total number of 

years in their current position ranged from 6 to 7.  

The primary focus of LTMs is using standards to develop assessments and 

plan instruction. The first finding is the primary focus is on using standards to develop 

assessments and plan instruction (see Table 4). Seven one-on-one interviews, a focus 

group session, five LTM observations, and 10 documents were used as data sources to 

confirm this finding. The data from the interviews corroborated the findings from the 

observations and documents.  

  The year that the study took place the Sixth Grade Science Team had to shift their 

focus from the old standards, the Sunshine State Standards (SSS), to the new standards 

referred to as the Next Generation Sunshine State Standards (NGSSS). The sixth, 

seventh, and eighth grade science students were responsible for knowing the content of 

the new standards. As of the 2010-2011 school year, the eighth grade Science FCAT 2. 0 

would be based on the new standards. Consequently, the team had to readjust and modify 

the curriculum and content that was previously taught in sixth grade and align it to the 

NGSSS, a task similar to the one charged to the elementary team in the previous case that 

was working with the new standards and new textbook. One of the main resources this 
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team used was the FCAT 2. 0 Test Item Specifications-Grade 8 for science, which 

provide both general and grade specific guidelines for the development of all test items 

used on the FCAT 2. 0 Science test and is often referred to as FCAT or Item Specs. This 

team spent a majority of the LTMs, four out of five, unpacking a specific science 

benchmark in order to plan instruction and eventually develop formative assessments. 

The LTF utilized the Backward Design method to help the team plan their instruction and 

activities once they unpacked the benchmark that they were about to teach.  

Table 5 

Lance Middle School Participants 

Role Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 

Years in  

current 

role 

Years in 

education Comments 

Teacher Lisa Baker F White 4 6 
 

Teacher 
Catherine 

Howard 
F White 3 9 

Several 

careers 

prior to 

education 

Teacher 
Geri 

Duncan 
F White 1 1 

Second 

career 

Science 

Coach 

Greg 

Patterson 
M Black 2 8  

LTF 
Wendy 

Fisher 
F Black 2 7  

AP 
Pam 

Thomas 
F Black 1 17 

Began as a 

guidance 

counselor 

Principal 
Sheila 

Crown 
F Black 2 35  

 

 During the focus group session, the teachers uniformly agreed that the meetings 

served to guide their instruction so their instruction was ―purposeful and aligned to the 
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standards.‖ They also noted that being able to discuss and unpack the benchmarks in the 

meetings has helped them familiarize themselves with the specifics of the new 

benchmarks and the content itself. Geri Duncan especially felt that she was able to take 

what she learned from the formal and informal ―unpackings‖ of the benchmarks during 

the meeting and apply to other benchmarks when planning on her own. During her 

interview Geri‘s response to the question, ―What happens during the learning team 

meetings?‖ was: 

In learning team meeting, we do ―unpacking the benchmarks‖ and FCAT Specs, 

…exactly how to teach that benchmark and what the interpretation of that 

benchmark is because that may be lost in translation depending on your 

background. So that we‘re all on the same page. We may sometimes go through 

three or four weeks doing the same benchmark and plan, but right now we‘re 

doing formative assessments, quick checks type things and we‘re trying different 

things that we like. (Geri Duncan, MS Teacher) 

Lisa Baker also confirmed this when she stated that she believed the purpose of the 

LTMs were to ―focus the teachers and get them to match the instruction with what 

they‘re teaching and with what needs to be taught‖ (Lisa Baker, MS Teacher). Catherine 

Howard strongly supported the fact that the meeting focused heavily on the benchmarks 

when she claimed, ―everything that we do in science and is mentioned is benchmarked 

oriented‖ (Catherine Howard, MS Teacher).  

 During the second LTM, the team was getting ready to start a new unit and the 

LTF was introducing them to the Backward Design method for planning. The goal for the 

meeting was to examine the benchmark they would be focusing on and decide how they 
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needed to address the content. The following is a synopsis of what transpired during an 

observation of an LTM: 

It is Tuesday, 2:50 p. m. and the Sixth Grade Science Team is sitting around the 

LTM table. Wendy (LTF) is sitting toward the front of the room and across from 

her at the other end of the long rectangular table is Greg (SC). The teachers are 

seated on the two sides of the table.  

Wendy first reviewed the last LTM and addressed the team‘s concerns 

with the assessment results, as students did not do very well. According to 

Wendy, this was ―to be expected and will no longer be a problem because we 

were going to use the Backward Design approach and begin with stage one – 

―desired results.‖ 

Next, Wendy wrote the benchmark SC. 6. L. 1. 4. 1. (Describe and 

identify patterns in the hierarchical organization of organisms from atoms to 

molecules and cells to tissues to organs to organ systems to organisms) on a large 

piece of chart paper, posted on the front board, and asked teachers to identify 

what the students will have to be able to know and understand. One teacher‘s 

response was,‖ Students will need to understand that there is a hierarchal 

organization of organisms…‖ Another added, ―they will need to know atoms, 

cells…‖ Then Wendy handed out copies of pages from the FCAT Specs, stating 

―This is important because this benchmark will not be taught again in 7
th

 or 8
th

 

grade.‖ Geri nodded in full agreement, ―I have been telling them [the students] 

that they won‘t see this again…‖ So Wendy continued to unpack the benchmark 

with the team, asking probing questions. As she got up from the table and headed 
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to the board she addressed the team. ―Let‘s review the meat and potatoes of this 

benchmark.‖ The teachers were asked to carefully study the words of the 

benchmark and identify the key concepts. Once identified, Wendy circled and 

underlined the words/terms and they began to discuss the definitions of those 

words. When hierarchy was mentioned, Catherine tried to generate general 

examples of organisms and comparisons such as humans and sharks. The team 

tried to think of ways to help students make connections to the concepts. Pointing 

to the chart paper with the benchmark and key words/terms underlined, such as, 

organization, atoms, and cells, Wendy asked, ―Can we agree that this is basically 

what they need to know for the benchmark?‖ The team discussed the specific 

skills that they wanted students to know in order to demonstrate proficiency on 

this benchmark. One specific example the team identified was ―Students should 

be able to label the levels of organizations and arrange them from basic to 

complex.‖ The conversation then moved to instruction and teachers talked about 

the ways they could use an activity to put the organisms in order. During the 

conversation, Wendy reminded the team to look at the FCAT Specs in order to 

identify the specific requirements of the benchmark.  

The meeting concluded with the team having established a list of the key concepts and 

foundational understandings students needed to have in place for this unit. The teachers 

were provided with the time to discuss the content and make sense of the essential 

components of the benchmark. The first stage of Backward Design was used to identify 

the desired results, and as a result of this meeting the teachers were able identify what 

students should know, understand, and be able to do as it related to this benchmark. The 
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following meetings focused on determining acceptable evidence of learning, referred to 

as Stage 2, followed by designing the learning experiences and instruction (Stage 3). 

Stage 2 addressed the development of assessments and assignment and Stage 3 addressed 

the instructional planning.  

When asked about what has been happening at the LTMs, Lisa responded, 

―We‘ve been working a lot with assessments and trying to create rigorous assessments. . . 

. and designing our instruction to match the assessments. So we‘re…. planning the 

assessments before we teach‖ (Lisa Baker, MS Teacher). This team clearly sees the 

connections among standards, instruction, and assessments and understands that having a 

clear understanding of the benchmark is critical component in developing assessments 

and planning instruction.  

LTMs are changing teacher practice. The second finding, LTMs are changing 

teacher practice is closely related to the first finding and consistent with what was found 

at the elementary school (see Table 4). The data sources used for this finding included, 

five LTM observations, seven one-on-one interviews, and a focus group session. Three of 

the teachers interviewed shared examples of practices they had either included or 

imbedded into their instruction as a result of the LTMs, and the interviews with the four 

of the other participants confirmed these findings.  

 While recognizing that both change and self-reflection is not easy for teachers, 

Sheila sees this as an essential part of the LTMs.  

I think sometimes teachers want to take the easy way out. They want to go in their 

classroom and close the door and do a few things. And so the learning team 

requires them to put themselves on the line to really show what their kids did or 



 

136 

did not learn in that classroom, and that‘s also a reflection of you, so that can be 

very difficult at times. (Sheila Crown, MS Principal) 

According to Pam Thomas, the AP, the LTMs expose teachers to new content, concepts 

and strategies. Teachers are thinking about information they have not thought about. 

Teachers are trying new resources and moving away from the textbook. They are more 

familiar with how concepts will be assessed on the standardized tests and they are 

learning to develop ―better‖ tests. These changes are evident in their everyday practice:  

I think that LTMs have impacted the teachers‘ knowledge about their practice 

because it has brought information to the teachers that they have not thought 

about. I also think that it has impacted their knowledge because it is making them 

look at different strategies, different resources that they normally would not have 

in a lesson plan…. I also think that it has impacted their practice because they are 

using a plethora of resources outside of what‘s in the textbook. For instance, with 

the Item Specs, they are looking at the Item Specs to determine if it‘s going to be 

tested, how it‘s going to be tested, they type of questions that could be asked. 

Prior to that I think the teachers just were looking at the lesson plans and saying 

okay, I‘m just going to teach this. It‘s also making them differentiate the 

instruction and add more ―rotationals‖, add more activities instead of the standard 

―stand and deliver‖ and give a worksheet and have the kids do it and you just 

review it. It‘s making them actually go in depth and look at what they‘re doing 

and what they‘re utilizing. (Pam Thomas, MS AP) 

As the science coach, Greg spent a majority of the time in the classrooms observing and 

assisting teachers. When asked about the impact of the LTMs, he felt that the teachers 
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were definitely changing their practices and that it was visible. Implementing new 

strategies and changing practice is often difficult. Many of the secondary classrooms are 

often teacher-directed, and though the movement toward a more student-centered 

classroom is not new, teachers still struggle with and resist this style of teaching. One 

instructional model that teachers have been urged to utilize at this school is the 

―Rotational Model,‖ where the teacher works with small groups of students and provides 

differentiated instruction. Greg feels that teachers are using this and other strategies, such 

as increasing high-order question during instruction:  

I really think it has impacted this year with the higher level of questioning…. I am 

really seeing an increase in the level of questions that teachers are presenting to 

the students…. In the classrooms when I observe them, [the teachers] I can see the 

things we discussed in the LTMs flowing into their instructional practices.  

I just see their lessons becoming more students-centered versus being teacher led 

all the time…That‘s a big thing, trying to move them away from lecturing, and I 

see a lot more what I call ―out-of-the-box thinking‖ activities where the kids are 

more motivated and excited about learning the material…. Especially in this one 

and particular teacher‘s classroom, she teaches 6
th

 and 7
th

 grade science. She did a 

rotational model lesson and I really saw a big difference in how the students were 

interacting in that class. (Greg Patterson, MS SC) 

Wendy also felt that teacher were changing their practices as a result of the discussions in 

LTMs, ―I think it‘s impacted practice because I see it in the meetings, I see it in the 

assessment results‖ (Wendy Fisher, MS LTF).  
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This understanding and connection between instruction and assessment is 

becoming second nature to some teachers. ―What I‘ve noticed recently with our teachers 

is after the LTMs occur you see more planning outside the LTMs with the teachers 

actually go and look at what they are teaching, how they are teaching, and ways to 

improve upon their teaching to increase the students knowledge-base of the benchmarks‖ 

(Pam Thomas, MS AP). Sheila (principal) also believes that teachers‘ understanding 

about instruction and that they have become more reflective, and she recognized that is 

was very difficult for teachers to look at themselves, however: 

It [LTMs] finally got the teachers to understand it is not sometimes all about the 

kids it‘s something all about me and what I‘m doing and how I engage my 

students. So yes, they are going above and beyond a lot of them and they‘re the 

ones the [for whom the] learning team [meetings] has been very successful in 

helping them. (Sheila Crown, MS Principal) 

While many teachers are changing, Sheila recognizes that it is a process and that she 

needs to continue to ―push‖ the teachers to challenge and engage the students. Some 

teachers are making changes and are demonstrating the ability use high-level question 

and differentiation techniques: 

Instead of going to a Learning Village…they have to actually sit down and 

differentiating their instructions so they can meet the needs of all of their kids. They still 

go to Learning Village. . . but they tweak what‘s in the Learning Village to actually make 

it more – where it impacts their students. And so being able to differentiate their 

instruction has been a big issue with them in the classroom. . . . being able to actively 
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engage them in your groups and how you question the students… (Sheila Crown, MS 

Principal) 

The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs. Consistent with the elementary 

case, the third finding for this case also establishes that the LTF plays an essential role in 

the LTMs (see Table 4). The role and responsibility of the middle school LTF mirrors 

that of the elementary LTF (see elementary section). The concept of a full-time LTF 

position is not only viewed as a unique characteristic of this PLC model but according to 

both cases, as essential components. The data sources supporting this finding were five 

one-on-one interviews, five observations, and seven documents.  

During the LTMs at LMS most of the teachers actively participated in the 

meetings, and the climate at the meetings always appeared to be collaborative in nature. 

However, when it came to deciding on the agenda or establishing the next meeting‘s 

deliverables, a statement made by Geri during her interview such as, ―Our facilitator 

would gives us a choice of 20 things to do and we choose which one is best for us…‖ 

(Geri Duncan, MS Teacher) implied that the LTF wasn‘t always just a facilitator. As 

mentioned in the previous case, the LTF sets the tone and maintains the focus of the 

meetings. Within the Sixth Grade Science Team the teachers shared varying opinions 

about the LTMs as to whether or not they were a productive use of their time. While 

Geri, was optimistic about the LTMs and adamant about the benefits for her and the staff 

as a whole, her colleagues expressed concerns and made disparaging remarks about the 

LTMs. The other participants (LTF, SC, AP, and principal) all recognized the fact that 

some teachers were resistant to the process of the LTMs, but each of them talked about 

the impact and the changes they believed were occurring throughout the school as a result 
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of the meetings. Sheila Crown (principal) is not surprised that there was and is resistance 

to the process and to the LTF herself who is seen as someone who often provides ―extra‖ 

work for teachers.  

Sometimes you get pushed back. Like a lot of it requires a lot of extra work. It 

requires a lot of extra planning. And sometimes you get pushed back because the 

teachers think that they can do it better…. But often times teachers – because it is 

something new, in the last five to 7 years, they find it a lot more work…. It‘s 

because they‘re required to make a commitment, to bring in, to share…their 

Learning Team Facilitator will say, ―Let‘s do x, y, and z and then bring it back so 

we can look at it– see how your students did and then we can maybe develop 

another strategy to help them be successful.‖ (Sheila Crown, MS Principal) 

Lisa, who often remained quiet during most of the LTMs and did not offer any 

input unless asked, was very candid during her interview. She openly talked about her 

challenges with her students‘ academic achievements and conduct in addition to her 

frustration with the LTMs and even with the LTF‘s ―weekly assignments.‖ Furthermore, 

she felt that the expectations were unrealistic for her students. It didn‘t seem like Lisa 

was one to shy away from her responsibilities, but there was a sense of defeat and 

vulnerability in her voice. When asked about the LTMs she responded: 

I mean they‘re [the LTMs are] okay. I mean, in all the years that I…. the different 

schools that I‘ve been- nobody really likes going. . . . we don‘t because we have 

so much stuff to do. In one way, I‘m like, okay now, it‘s just – I could just sit 

there for 30 minutes. . . . and not worry about all those stuff I have to do in my 

room. So it‘s like a mixed feeling.  



 

141 

I think it‘s a little bit unrealistic of what‘s actually going on with my students 

because of how they behave and, you know. I mean, in a perfect world, the LTMs 

would be great. But…usually, it leaves you frustrated. …you know, and then we 

have weekly assignments. . . . but the rigor that they‘re talking about in LTMs is 

very high, I think, you know. And I think it‘s good that they have that high 

standard in there but you can‘t just keep throwing different learning strategies at 

this problem. That‘s my opinion anyway. You know…we all know…but nobody 

can really say anything about it because they don‘t – they want to hear that you‘re 

NOT applying the learning strategies… (Lisa Howard, MS Teacher) 

Catherine shared very similar and strong feelings about the LTMs from her experience at 

LMS and previous schools: 

Most of the teachers, not just from this school, most of the teachers have negative 

opinions. They feel it's [LTM is] a waste of time, they rather spend their time 

planning, especially teachers that have extra paperwork…. It‘s just, it becomes 

burdensome. (Catherine Howard, MS Teacher) 

On the other hand, Catherine also mentioned that she was very grateful this year to have 

the LTMs as this was her first year teaching science after teaching math for many years. 

Within the same interview, Catherine expressed both positive and negative experiences 

with LTMs: 

Now that I'm in science and I'm ignorant. I'm not an expert. In math I was an 

expert. Now that I'm in science, I look forward to these meetings, the projects, the 

tools, the guidelines help me with my lessons immensely. I can go to Learning 

Village and figure out what I want to do, I can read the material and figure out 
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what I want to do, but it gets enhanced and it's a better lesson [because of the 

LTMs]. If I miss an LTM, my next week‘s lessons are not as good, and I've told 

this to Ms. Fisher. She is also much better for science…. and if I had to grade her 

on her meetings and the success of them I would give her an ―F.‖ If I had to grade 

the science [LTMs] I would give her an ―A.‖ So it's good to talk to me because 

I'm being totally unbiased. Whereas if you talk to, I don't know how many people 

you have spoken to, a lot of the teachers if there going to be honest with you, they 

dread it and they hate it. I look forward to the science meetings. (Catherine 

Howard, MS Teacher) 

Sometimes the LTF becomes synonymous with the LTMs in as much as what transpires 

in the meetings is affected by the role the LTF decides to play. The LTF sets the climate, 

often establishes the norms and expectations, is responsible for the communication, and 

maintains the focus of the meetings. As mentioned in the previous case, when teachers 

feel that the meetings are a ―waste of time‖ they often make statements like, ―I don‘t 

really feel like I‘m getting much out of it [LTMs]‖ (Lisa Baker, MS Teacher).  

Contrary to Lisa and Catherine, Geri as a first year teacher sees the LTMs as an 

essential part of professional development, a place where teachers are learning. She also 

recognizes that the LTMs are not well liked, but believes that they provide teachers with 

valuable support: 

I think that the other teachers are benefitting from this program [LTMs] as well; 

they may not be as willing to say that. It is not in vogue here to like Learning 

Team Meetings, but I think even the most seasoned teachers are getting 

something out of it. They‘re seeing that education is changing and you need to 
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change with it– it‘s a fluid environment. We as teachers know, I mean, you can 

have period one, you get a period three, you‘re teaching the same content, but it‘s 

a totally different dynamic. So as the years go on in education, it‘s going to be a 

different dynamic as well and you have to adapt to it. If you want to stay the way 

the government is going, you better adapt so you can move on. And some of us 

don‘t agree with certain things - the way the benchmarks are being taught, that 

they are getting it one time and one time only. So there‘s some resistance there 

but if that‘s the card that I‘m dealt, that‘s what I do. That‘s what I do. (Geri 

Duncan, MS Teacher) 

It was clear that both the science coach and LTF worked hand-in-hand to prepare 

for the meetings and provide the teachers with resources and support. When asked to 

describe what generally happens in the LTMs, Greg, the science coach, replied: 

… the Learning Team Facilitator and I work together and she pretty much… I tell 

her the things that I want to see the teachers learning and she tells me- and we 

kind of merge our two visions together. And I kind of see it working. Like, for 

one example, I wanted the teachers to work on the Earth and space while she 

wanted them to go back and work on the force and motion and we pretty much 

merged the two together. (Greg Patterson, MS SC) 

The data indicated that LTMs were more coach and LTF directed than teacher directed. 

In addition to the collaboration among the instructional leaders (LTF and SC), it was 

evident that the LTF receives ample support from the leadership team (principals and 

APs). According to Wendy,  



 

144 

The principal and administrators do show support for the LTMs. They‘re 

continuously mentioning the Learning Team Meetings during faculty meeting…. 

The principal, Ms. Crown, she is always letting the teachers know the importance 

of LTMs, especially in the faculty meeting. (Wendy Fisher, MS LTF) 

Wendy‘s full time responsibility at LMS was to conduct the LTMs. She facilitated 

approximately three meetings a day, three to four times a week. Mondays and every other 

Fridays were spent working on paperwork from previous meetings and preparing for 

upcoming meetings. Wendy spent hours looking for resources, meeting with the 

instructional coaches, and preparing instructional materials for the teachers, ―I think she 

goes above and beyond, you know she doesn‘t leave you out there hanging there. She 

brings/gives you the materials that you need‖ (Greg Patterson, MS SC).  

As part of Wendy‘s role as a LTF, the principal mandated that all nine-week 

exams be discussed in the LTMs and sent to her for final review and feedback. This was 

done because the principal wanted to make sure that the tests were rigorous and aligned 

to the standards. Being able to identify high-level, moderate-level, and low-level type 

question, was one of the areas that the school had been focusing on this past year. During 

the first LTM, the team was reviewing a nine-week exam and trying to figure out whether 

the test questions were high, moderate, or low-level and if they needed to modify them or 

add addition questions. According to Greg, Wendy has ―worked exceptionally well with 

the teachers on getting them to know a low-level question versus a moderate-level 

question versus a high-level question‖ (Greg Patterson, MS SC). During her interview, 

Geri talked about the additional assistance Wendy has provided her outside of the LTMs. 

Wendy likes to share new ideas and activities with the team and as a new teacher, Geri 
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mentioned that she was going to be working on a project that Wendy had suggested she 

use called Survivor MD: 

She [Wendy] gives us a wider arrangement of activities to do. In fact, she and I 

had a meeting the other day…. we‘re going to do survivor MD and we‘ll take the 

kids once a week to the computer lab and then they will do a challenge. One will 

have one body system, one lab group another body system and we will see who 

can solve their problem the fastest. (Geri Duncan, MS Teacher) 

Both Geri and Catherine agreed that Wendy provided them with valuable resources and 

that the conversations during the LTMs were helpful.  

The Pacific High School Team 

The third site for this study was Pacific High School (PHS). This section, similar 

to the previous sections, begins with the school profile and a description of the 

participants at PHS followed by four findings: (a) LTMs provide support and foster 

collaboration; (b) the primary focus of LTMs is student data and student achievement; (c) 

LTMs are changing teacher practice; and (d) the LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs 

(see Table 6).  
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Table 6 

High School Finding Data Matrix 

 The researcher observed a total of five LTMs over a period of three months. The 

first observation took place on over a period of five months in the LTM room. The final 

observation concluded with a 20-minute focus group session. All the meetings transpired 

in the media building. For each of the five meetings observed, the LTF provided the team 

with an agenda (see Figure 7) along with any appropriate handout and  

resources teachers would need for the meeting. The participants including the teachers 

and the mathematic coach (MC) as well as the principal routinely received copies of the 

agenda along with any of the LTF‘s notes and emails.  

As was noted in Chapter 1 and earlier in this chapter, LTMs have been identified 

as a form of PLCs, which are guided by LTFs who are trained to use specific protocols. 

Additional details about the protocols and the purpose of the LTMs are included on page 

89 as well as in Chapter 1. The agenda communicates the purpose of the LTM and the 

Finding 
Data Source 

Obs.  Int.  FG Docs.  

1. LTMs Provide Specific Content Support 

and Foster Collaboration 
5 6 1 5 

2. The Primary Focus of LTMs is Student 

Data and Student Achievement 
5 6 1 8 

3. LTMs are Changing Teacher Practice 5 6 1 0 

4. The LTF Plays an essential Role in the 

LTMs 
5 6 0 4 

Total Conducted  5 6 1 17 

Note. Int = Interview; FG = Focus Group; Obs = Observation; Docs = Documents 
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intended outcomes of the meetings and expected ―agreed upon actions‖ of the team. An 

agenda was provided for each of the LTMs observed (see Figure 7).  

 

Figure 7. Learning Team Meeting (LTM) agenda identifying the attendees and topics of 

the previous, current, and upcoming meeting.  

 

 

School profile. According to the to the School District of Cane Forest‘s 

November 2010 School Data Report, PHS has a student population of 2258 (see Table 1). 

The student population was 25% White, 52% Black, 12% Hispanic, and 12% are English 

ELL students. Of the total student population, 54% of the students receive Free or 

Reduced Lunch. In 2009-2010 the school received a letter ―B‖ grade from the state and 

met 74% percent of the criteria to demonstrate Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) according 

to the federal NCLB Act (2001). For the 2010-2011 (the year of the study) the letter 
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grade is still pending. However, 77% of the AYP criteria were met, which was an 

increase of four percentage points from the previous year.  

During the 2009-2010 school year, there were a total of 142 teachers and seven 

school-based administrators. Sixteen instructional staff members were newly hired, and 

no school-based administrators were newly hired. Ninety-three of the teachers were 

identified as having a Bachelor‘s Degree, 23 having a Master‘s Degree, one teacher 

having Specialist Degree, and teachers with a Doctorate Degree. The percentage of 

classes with teachers identified as Teaching-Out-of-Field was more than eight percent 

(the district and states were 8. 6 and 4. 8). The percentage of classes not taught by 

"Highly Qualified Teachers" in core academic subjects, as defined in federal statute, was 

more than three percent.  

School participants. The Ninth and Tenth Grade Mathematics (Algebra I, II and 

Geometry) Team was identified as a high performing and exemplar team by the principal 

and the LTF and is the focus of this case study. All participants are introduced and 

referred to by pseudonyms (see Table 7). The team was comprised of teachers who taught 

either Algebra I, Algebra II, or Geometry, or combination of two or three of the classes to 

ninth or tenth graders. This team was comprised of three teachers: one female teacher, 

Maria Lloyd, and two male teachers, Brian Jackson and Mark Lawson. Maria was the 

youngest teacher on the team and had only taught for at Pacific HS. The majority of the 

participants have been in education for a minimum of 10 years. The principal, Ann 

Pearson, has been an administrator for over 29 years and a principal for 18 years. The 

participants of the study also included the LTF, mathematics coach (MC) and principal. 
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The MC was involved with all of the mathematics teams and attended all LTMs 

pertaining to mathematics.  

Table 7 

Pacific High School Participants  

 

The same year of the study, 2010-2011, the school was not allocated a district 

designated LTF, so the principal chose to assign the responsibilities of the LTF to an AP, 

which she funded through school and grant funds. The LTF/AP, Jayne White was first 

hired to facilitate the LTMs at Pacific High School in 2008. The previous school year 

(2009-2010) she was assigned as a resource teacher to serve as the LTF at PHS, but 

shortly after school started, she was promoted to an Instructional Specialist for 

Mathematics (an administrative position) and relocated to another school. While Jayne 

has been an administrator and an LTF for less than 2 years she had a total of 16 years of 

Role Pseudonym Gender Ethnicity 

Years in 

current 

role 

Years in 

education Comments 

Teacher Maria Lloyd F Black 5 5 

Taught 

only at 

PHS 

Teacher 
Brian 

Jackson 
M Black 5 13  

Teacher 
Mark 

Lawson 
M Black 5 16  

Math 

Coach 

Camille 

Smith 
F Black 2 10  

AP/LTF Jayne White  F White 2 16  

Principal 
Ann 

Pearson 
F White 18 35 

11 years 

as AP 
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high school math experience and spent the last school year working at one of the lowest 

performing high schools in the district, which successfully improved its letter grade of an 

―F‖ to an ―A.‖  

LTMs provide specific content support and foster collaboration. The first 

finding, LTMs provide support and foster collaboration, was consistent with what was 

found at the elementary school, but not the middle school (see Table 6). The data sources 

used for this finding included, five LTM observations, six one-on-one interviews, a focus 

group session, and five documents. In comparison to the elementary documents, the high 

school documents were less detailed and less specific, however, they corroborated the 

observations and interviews and confirmed that the teachers reviewed student data, 

examined assessments, and discussed benchmarks.  

Specific content support. When the teachers are grouped by content and grade 

level, they can be provided with relevant and specific academic support that directly 

relates to the curriculum and content they teach. This is a critical aspect for teachers at 

the secondary level since a discipline such as mathematics encompasses multiple content 

areas and levels such as, Algebra I, Algebra II, Geometry, and Pre-Calculus. One of the 

main complaints from teachers from all three of the cases who express negative feelings 

about the LTMs was that it was a ―waste of time.‖ At the beginning of her interview, 

Maria shared why she believes her feelings about the meetings have changed: 

I thought it was a waste of time at first. …because [now] it‘s focused and I‘m 

always with the same teachers that‘s my team from ninth and tenth grade. Before, 

it was tenth grade, eleventh grade and twelfth grade. They were teaching subjects 
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that I wasn‘t teaching. It didn‘t work. It was just kind of boring. (Maria Lloyd, HS 

Teacher) 

This past year many changes were being made to the Algebra curriculum and the state 

standardized assessments. During the 2010-2011 school year, the statewide assessment 

program had been changed to assess the Next Generation Sunshine State Standards 

(NGSSS) to the FCAT 2. 0 and the Florida End-of-Course (EOC) Assessments (FLDOE, 

2011). The Algebra I EOC was administered (in a computer-based format only) for the 

first time in May 2011, and Geometry EOC Assessments will be administered in May 

2012. The changes in standards along with the changes in textbooks were some of the 

challenges the teachers were able to tackle in the LTMs. Content that was traditionally 

taught in the Algebra II class was now expected to be covered in Algebra I, and the 

teachers were ―lost.‖ According to Maria Lloyd, the meetings during the first few months 

of school provided her with invaluable support. The teachers rely upon each other as well 

as their coach and LTF for guidance and support. Maria talked about being overwhelmed, 

about trying to manage the responsibilities of the job, and ―getting a handle on the 

curriculum,‖ the new textbook, the new computerized assessment system. As an Algebra 

I teacher, Maria welcomed the support and assistance from her Algebra II colleagues.  

At first, we just kind of talked…. because we had a new book to share—so at 

first, we just talked about the things that were different in the book because they 

added some stuff to the other one that wasn‘t there before. So we discussed that, 

which was good, because the Algebra II teachers are there, so they already had a 

way to go about teaching it. It was good for sharing ideas because you‘re like 
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totally lost. The book is new. All the resources are new. We didn‘t know what 

we‘re supposed to do. [Laugh] 

At first, that‘s pretty much what we spend time on going over the book, what was 

different in the books and figuring out how to get the kids into the computer lab 

and play around…. It was much needed. (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher) 

Teachers being provided with the academic support and the ability to collaborate with 

peers were common findings across the three cases. In each of the cases, teachers 

provided examples to illustrate how the LTMs supported their needs and afforded them 

the time to share and collaborate with their peers.  

Collaboration. During the LTMs the teachers know that they are expected to 

share their instructional practices. They know that the LTF, Jayne, is going to ask them 

instructional questions such as, ―how did you teach this?‖ Brian Jackson was a very vocal 

participant in the meetings and actively shared his strategies with the team. In a very 

candid and open interview, he talked about sharing his instructional strategies with the 

team: 

Researcher: How do you feel about sharing your instructional practices and 

changes in student learning as a result of the Learning Teams 

Meetings? 

Brian: I like that! Especially when my class (chuckles) did good. But 

sometimes too, you want to know…when I talked to my 

colleagues… I want to know…―What did you do on that particular 

question? How did you teach that? Is there something that you did 

different?‖ Sometimes, we teachers we don't all teach the same, 
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and you have a particular teacher that has a better way of doing it, 

not better, but more efficient and you want to talk to that teacher 

and ask, ―How did you do that?‖ and you think that if I do it that, 

my students will get it. And you try, and then you know. You see 

what happens. If it works. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

The rapport among the teachers, the mathematics coach (MC) and the LTF is 

extremely collegial and collaborative in nature. According to Maria who has been 

teaching the least amount of years in comparison to her colleagues, ―We take a lot of 

stuff from each other like I have some from Mr. Lawson but he‘s really like a mentor for 

the rest of us, maybe because he old‖ (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher). The teachers 

continuously learn from each other. This team seemed to work well with each other and 

willingly collaborated both in and out of the LTMs. The principal, Ann Pearson, 

eloquently expressed how LTMs support and encourage teachers who want to be 

successful. ―I think that we build efficacy in people when we affirm the good things 

they‘re doing and we teach them. I think it reaffirms that teachers need to be lifelong 

learners‖ (Ann Pearson, HS Principal).  

The agenda of first LTMs observed focused on having the teacher share their 

strategies for ―Bellringers‖ and discussing the implementation of the Secondary Focus 

Calendar (a common practice in SDCFC), which teacher included in warm-up activities 

and/or ―Bellringers.‖ The following is a synopsis of that meeting:  

It is Tuesday, 7:45 a. m. and the Mathematics Team is sitting around the LTM 

table. Jayne (LTF) is sitting toward the front of the room and to her right is 

Camille (MC). The teachers are seated on the two sides of the table. First Jayne 



 

154 

reviewed the ―homework‖ (a blue data analysis form with data from Diagnostic 

Test). The calendar was posted on the board to show teachers how much time 

they needed to spend on warm-ups and remediation.  

Based on the fall data from the District Diagnostic Assessment, the teachers each 

received a packet of worksheets with word problems relating to benchmarks/skills 

that were identified as student weaknesses on the diagnostic. The packet consisted 

of a form ―A‖ and ―B‖ for each set of problems. The LTF asked the teachers to 

share how they used them in the classroom. First Mark held up one of the problem 

and demonstrated how he models for the student exactly how to shade in the 

graphs. . . He said that the students do then do the similar problem on their own. 

Form ―A‖ is used as the ―I Do‖ and Form ―B‖ as the ―You Do.‖ Addressing the 

team, Jayne noted, ―This is the gradual release method- first ‗I Do, ‘ then ‗We 

Do‘, and finally ‗You Do‘…‖ Brian said he reviews with the students the sample 

problems, form ―A‖, as the ‗We Do‘ then has the student complete form ―B‖ on 

their own as the ―You Do.‖ Then he shared his student samples to the team. 

According to Jayne, ―there is flexibility for form B but instruction has to occur 

prior or while using form A.‖ Maria then shared that she gives form A to students 

to work on their own then reviews it with them so it is interactive. Sometimes 

students walk around and teach each other, and students who missed an answer 

can redo it and make corrections.  

As each of the teachers shared how he or she used the ―packet‖ for reteaching, the other 

teachers had the opportunity to hear each other ideas and strategies. Some of the teachers 
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even expressed interest in modifying the way they had been using their ―packets‖ as a 

result of the discussion that day.  

The primary focus in LTMs is on student data and student achievement. The 

second finding of this case study indicated that similar to the elementary team, this 

team‘s LTMs primarily focused on student achievement and student data. This finding, 

which was consistent with what was found at the elementary school, addresses the 

fundamental responsibility of each and every classroom teacher. The data sources, five 

observations, six interviews, a focus group session, and eight documents provided 

evidence to support the finding that the team members were provided with ample 

opportunities and were expected to focus on their students‘ data and achievement.  

While the teachers‘ curriculums were dictated by their scope and sequences that 

aligned to their specific courses, the data from the District Diagnostic Assessment also 

impacted much of the instructional decisions at Pacific High School. The results from the 

Fall District Diagnostic Assessment were used to develop Secondary Focus Calendars. 

By following the calendars, teachers reviewed the benchmarks that were identified as 

weaknesses based on the data from diagnostic assessment. During the first LTM 

observation, the team reviewed the diagnostic data analysis forms that the teachers had 

completed at the previous meeting. The calendar was posted on the white board to show 

the teachers how much time the needed to spend on warm-ups and remediation. Based on 

the fall data from the diagnostic, the teachers received a packet of worksheets with word 

problems that needed to be reviewed from the mathematics coach (MC). The packet 

consisted of a form ―A‖ and ―B‖ for each set of problems (see Figure 8).  
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Figure 8. Sample of a student‘s Mathematics Focus Calendar Assessment discussed and 

analyzed in a Learning Team Meeting (LTM).  
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The teachers often received their students‘ data from the LTF during the LTMs. 

During one of the observations, the teachers reviewed the Districts‘ Diagnostic 

Assessment in great detail when they received copies of reports from Jayne, the LTF. 

Brian mentioned that this helped him immensely:  

For example, the diagnostics, the winter diagnostics that we just took. I would 

have probably not have pulled the report to look at my student scores, and how 

my students did. In the LTM you have somebody that pulled the report and that 

focus and that's where the importance is. It's focus on one thing at a time, 

prioritize things that I might not thought of. So with the diagnostic, the LTM 

leader pulled the report and now we are going over the report. So, okay, how did 

your students do on question number one? Is that something that most of the 

students missed? Why did the students miss that particular question? Dissect the 

questions and all that. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

Data is the starting point. The participants all identify the analysis of student data as a 

critical component to instruction and assessment. In high school where students are  

facing standardized assessments and college readiness exams, accountability and data are 

imbedded into the academic culture. Students who want to graduate and teachers who 

want their students to have opportunities must be highly informed of their students‘ data, 

standardized and accountability expectations.  

The principal views the LTMs as ―a place for teachers to sit down and analyze 

data, and analyze their teaching methodology, and analyzing their assessments, and to 

look and see if they‘re being successful teachers‖ (Ann Pearson, HS Principal). In LTMs 
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teachers have the opportunity to use student data to improve student achievement. As the 

MC, Camille believes, that this is happening with the teachers at PHS: 

What generally happens is we review data and we make an action plan based on 

our data and then we have an assignment with that action plan so that we come 

back with the results. So that wasn‘t just a plan that went into the drawer and 

nobody acted on it, which is interesting to me because I read an article. I think it 

was in a magazine over the summer and they were talking about data and then 

some teachers from some other state made a comment that we get all this data but 

it doesn‘t affect our instruction and I said, ―Wow, that‘s the complete opposite of 

what my experience has been at Pacific and Manatee Lakes,‖ because we‘ve 

always review the data and gone back and look at things because of what you saw 

in the data, whatever trends you saw or whatever weaknesses you saw. (Camille 

Smith, HS MC) 

It is not surprising that the LTMs at PHS focus primarily on data as when Jayne was 

asked about the purpose of the LTMs, she clearly stated the following: 

I think the purpose of an LTM should be to come in, to review what we‘re seeing 

with the data and develop a plan for it, ―Well, what are you gonna do about it?‖ 

What are you going to bring back to the next meeting that‘s showing that you‘ve 

done something differently or that you‘ve remediated the kids or that you brought 

back bell ringers to show me that you are trying to focus on your secondary 

benchmarks. (Jayne White, HS LTF/AP) 

This perception seemed to hold true for the rest of the participants as well.  
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The data sources indicate that there is substantial evidence that the Mathematics 

Team shared instructional practices in order to impact student achievement. This team 

understands that the purpose of the LTMs is to impact student achievement. The three 

teachers, Maria, Brian, and Mark, were each interviewed in their classrooms. Brian had 

been teaching for 12 years and a majority of his teaching experiences have been at low 

performing schools. He believed that LTMs provide teachers with academic focus in 

terms of the curriculum, the benchmarks, and the requirements for the standardized tests 

in order to change instructional practices:  

…the meetings were very helpful things that you might not [have] thought about. 

You know- the benchmarks or we look at them in details and sometimes you have 

to dissect them and see how I would have to teach this instead of this. (Brian 

Jackson, HS Teacher) 

In order to focus on student achievement, teachers must have a clear 

understanding the content, the curriculum, the standards (the learning target) and 

specifically where students are in relations to the target. Teachers know where students 

are based on both formative and summative type assessments. This team utilized the 

district‘s diagnostic formative assessment to determine to predict how students would 

perform on the Algebra 1 EOC. During all five of the LTMs observed the topic of the 

EOC was discussed, and during three of the five meetings specific student data from the 

diagnostic assessment was analyzed and reviewed in order to discuss what students 

would need to master the concepts. When asked about how the LTMs have impacted his 

teaching Brian replied:  
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It helped me greatly. For example, the Diagnostics, the Winter Diagnostics that 

we just took. I would have probably not have pulled the report to look at my 

student scores, and how my students did. So, it helped me go back and teach my 

students and things that I might not look for. And also… it helped me grow in a 

way that--- okay, I know that the benchmarks are important, look at them in a 

different way that I might not look at them. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

As the MC, Camille sees the value ―looking at the data‖ in order to address 

student weaknesses. Jayne spent two out of five of the meetings talking about the EOCs, 

the type of questions, the format of the test, the content, and benchmarks it would cover. 

She emphasized the importance of aligning all classroom assignments and assessments to 

the EOC format in terms of content and rigor. As the team moved forward with the data 

from the Fall Diagnostic Assessment, they had discussed how they would use the data in 

to adapt their upcoming lessons. During her interview, Camille addressed this issue: 

Well, let‘s say that you – with our EOC – for our Algebra 1 EOC and so we‘re 

looking at this and seeing the questions that we looked at - for EOC and for the 

Winter Diagnostic, we look at the ones that were strengths and weaknesses, and if 

you‘re looking at something that‘s a strength that means you‘re not going to 

spend as much time on that concept. You‘ll work on it as it occurs in your regular 

curriculum, but then when you find, say you‘re weak then you‘re going to 

remediate that or you know that when it comes up in the curriculum, you really 

need to emphasize it. So you‘re going to either – you‘re going to put maybe a 

warm-up that will be a remediation of the concept if it was something you had 

already taught. It might even include a remediation question on your test to go 
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along with it. If it was something that they were really weak in and it‘s a heavily 

tested item, then you might actually plan a mini lesson around it. So I think 

people definitely make those adjustments. (Camille Smith, HS MC) 

  Although this finding‘s title is similar to the elementary team‘s second finding, 

there are several subtle differences between the two teams. As mentioned previously, the 

Data-Feedback-Strategy (D-F-S) is the protocol the LTFs use to analyze student data (see 

page 104). While both the elementary and high school LTFs used D-F-S to analyze 

student data, Jayne used it in a less formal a detailed manner than Pat, the elementary 

LTF (see Figure 9). The majority of the LTMs‘ discussions about the data lacked 

specificity. During all of their LTMs, the elementary teachers talked about specific 

student data and/or skills, while at PHS only at two out of five of the LTMs the high 

school team addressed particular word problems and specific ways students could solve 

them. The LTF‘s paperwork corroborates this lack of specificity and depth of discussion. 

While the elementary teachers worked collaboratively to complete the a single D-F-F 

form, the high school teachers were given ―homework‖ and were asked to complete their 

own D-F-S forms for each of their classes (see Figure 10). It is important to mention that 

the elementary teachers each taught exactly the same curriculum and grade level while 

this was not the case at the high school. In addition, the elementary LTMs were 90 

minutes and the high school LTMs were 50 minutes long.  

LTMs are changing teacher practice. The third finding, LTMs are changing 

teacher practice, mirrors the findings from the elementary and middle school (see Table 

6). The data sources used for this finding included, five LTM observations, six one-on-

one interviews, and a focus group session. Three of the teachers interviewed shared 
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examples of practices they had either included or imbedded into their instruction as a 

result of the LTMs, and the interviews with the three of the other participants confirmed 

these findings. 

 

Figure 9. Data-Feedback-Strategy (D-F-S) form used to analyze the Winter Diagnostics 

results of several classes completed during the Learning Team Meeting (LTM).  
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Figure 10. Data-Feedback-Strategy (D-F-S) form used to analyze the Winter Diagnostics 

results of a specific class of students completed by an individual teacher for the Learning 

Team Meeting (LTM).  
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When asked if she was seeing changes in teacher practice, Ann Pearson, the 

principal, emphatically responded, ―Absolutely! I‘ve seen people move and grow. I‘ve 

seen IB [International Baccalaureate] get better; I‘ve seen all teachers get better‖ (Ann 

Pearson, HS Principal). As an ardent supporter of LTMs as a staff development model, 

she has been a strong advocate for this initiative from its inception and believes in its 

power to transform schools:  

I walk in the classrooms and I see them. I see the LTF do something on their LTM 

days and I go into the classroom two days later and I see them emulating the 

behavior. I watch them, especially with the ninth and tenth grade academy 

because they have common planning. I watch them in those meetings have 

conversations that are a direct result of what‘s being talked about during LTMs so 

I see it all over the place. (Ann Pearson, HS Principal) 

While some teachers resist any type of change and some don‘t have a ―learner mindset,‖ 

according to Jayne, those who do, are gaining knowledge and are changing:  

I think sitting around a table, for example, with other math teachers makes you 

have to go back and think about how you taught something or how you approach 

the topic like when we were looking at them unpacking with the parabola, you 

know, how is it that you teach this to your students? Why do you teach it that 

way? How is this teacher teaching it? So I think it makes them be a little bit more 

reflective. I also think it kind of holds them accountable a little bit. Our main 

focus is, is the accountability. It‘s really impacting their knowledge. But I think, 

unfortunately, some teachers think they know everything. They don‘t have a 

learner mindset. So I think that this kind of forces them to think about something 
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in a different way. Some of them don‘t like to be vulnerable and they won‘t admit 

that they don‘t know everything. (Jayne White, HS LTF/AP) 

The teachers who have the ability to internalize the data that is analyzed in the LTM and 

then commit to an agreed upon action plan, are those who have the ―learner mindset,‖ are 

not afraid to be vulnerable, and do not believe that they know every thing. While both 

observing and interviewing the teachers on this team, it was evident they were teachers 

who believed they could improve just as much as their student could. Regardless of their 

years of experiences the teacher were each able to provide recent example of changes 

they have made in their practice as a result of the LTMs.  

 Even though he had been teaching for over 13 years, Brian noted that as a result 

of the LTMs he learned how to ―prioritize‖ his instructional time in order to meet the 

needs of his students: 

I would put them in groups and then give them an opportunity… and if all my 

class gets number four correct… then there is no need to review that. However, I 

would say that these are the steps and that‘s how I like it. For example, I am 

preparing it ahead of time so here it is. I know that you get it- but this is it. And 

sometimes I will do a problem and they will say- ―No, Mr. J this way it is…‖ and 

I will say ―Oh, okay, well enlighten me.‖ And they will tell me, ―You know the 

steps that they take…‖ and I say, ―Well will that work for every problem? 

Because mathematics is an exact science, so we have to make sure that it works if 

we are taking another example.‖ (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher)  

 Often times this requires careful analysis of student data, unpacking of benchmarks, 

reviewing of assessments and developing a deeper understanding of the 
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content/curriculum. As a result, teachers are approaching their practice in a different way 

than they would have prior to the ―days of LTMs.‖  

So…in overall, I think that's where the LTM helped me, help me focus on the 

benchmarks, what I had to do, to prioritize, and uh…also helped me grow, you 

know, as teachers because some of the standards… because we are reviewing 

them constantly. Uh, you know, I mean yeah… when I was in college I've seen 

that thing along time ago (chuckles) so back to it. It's like going to…. to 

workshops kind of refresh what you learned in college. But now it‘s like more 

one-on-one, every two weeks. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

 Incorporating strategies such as anchor charts, word walls, hands-on activities, 

bellringers, warm-ups, and high-order questioning, are often discussed in the LTMs. 

While, strategies such as word walls and anchor charts have been traditionally considered 

elementary strategies, secondary teachers in SDFCF have been strongly encouraged to 

implement them in their classrooms. When the researcher entered Brian‘s classroom the 

first thing she noticed was the word wall on the right side of the room. The walls were 

covered with mathematical terms, anchor charts, and student work. It did not look like a 

typical male high school teacher classroom with bare walls. Camille, the MC, also 

mentioned in her interview that teachers were ―using more and more anchor charts….‖ 

(Camille Smith, HS MC). When Maria was asked to think about the impact the LTMs 

have had on her daily practice, she responded with a smile, ―I‘ve got anchor charts‖ 

(Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher) and with great pride she pointed to her walls. ―We can do 

anchor charts so now, Brian has this huge word wall. We‘ve got a lot of anchor charts…. 
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I think we do get a lot‖ ( Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher). Maria talked about how her students 

used the anchor charts when they needed to recall a particular step or procedure: 

Researcher: Do you see any changes in the students‘ learning as a result of the 

anchor charts? 

Maria:  Yes, because I see that it‘s different. Because now, they know they 

can‘t tell me they don‘t know. We didn‘t do that. They can‘t get 

away with that. [Laugh]…like ―Why did you miss that? It‘s right 

there.‖ All you had to do is first this and then… Even when they 

ask me questions and stuff there in the test… Usually, I would say 

to them, ―Listen, I teach it to you. Then, you‘re tested on it. You 

can‘t ask me a question…. That‘s a procedural question, something 

that you should have understood.‖…. Now, instead of me having 

to worry about, ―OK. They totally missed the procedure.‖ I can 

say, ―OK, if you look over there, the anchor chart there says… 

[Laugh].  

Researcher: So, are they using it more? 

Maria: Yes. They do use it more. Then sometimes, even when it‘s not 

there anymore, they look. We take down the stuff, but in their 

mind, it is there. So, when they look over there, they‘re like, ―OK,‖ 

and then, you can see them thinking about it… I like that kind of 

stuff because I can see that they‘re saying, ―OK. Well, probably a 

little hint on the wall,‖ and I mentioned that they‘re not going to 

need the hints anymore—which is good but you know, I guess, 
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their little brain is like, ―There was something up there that used to 

help me. . . (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher) 

Prior to the interview with Mark Lawson the researcher spent substantial time 

talking about his morning‘s lesson as earlier that day she had arrived to interview him 

and he seemed preoccupied with trying to get ready for his upcoming class. Though the 

researcher had scheduled a meeting with him that morning, he was trying to come up 

with a way to present systems of equations to his students in a more effective way then he 

had done the day before. He realized that the way he had just presented it did not work 

and the students he was about to teach needed a different approach. He was trying to find 

color pencils, paper, and a copy of a worksheet without the answers to hand out to his 

students. So the researcher agreed to reschedule the interview and return later on that day. 

When the researcher returned in the afternoon, Mr. Lawson shared the results of his 

lesson with me. The students used color pencils and worked in small collaborative 

groups. With great satisfaction, Mr. Lawson showed me samples of some of the students 

work. The adjustments he made to his lesson were effective as his students were able to 

solve the word problems they were struggling with before. By using the graphs and color 

pencils the students were able to develop mental models.  

I love to use hands-on because that's where they are. These kids are not designed 

to sit and listen and comprehend—and do. You got to get—you got to—hands-on. 

And that's why I was frustrated this morning. I had to get something —

interactive-Because that's how you get the concept across. (Mark Lawson, HS 

Teacher) 
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 High order questioning and increasing the rigor of the assignments and classroom 

assessments has been a key focus of the LTMs for this team. In order to meet the rigor of 

the NGSSS expectations the teachers realize that the level of questions they ask both 

during instruction and assessment has to change. The teachers realize that this requires 

more input from the students, and as the MC, Camille is noticing that this is happening, 

―I think they‘re more aware of the input from the students. They‘ll use more questioning 

with the kids…Because we‘ve had a lot of discussion about higher order questioning…. 

We have a lot of teachers who I think have improved with the questioning…. (Camille 

Smith, HS MC). Teachers are also changing the way they develop and create 

assessments. During the second observation the team reviewed Brian‘s Algebra II 

semester exam, examining it for alignment and rigor. Jayne reminded the teachers, 

―according to the EOC Test Item Specs, the expectation for the level of low, moderate 

and high question are: 10-20% low; 40-65% moderate; and 30-35% high‖ (Jayne White, 

HS LTF). The teachers received copies of the cognitive complexity level handouts as a 

reference/guide. By the next meeting each teacher was expected to create a semester 

exam that would align to the standardized assessment student would be taking by the end 

of the course.  

The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs. Consistent with the elementary 

and middle school findings, the fourth finding indicates that the LTF plays an essential 

role in the LTMs see Table 6). However, in this particular case the role and responsibility 

of the high school LTF was assigned to an assistant principal (AP), and as such the LTF 

served as both an administrator and an LTF. The data sources supporting this finding 

were five observations, six one-on-one interviews, and four documents.  
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As discussed in the previous cases, the LTFs receive intense training and are 

regarded as instructional leaders (see pages 115-117). Similar to the elementary and 

middle school cases the high school LTF set the tone, provided the structure, and kept the 

meeting focused. Of the many responsibilities the LTF also set the expectations, provided 

the agenda, and facilitated the conversation. Upon entering the room, for each of the 

LTM observations, the agendas were always copied and placed on the table along with 

handouts when applicable.  

The Mathematics Team was a very cohesive team and seemed work well with 

both the MC and the LTF. While the teachers each alluded to prior negative experiences 

with LTMs they attributed much of the current positive experiences to their current LTF: 

Yes, the LTM is great! But it's great to have a good LTM leader…. I think we all 

like Jayne, she is cool…But some LTM leaders, you have to attend and it's like 

cut and dry, you have to turn in your homework and you know teachers…it helps 

to have a great LTM coach. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher)  

For Maria, LTMs used to be a ―waste of time,‖ but Jayne grouped the teachers according 

to their content and grade level and they seem to be ―more focused:‖ 

I think we‘d do better with them when they are more focused. At first when we 

came, I don‘t know, I didn‘t get anything out of it. I thought it was a waste of time 

at first. But then, I guess probably because Jayne does it now, I think she respects 

our time more than the last person did because it‘s focused… It was more like a 

gripe session…. They were just all over the place. It was mostly everybody 

griping. And then, the longer they gripe, the longer we had to stay in there 

because they kept griping like they wouldn‘t shut up. [Laugh] So now, it‘s better 
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because you know, we always know what we‘re supposed to be doing and what 

we‘re supposed to bring back. Before, it was just kind of just go and sit and listen 

to them gripe. (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher) 

Jayne was highly regarded and greatly appreciated for her content knowledge and 

flexibility. The principal was the only one who mentioned Jayne‘s dual role as an 

administrator. Interestingly, none of the other participants made any comments regarding 

her dual role as administrator and LTF. Her experiences as a previous LTF seemed to 

provide her with the qualifications and this team was not concern with her administrative 

role. The teachers interviewed, as well as the coach, viewed Jayne in a very positive light. 

They respected her background as a mathematics teacher and particularly the role she 

played at Wake Forest HS (WFHS) last year as a mathematics specialist. (WFHS is a 

low-performing and high-need school, which received state support last year) Her 

experiences from the classroom gained her respect, and she often shared her ideas in the 

meetings, ―…when I was in the classroom…I normally did…‖ Her first hand experiences 

seemed to give her credibility.  

Jayne recognizes that she is supported and valued at her school by her 

administrators and many of the teachers. She also believes in the value of the LTF‘s role: 

The fact last year like I was here and I wasn‘t here, and then now, I‘m back again. 

I think that they realized without having the Learning Team Facilitator here, there 

was really nobody to kind of check in with the teachers on a normal basis and 

have conversations about what the data is showing. (Jayne White, HS LTF/AP) 

This Mathematics Team was selected because it recognizes the value of the LTF 

and the role she plays in keeping them focused on their goal, which is to move student 
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achievement. At the LTMs it is often very easy to get off task and lose site of the target, 

and the LTF is the one who keeps the team focused and the conversation moving in the 

right direction. As mentioned in the previous cases, a skillful LTF is able to hold teachers 

accountable and ask the ―tough‖ questions while motivating the team at the same time. 

According to Maria, when Jayne ―pushes‖ her and holds her ―accountable‖ for the ―agree 

upon actions‖ she stays focused: 

… it‘s like without somebody saying, ―You should do this and we‘ll talk about 

it.‖ If I don‘t have to think about it, I won‘t just like we do some of the other stuff. 

If you‘re not really accountable for it, it gets harder to make yourself focus on it 

because there‘s so much other stuff that you‘re accountable to. (Maria Lloyd, HS 

Teacher) 

When the team was reviewing the results from the Fall Diagnostics, Jayne suggested that 

the teachers have the students find the answers they missed and write an explanations for 

why they might have picked the incorrect answer. This was suggested as a specific 

reteaching strategy. Maria addressed this strategy during her interview:  

Researcher: How do you feel about your instructional practices and changes in 

your student learning during the LTMs as a result of going to the 

LTMs? 

Maria: I don‘t know. Right now, we‘re looking over this new test like the 

first test they took. It was on paper and it was all over the place. It 

was hard to get their results and stuff like I did a horrible, horrible 

job trying to review the first set of stuff and I was like, ―Listen. I 

did a horrible job in reviewing the first set of stuff. I want the 
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second set to go better.‖ So now, we‘re just starting to review the 

second set like this is my Geometry kids. They were working on 

their corrections and stuff.  

Researcher: Right.  

Maria: And we were reflecting because Jayne says, ―Well, maybe we 

should reflect with them a little bit,‖ and I found that it was easier to 

start that with the Geo kids because they already have the Algebra 

stuff. I guess they‘re like test subjects I suppose. [Laugh] 

Researcher: This is what Jayne talked about having them go and write the 

incorrect answer.  

Maria: Yeah, (pointing to a students paper) because she happened to be 

correcting… Right. So that‘s what they were working on yesterday 

so you can see… 

Researcher: They have to tell you why they got it wrong? 

Maia:  They haven‘t done the ―why‖ part yet because most of them picked 

the distracter so I know what they did wrong. So, I was telling 

them, ―OK. Well, this is the answer that you put. So maybe now 

that you know that‘s the distracter, you can say, ‗Oh I know and I 

forgot to do…‘ kind of thing‖ so they were going through and 

working on that. I told them that if you still don‘t know, leave it. 

You can see she leaves some stuff because she‘s not sure of what 

happened. So, when we go over it again, it will be the whole group 

and then, we‘ll go over it and we can say, ―OK. Well, if you picked 



 

174 

‗C, ‘ this is probably what you did,‖ if you do that kind of thing 

because we can always figure out how they got what they did 

wrong.  

Researcher: You‘ve never done that with your kids before? This is the first 

time? 

Maria: Yeah, this is the first time I really tried to do it with them. Because 

last year, we had Jayne and then, she left. So then, we were kind of 

lost again. [Laugh]. (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher) 

When asked if she would have used this strategy if Jayne had not suggested it, Maria said 

she would not have thought about it. She seemed excited when she talked about her 

students and was eager to see how they would perform on this task.  

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the findings from a multi-site qualitative study conducted 

in South Florida school district, The School District of Cane Forest. The three school 

sites where the study was conducted were Orange Grove Elementary School (OGE), 

Lance Middle School (LMS), and Pacific High School (PHS). According to the findings, 

from the perception of the participants, the LTMs are changing teacher practice at all 

three of the school sites. Furthermore, the second common theme among all three sites 

was the indication that the LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs.  
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Chapter 5 

 

Summary and Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of the implementation of a 

structured professional learning community (PLC) model referred to as Learning Team 

Meetings (LTMs) on teacher practice and student achievement from the perspective of 

teachers and instructional leaders at high-need schools. A qualitative multi-site case study 

research design was utilized for this study. This study was bounded by three school sites 

(an elementary school, a middle school, and a high school), which are located in a large 

urban South Florida school district. All three schools were purposefully selected based 

upon a set of predetermined criteria. Each school was identified as high-need and low-

performing schools and was under district mandate to implement LTMs. The participants 

of the study which served as the study‘s primary unit of analysis were the members of the 

learning teams and included the teachers and instructional leaders such as, the Learning 

Team Facilitator (LTF), principal, assistant principal (AP), and coaches who were most 

directly involved with the LTMs. For the confidentiality and the protection of the 

participants‘, pseudonyms were used to identify the district, schools, and participants of 

the study. The research questions guiding the design and analysis of the study sought to 

better understand how and in what ways knowledge about teacher practice is transferred 

from teacher to teacher within the LTMs. The following two research questions were 

posed: 

Within the context of schools utilizing LTMs,  
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1. As perceived by teachers and instructional leaders (principals, APs, academic 

coaches, and LTFs), what are the ways in which knowledge about teacher practice 

is transferred from teacher to teacher within an organization?  

 What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the impact of LTMs on 

their learning and effective teaching practices? 

 What are the perceptions of instructional leaders regarding the impact of 

LTMs on teacher learning and effective teaching practices? 

2. Based on teachers‘ and instructional leaders‘ perceptions about knowledge 

transfer and teacher practice, how do participants perceive the impact of LTMs on 

student achievement?  

 The research questions were used to design and implement the qualitative multi-

site case study, and thus this chapter first highlights the findings that address the research 

questions. As noted in Chapter 4, Findings of the Study, two themes appear consistent 

throughout the three sites; (a) LTMs are changing teacher practice, and (b) the LTF plays 

an essential role in the LTMs (see Table 8).  

For the past 8 years, the School District of Cane Forest County (SDCFC) has 

utilized the LTM model primarily at high-need and low-performing schools. LTMs 

provide teachers with continuous district support through on-site and ongoing staff 

development. Although the district utilizes the LTMs as a mandated intervention and 

support system for its lowest performing schools, many principals throughout the district 

have voluntarily chosen to implement LTMs in their schools and often seek-out 

additional training and support for their teachers from the district. The implementations at
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Table 8 

Summary of Multi- Site Case Study Findings 

 

 

Elementary Middle High 
 

1. LTMs Provide Support and Foster 

Collaboration Inside and Outside 

of the LTMs 

 

LTMs Do Not Foster Collaboration 

Outside of the LTMs 

 LTMs seems to be more of a burden 

than a support (for 2 out of the 3 

teachers) 

 

1. LTMs Provide Specific Content 

Support and Foster 

Collaboration  

2. The Primary Focus of the LTMs 

is Student Data and Student 

Achievement 

 Use data to impact student 

achievement  

 Use DFS protocols 

1. The Primary Focus of LTMs is Using 

Standards to Develop Assessments 

and Plan Instruction 

 Increase knowledge of content 

 Use of student centered strategies and 

high order questions 

2. The Primary Focus of LTMs is 

Student Data and Student 

Achievement 

 Emphasis on EOC 

 Analysis of student data 

 

3. LTMs are Changing Teacher 

Practice 

 Trying new strategies 

 Using data to drive instruction 

 

2. LTMs are Changing Teacher Practice 

 Using the Rotational Model 

 Student-centered lessons 

 High-order questions 

3. LTMs are Changing Teacher 

Practice 

 Prioritizing instruction 

 Implementing new strategies 

4. The LTF Plays an Essential Role 

in the LTMs 

3. Although, the LTF Plays an Essential 

Role in the LTMs, Teachers have 

Mixed Feelings about the LTMS 

4. The LTF Plays an Essential 

Role in the LTMs 
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the voluntary schools vary. However, many teachers, district support staff (coaches and 

instructional specialists), and assistant principals have attended trainings along with 

district designated LTFs and/or have received training on the district‘s LTM 

processes/protocols.  

Researcher Positionality 

The following section addresses both the researchers‘ positionality in this study 

and her rational to study a program in which she is personally invested and immersed. 

Her position as an employee of SDCFC for over 14 years, and particularly as a member 

of the department that oversees the LTM initiative for the past 8 years, presented strong 

opportunities for bias. Thus, it is recognized that the researcher‘s position created the 

potential for significant limitations. However, she addresses the advantages and benefits 

that her position and experiences, as well as her prior background knowledge of this 

model provide her.  

The researcher‘s interest in PLCs was ignited when she began working on the 

LTM initiative and was assigned as an LTF with a low-performing school over 8 years 

ago. Through her experiences with the LTM initiative, the researcher formed extensive 

experiential knowledge in the theoretical foundations of PLCs as they relate to 

organizational learning, professional development, and student achievement. After 

several years as an experienced and exemplar LTF, the researcher was promoted to a 

specialist position (administrator) in order to provide training and support to LTFs. For 

the past 5 years she has had the opportunity to visit over 50 schools (both elementary and 

secondary) throughout the district and to observe LTMs conducted in various content and 

grade levels by over 30 LTFs.  
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In qualitative studies, researcher credibility is central, as the researcher serves as 

the primary instrument of data collection and analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; 

Hubberman & Miles 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The researcher did not serve in an 

evaluative capacity during the study. However, her existing relationships with the subject 

institutions afforded her access and the opportunity to approach the subject matter with 

in-depth comprehension of the district‘s organizational structure, vision, mission, and 

goals. As noted in previous chapters, the researcher‘s background knowledge and 

perspective was advantageous in obtaining access to participants, observation sites, and 

documents. Familiarity with the LTM process and procedures allowed the researcher to 

focus on the related interactions among the participants without distractions due to lack 

of background knowledge. During the data collection process, subtleties and nuances that 

may have been over looked or disregarded due to the lack of familiarity with the district‘s 

common language and culture were easily identified and noted.  

To address the concerns related to potential researcher bias as a result of the 

values and experiences the researcher brought to the study (Creswell, 2007) the following 

techniques were utilized to increase the reliability and validity of the study: (a) frequent 

observations and regular, intensive interviews with the participants transpired; (b) 

utilization of data triangulation; (c) repeated member checks were completed; and (d) 

regular peer debriefing sessions (see Chapter 3). Creswell (2007) and Bogdan and Bilken 

(1982) believed these four strategies offset any experiential and institutional member 

concerns that might skew the findings of the study.  

The researcher pursued this study knowing that readers might question the 

validity and reliability of the findings. However, she believed that the role of PLCs and 
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staff development have become a critical and prominent area of study which should not 

be ignored. For the past decade a SDCFC seems to have developed a PLC model that 

provides ―on-going, just-in-time staff development.‖ As both a researcher and a 

practitioner, sharing the ideas and concepts of this LTM model with the educational 

research community seemed vital. It was evident that the ideas and concepts of this 

model merited further exploration.  

Summary of Findings 

 In Chapter 4 the findings for each of the sites were described in qualitative detail. 

This study focused on LTMs, a specific district developed PLC model, and the 

participants‘ perceptions of its impact on teacher practice. The data collected from 

Orange Grove Elementary (OGE) yielded the followings findings: 

1. LTMs provide support and foster collaboration in and outside of the LTMs 

2. The primary focus of the LTMs is student data and student achievement 

3. LTMs are changing teacher practice 

4. The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs 

The data collected from Lance Middle School (LMS) yielded the followings findings: 

1. The primary focus of LTMs is using standards to develop assessments and plan 

instruction 

2. LTMs are changing teacher practice 

3. The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs 

The data collected from Pacific High School (PHS) yielded the followings findings:  

1. LTMs provide support and foster collaboration 

2. The primary focus of LTMs is student data and student achievement 
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3. LTMs are changing teacher practice 

4. The LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs 

The following section synthesizes the findings from all of the three sites and addresses 

the two research questions guiding this study.  

Impact of LTMs on transfer of knowledge and teacher practice. The first 

research question sought to gain insight as to how knowledge about teacher practice is 

transferred from teacher to teacher within the school, specifically from the perception of 

the participants, the teachers and the instructional leaders (principals, APs, instructional 

coaches, and LTFs). While this study examined the LTM model, the sub questions 

addressed the participants‘ perceived impact of the LTMs on teacher practice and teacher 

learning as a result of the LTMs.  

OGE, LMS, and PHS, have been implementing the LTM model for over 5 years. 

This unique PLC model, which the district has developed, is supported by the research 

and incorporates many of the essential components of an effective learning organizational 

model. Researchers refer to PLCs as adaptable but structured meetings where teachers 

formally engage in collaborative discussions to improve their effectiveness and increase 

student achievement (DuFour et al., 2010; Louis et al., 1996; Saunders et al., 2009). At 

each of the three school sites, the participants believed that the purpose of the LTMs is to 

establish collaborative opportunity for teachers to interact with each other on a collegial 

and professional level to develop and improve their teaching practices. According to the 

administrators and instructional coaches who observe these teachers, they are not only 

collaborating, sharing ideas, focusing on student achievement, analyzing data and making 

instructional decisions, but they are changing their instructional practices (see Table 8).  
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Research has found that more-effective teachers generally possess high verbal 

ability; strong content and pedagogical knowledge; an understanding of learners 

and learning; an ability to design useful curriculum, engaging learning tasks, and 

informative assessments; and an ability and willingness to reflect on and improve 

their own practice. (Darling-Hammond, 2011) 

The elementary principal describes the transfer of practice she sees from the LTMs to the 

classrooms:  

I will see suggested practices, and or strategies being utilized during my ―walk-

throughs.‖… I'm seeing a lot of what they are doing in LTMs being implemented 

in the classrooms…. Seeing more hands on, seeing different ways of 

demonstrating for students, seeing a lot more of that, small groups. (Diane Kerr, 

Elementary Principal) 

Teachers are not only implementing new strategies but are adapting to new ways of 

thinking about instruction. Moving away from whole group instruction to small group 

instruction is much more than a change in strategy. It‘s a pedagogical shift. Concepts 

such as ―differentiated instruction‖ and ―small group instruction‖ require teachers to 

adapt their lessons to the specific needs of the students. The Fourth Grade Mathematics 

Team seems to have embraced this approach. According to the elementary mathematics 

coach, teachers ―realize that the one size fits all method doesn't work,‖ and mathematics 

classrooms that have generally been ―whole group instruction settings,‖ are now ―broken 

down into small groups and you see the teacher working through the small groups and 

then you also see other students helping other students, which is a big breakthrough‖ 

(Beth Kelly, Elementary Math Coach).  
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Knowledge transfer. One way to secure effective transference of knowledge 

according to Davenport and Prusak (1998) is to ―hire smart people and let them talk to 

one another‖ (p. 88). Educational researchers recognize the strong relationship among 

organizational learning, knowledge transfer, and collaborative practice when it is 

structured and focused on exploring new concepts and approaches to teaching practices 

(Collinson & Fedoruruk Cook, 2007). Teachers saw the LTMs as ―a time when everyone 

can get together and analyze the data; analyze different ways to just get better‖ (Amie 

Karlson, Elementary Teacher).  

At the three school sites, OGE, LMS, and PHS the three teams met on a regular 

basis and utilized specific procedures/protocols to analyze student data, unpack standards, 

and develop and plan instructional strategies. Each meeting was facilitated by an LTF 

who was well prepared for the LTM and provided the teachers with the information and 

materials needed. When asked about the process of the LTMs, the participants agreed that 

they provided teachers with a venue for collegiality, collaboration, and opportunity to 

increase knowledge of content and practice. The LTMs provided the opportunity for 

teachers to gain academic and instructional knowledge that they may not be have been 

able to obtain in other settings. Some times the transfer of knowledge occurred explicitly 

and many times tacit knowledge was often gained ―accidentally‖ through constant 

sharing and collaboration. Honest conversations about what transpired in the classroom 

often became opportunities for reflection, change and growth.  

When teachers recognize that they have a deficit in content knowledge or are in 

need of support, the LTMs provide a safe environment for them to acquire academic and 

instructional support. The teachers who expressed positive feelings about the LTMs felt 
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that the LTMs provided them with valuable resources to improved their practice. Since 

she was new to teaching science, Catherine, a middle school teacher, looked forward to 

the LTMs:  

I'm not an expert. In math I was an expert. Now that I'm in science, I look forward 

to these meetings, the projects, the tools, the guidelines help me with my lessons 

immensely. I can go to Learning Village and figure out what I want to do, I can 

read the material and figure out what I want to do, but it gets enhanced and it's a 

better lesson [because of the LTMs]. If I miss an LTM, my next week‘s lessons 

are not as good. (Catherine Howard, MS Teacher) 

The high school teachers felt it was essential to meet with teachers who taught similar 

content and courses so that the conversation was relevant and applicable to their needs. 

Maria talked about the value of having colleagues who could provide her with academic 

support in the LTMs when curriculum changes were made to the Algebra I textbook.  

At first, we just kind of talked…. because we had a new book to share—so at 

first, we just talked about the things that were different in the book because they 

added some stuff to the other one that wasn‘t there before. So we discussed that, 

which was good, because the Algebra II teachers are there, so they already had a 

way to go about teaching it. It was good for sharing ideas because you‘re like 

totally lost. (Maria Lloyd, HS Teacher)  

Teacher learning and teacher practice. At OGE, the Fourth Grade Mathematics 

Team LTMs were facilitated by a knowledgeable and highly supportive LTF. Two out of 

the three of teachers on the team, Lisa and Amie collaborated regularly both in and out of 

the LTMs. The third finding at the OGE site indicated that teachers believed that they 
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were learning how to increase student achievement and implementing new strategies in 

order to do so (see Table 8). Opportunities for professional development were attributed 

to the LTMs, which emphasized collaboration, and reflective practices that encouraged 

growth and change. The teachers, mathematics coach (MC), LTF and AP provided 

numerous examples to illustrate how the LTMs afforded the teachers opportunities to 

learn the new mathematics series in order to effectively utilize it in the classroom. 

Denise, the fourth grade mathematics teacher felt that she had learned how to use the new 

mathematics series more effectively as a result of the LTMs: 

I think it has made the transition into the new math series easier. Because I felt 

very overwhelmed in the beginning, and as the year progressed I feel like I kind 

of grasp it a little more. Like, the resources and things like that. (Denise Miller, 

Elementary Teacher) 

During the LTMs, the team focused on their student data to improve their instruction. The 

three teachers expressed positive feelings about the purpose of LTMs and the impact they 

have had on their practice. As a result of the meetings, teachers were trying new 

strategies in their classrooms: 

I think everything we talked about in LTM, I'm implementing in my class, 

because I should at least give it a shot…. And then we're taking results from that 

and taking it back to the LTM and talking about how we can improve. So that‘s 

the constant reflection and continual learning… (Denise Kerr, Elementary 

Teacher) 
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The data and information about student progress is impacting teacher practice on a daily 

basis. Teachers are utilizing strategies more effectively, reflecting on the impact, and 

modifying the instruction to meet the needs of their students.  

For the Sixth Grade Science Team at LMS, collaboration, in itself, did not appear 

to be a significant finding for several reasons. While the LTMs were collaborative in 

nature, there were some teachers who were more actively engaged than others, and 

collaboration among the team members seemed to remain within the confines of the 

LTMs. However, the second finding, consistent with the elementary school site, indicated 

that LTMs are changing teacher practice at LMS (see Table 8). The administrators, the 

AP and principal, support the LTM process and value the impact it has had on their staff. 

Both principals detailed the ways in which teachers have modified their daily 

instructional practices correlating it directly to specific LTM discussions. The findings 

indicated that during the LTMs teachers shared and discussed new content, concepts and 

strategies. Teachers had the opportunity to think about new information, utilize additional 

resources and develop new activities and assignment. It was noted that even though 

implementing new strategies and changing practice can be difficult, the teachers‘ 

classrooms are becoming more student-centered and the leadership team was seeing the 

teachers trying and using new strategies with their students. According to the AP, the 

middle school team was developing ―better‖ tests, ―utilizing different strategies an 

resources ―outside of the textbook‖ which ―they normally would not have.‖ Furthermore, 

teachers are not just teaching whole group instruction; the traditional ―stand and deliver.‖ 

They are integrating small group instruction and differentiating instruction in order to 

meet the specific needs of each of their students. The science coach also noted that 



 

 187 

teachers were ―taking back into their classrooms‖ many of the strategies that were 

discussed in the LTMs: 

In the classrooms when I observe them, [the teachers] I can see the things we 

discussed in the LTMs flowing into their instructional practices. I just see their 

lessons becoming more students-centered versus being teacher led all the 

time…That‘s a big thing, trying to move them away from lecturing, and I see a lot 

more what I call ―out-of-the-box thinking‖ activities where the kids are more 

motivated and excited about learning the material…. (Greg Patterson, MS SC) 

LTMs at PHS, consistent with the first and third findings at OGE, provided the 

Algebra/Geometry Team with support and fostered collaboration in addition to changing 

teacher practice (see Table 8). This team had established both a collegial and 

collaborative relationship both inside and outside of the LTMs, which support several of 

the findings throughout this case. The teachers on this team provided concrete examples 

of strategies and practices they have implemented in their classrooms this year as a result 

of the LTMs. According to Jayne (the LTF), these teachers have a ―learner mindset,‖ as 

they are not afraid to ask questions, and they believe that LTMs provide them with 

opportunities to develop their skills. As the standards and expectations seem to keep 

changing, this team has embraced the idea of change and recognized that it must analyze 

current student data in order to modify instruction and meet all their students‘ needs. This 

year this team has grappled with the changes such as the Florida End of Course (EOC) 

Assessment for Algebra, which incorporated the Next Generation Sunshine State 

Standards (NGSSS). The team has addressed these challenges in the meetings through 

collaborative conversations and strategy formulation sessions with their LTF. Similar to 
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the middle school teachers, the high school teachers also utilize small group and 

differentiated instruction on a regular basis. Although highly effective for all students, 

many strategies are often associated as elementary strategies and frowned upon by many 

secondary teachers. However, it was evident that this high school team had implemented 

several of these strategies. Along with cooperative groups and differentiated instruction 

these strategies included the use of, general hands on activities, anchor charts, and word 

walls. Mark, one of the veteran teachers of the team, talked about using hands on 

activities with his low performing students: 

I love to use hands-on because that's where they are. These kids are not designed 

to sit and listen and comprehend—and do. You got to get—you got to—hands-on. 

And that's why I was frustrated this morning. I had to get something —

interactive-Because that's how you get the concept across. (Mark Lawson, HS 

Teacher) 

Impact of LTMs on student achievement. According to Elmore (2002) 

education reforms efforts strictly based on standards and accountability will fail unless 

professional development strategies are implemented to ensure that educators are 

provided with the knowledge and skills needed to help students succeed. The second 

research question addressed the participants‘ perceptions about the impact of LTMs on 

student achievement, based on how they perceived LTMs impacted knowledge transfer 

and teacher practice. Unlike many of the PLC definitions, the LTM model focuses on 

student data, assignments, and assessments. According to the districts‘ website LTMs 

utilize ―research-based processes‖ that,  
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Involve alignment of student assignments and/or assessments to standards. 

Academic conversation is always focused on student achievement outcomes. An 

integral part of each process involves reflection on instructional strategies and the 

development of an action plan directly connected to the most current student data. 

(School District of Forest Cane County [SDFCC] website) 

Most of the PLC literature is laden with emphasis on the need for collaboration, 

shared norms, and reflective practice. The traditional goal of the PLC is to provide 

teachers with the opportunity to develop and improve their teaching practices in order to 

increase student achievement. The PLC literature as to how teachers can effectively 

analyze student data and develop action plans for improvements is relatively sparse and 

ambiguous. The LTM model incorporates several research-based protocols to analyze 

student data. The second findings at both the elementary and high school sites indicate 

that the primary focus of the LTMs is on student data and student achievement (see Table 

8). Though student data was not explicitly discussed during any of the middle school 

LTMs that were observed, the middle school team was developing a new unit using the 

new standards (NGSSS) and was in the process of creating mini-formative assessments to 

assess student progress. At the time of the observations, the emphasis for the middle 

school LTMs was on developing the teachers‘ understanding of the science content.  

The LTMs primarily focused on student achievement and data. Teachers focused 

on improving student achievement by utilizing specific SSC-A protocols such as, 

analyzing student data, unpacking benchmarks (in order to clarify learning targets), 

analyzing assessments/assignments, and developing/generating instructional strategies 

and activities. At the elementary and high school sites, student data was used to derive 
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feedback and strategize for improvement. Teachers developed action plans and 

reassessed students to continuously determine student progress through on-going 

formative assessments. Student data and student work was used to generate discussion at 

the LTMs and the focus was on action planning and instructional strategies. During the 

LTMs, the teachers used their student data to make instructional decisions in order to 

modify their classroom practice. When the data indicated that students did not master a 

concept or lacked proficiency, the teachers discussed different and/or new ways to teach 

or reteach a concept or skill.  

The LTM model was effective because the teachers were willing to critically 

examine their own students‘ work and ―switch their focus from inputs to outcomes and 

from activities to results‖ (DuFour et al., 2006). Both the elementary and high school 

teams examined samples of student work, tangible evidence of learning. The 

collaborative discussion that was generated from the analysis of the student work and 

student data promoted the transfer of knowledge among the teachers at the table. The 

teams monitored and analyzed student achievement and progress through consistent and 

systematic focus on student work and data. The elementary teacher noted that the team 

was expected to bring back results from student work to the LTMs to talk about how to 

improve student achievement. According to the research, systematic attention to student 

thinking and learning will improve student outcomes (Little, 2006). The use of formal 

protocols to review student work is strongly supported in the research (Saunders et al., 

2009). Student data is frequently brought to the LTMs in order to modify classroom 

instruction: “We bring back our data and we share what works and what didn't work and 
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you know we ask for suggestions, we revamp things to try again‖ (Eleana Charles, 

Elementary Teacher).  

The Role of the Learning Team Facilitator (LTF) 

Unlike PLCs described in the research and literature, the LTM model incorporates 

the role of the LTF as an essential and unique component. For the past 8 years, SDCFC 

has designated and allocated an average of 50 LTFs to its low-performing and high need-

need schools. LTFs are considered full-time resource teachers, and as district support 

staff, their primary responsibility is staff development. As they serve as key instructional 

leaders at their school sites, extensive training and access to student and district data is 

readily available to them. Though the responsibilities of the LTFs differ at each school 

site, most principals regard their LTFs as invaluable instructional assets. Thus, LTFs 

often serve as instructional linchpins for the teachers and the administrators at their 

schools. LTFs rely upon their expertise and relationships to impact change.  

One of the key factors for the perceived success of the LTMs according to the 

instructional leaders (principal, APs, LTFs, and instructional coaches) in this study was 

often attributed the role of LTF. At all three of the school sites, the findings indicated that 

the LTF plays an essential role in the LTMs (see Table 8). However, contrary to both the 

elementary and high school teachers, two of the middle school teachers expressed 

negative feelings about the LTF and the implementation of the LTMs. Even though a the 

high school AP also served as the LTF, the high school teachers were grateful to have her 

as their LTF. Some of the teachers at each of the sites alluded to negative experiences 

with previous LTFs. The implementation of the LTMs at the school and the impact on 

teacher practice seems to be directly linked to the LTF and the role he or she plays.  
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At each of the school sites the tone, structure and pace of the LTMs were set and 

guided by the LTF. It was evident that each of the LTFs had established the expectations 

for the meeting, provided the teachers with the agenda, and prepared for each of the 

meetings. During the meetings, the LTFs actively facilitated the conversations by posing 

questions and providing information while documenting the meetings and ensuring that 

specific tasks or action plans were devised and completed. The LTF serves as a school‘s 

full-time on-site instructional support staff. The purpose of the LTMs is to focus on 

improving student achievement through the ―exploration of knowledge and/or strategies 

that address curriculum, instruction, assignments and their relation to improving student 

achievement‖ (SDCFC website).  

In addition to having a deep understanding of multiple subject matters, skills, and 

instructional practices (referred to as general pedagogical content knowledge), LTFs must 

be able to work with peers. Skilled LTFs understand that, ―participation in learning 

communities facilitates professional development that is driven by the needs of teachers 

as they are naturally engaged in efforts to accomplish their goals‖ (Vescio et al., 2008, p. 

86). Thus, teachers who felt that the LTF was addressing their needs and the needs of 

their students believed that the LTMs provided them with the opportunity to improve 

their instructional practice and student learning. While the teachers who felt that the 

LTMs were a ―waste of their time‖ or who were frustrated with the requests from the 

LTF, did not see the value of the meetings or the relevance of the expectations. Collective 

learning and knowledge transfer can occur when teachers are provided with a safe and 

conducive environment for growth and support. Effective LTFs develop and support 

professional relationships that are based on trust and collaboration. LTFs must establish a 
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safe culture and climate: 

The research tells us that successful collaborative efforts include strategies that 

‗open‘ practice in ways that encourage sharing, reflecting, and taking the risks 

necessary to change. (Vescio et al., 2008, p. 84) 

The teachers felt that they could openly share their students‘ work, ask questions, and 

receive feedback at the LTMs. At OGE, the AP believed the teachers felt safe ―…to 

express themselves, their concerns, some of their fears, some of their worries and a lot of 

those things were dealt with‖ in the LTMs. (Carla Mason, Elementary AP). The LTFs 

viewed their roles as supportive rather than evaluative. Teachers are not evaluated in 

LTMs. Each of the team members had a voice and opportunity to share.  

Although the high school LTF was also an AP, she had established a strong 

professional relationship with the Algebra/Geometry Team. The teachers respected her 

expertise and considered her to be an effective instructional leader. The team felt 

comfortable expressing their concerns, and during the LTMs, teachers asked questions 

and openly shared their thoughts. While, the meetings seem to be dictated by the needs of 

the team, the LTF held the team accountable when necessary (i. e., asking teachers to 

analyze student data and complete an item analysis form). The teachers openly recognize 

the value of having someone who can help them ―prioritize‖ their efforts: 

For example, the diagnostics, the winter diagnostics that we just took. I would 

have probably not have pulled the report to look at my student scores, and how 

my students did. In the LTM you have somebody that pulled the report and that 

focus and that's where the importance is. It's focus on one thing at a time, 

prioritize things that I might not thought of. So with the diagnostic, the LTM 
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leader pulled the report and now we are going over the report. So, okay, how did 

your students do on question number one? Is that something that most of the 

students missed? Why did the students miss that particular question? Dissect the 

questions and all that. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

The middle school LTF often collaborated with the science coach when planning 

for the Sixth Grade Science Team meetings. Unlike the high school team, this team was a 

less cohesive team, and the relationships among the participants on this team seemed to 

vary. The teachers on this team expressed mixed feelings about the LTMs and the LTF‘s 

expectations. The first year teacher, Geri, was extremely positive about the LTMs and 

believed them to be beneficial. While Catherine, felt that this year, unlike previous years, 

that the LTMs were particularly helpful to her because she was appointed to teach science 

and had not done so in many years. Lisa was the least talkative among her colleagues 

during the LTMs, which seemed to be due to her lack of trust in the LTF and process 

itself.  

At the elementary school, the principal and AP viewed the LTF as an essential 

member of the leadership team. Pat (the LTF) was included in the leadership meetings 

and was valued for her expertise and knowledge by the teachers, the MC, and 

administrators. Pat has been at the school for four years and has established herself as an 

experienced LTF. The elementary LTF has placed great emphasis on developing her 

relationship with the teachers and support staff at the schools. Her passion for students 

and for developing the teachers was evident. The teachers believed she was committed to 

the process, to the students, and to helping the teachers.  
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Much of what transpired in the LTMs was affected by how the LTF defined her 

role. According to the elementary mathematics coach (MC), the success of the LTMs 

depends on the facilitator: 

I think that the Learning Team Meetings is a positive experience but lot of it 

depends on I think on the facilitator. I have always been lucky enough to have 

good facilitators. Even from my classroom teacher standpoint it was positive and 

even more positive from a coach standpoint. (Beth Kelly, MC Elementary) 

The LTF set the climate, established the norms and expectations, was responsible for the 

communication, and maintained the focus of the meetings. At each of the three sites, it is 

apparent that success and implementation of the LTMs rely heavily on the LTF: 

Yes, the LTM is great! But it's great to have a good LTM leader…. I think we all 

like Jayne, she is cool…But some LTM leaders, you have to attend and it's like 

cut and dry, you have to turn in your homework and you know teachers…it helps 

to have a great LTM coach. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher)  

While having someone manage the procedural aspects of the meetings is important, the 

facilitation element is critical in order to establish a collegial environment based on trust. 

By building relationships with the team members and instructional leaders at the schools 

the LTF can establish a climate and culture that fosters teacher learning. Though most 

LTFs, like the elementary and middle school LTFs do not have formal authoritative roles, 

they are asked to serve as teacher leaders among their peers. Those who are successful 

take on the role of instructional leaders and informally attain pseudo-administrative 

responsibilities.  
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This finding was critical as it differentiates this staff development model from all 

other PLC models. The role of the LTF in this model is unique and is considered a full-

time position. The expectations are that the LTF be able to utilize strategies that help 

teachers objectively analyze student data, develop clear learning goals, design and align 

assignments/assessments to standards. The focus is on improving teacher practice in 

order to increase student achievement. In this model the LTFs are expected to facilitate 

LTMs on a regular basis in schools where all instructional teachers conduct LTMs. In the 

PLC literature, the meetings are often described as being led by teachers or principals. 

For those who either choose or are selected to conduct PLCs, it is often done as an 

ancillary assignment. Thus, though many schools begin with the best intentions, they 

often find it very difficult to maintain the momentum of the PLCs when faced with 

increases in workload and/or lack of support. Often time‘s schools utilize PLCs as a 

voluntary model, which also doesn‘t seem to yield consistent and tangible results. 

Utilizing PLCs for voluntary teacher meetings, intellectual discussion groups, book 

studies, and collaborative conversations may lead to an increase in a collegial and an 

improved climate. However, it may not necessarily transfer into teacher practice and 

ultimately lead to student improvement. The LTM model is not voluntary and utilizes a 

full-time trained LTF to conduct the meetings and support the teachers.  

Discussion 

Though we seem to know so much about school improvement, the American 

education system still has not figured out how to meet the needs of every child. Policy 

makers and educational leaders identify increasing student achievement as the goal, yet 

they differ as to how this can be accomplished. Educational researchers agree that high-
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quality teachers are critical for student learning and that an effective teacher is one that 

has ability to foster student learning and improve student achievement.  

In order for schools to meet the challenges set by federal policy and public 

expectation, teacher practice and student achievement must be the primary focus. They 

must ensure that teachers receive timely on-going and effective professional 

development. Since according to the research, there is a clear connection between PLCs 

and effective professional development, the LTM model can provide schools with a 

systematic venue for teachers to address upcoming changes in policy and/or curriculum. 

Though PLCs have been a prominent topic in the literature for the past two decades, 

minimal empirical studies have been published to truly validate its direct impact on 

teacher practice and student achievement. In 2009, in a practitioner journal, Educational 

Leadership, the following statement about the learning-team model was made: 

The learning-team model of professional development has gained popularity as 

schools seek to match the intent of providing deeper, ongoing, teacher-directed 

learning with the most suitable mode of professional development. Many school 

districts have altered their calendars and weekly schedules to provide teachers 

with regular common planning and learning time. Others have incorporated 

release times for teacher teams during the instructional day. These structural 

changes provide a foundation for successful adult learning and help remove the 

barrier of teacher isolation that is, in part, responsible for the lack of effective 

professional growth.  

However, the learning-team model we recommend involves more than just 

attending regular meetings in small groups; it also requires that teachers commit 
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to working and learning between team meetings. Change requires individuals to 

practice with new information and engage in collaborative sharing, a process that 

presents its own set of challenges. (Chappuis, Chappuis, & Stiggins, 2009, pp. 

56–57) 

In the literature we are beginning to see an understanding of the need for formal structure 

and teacher commitment that differentiates the PLC from the typical team meetings and 

faculty meetings. However, we must move beyond the core concepts of shared norms, 

vision/mission, and the identification of our weaknesses and collaborative discussions, to 

help teachers not only acquire new knowledge and behavior, but to change their 

assumptions and ways of thinking (Smith et at., 2003).  

Just-in-time professional development. According to the elementary LTF, the 

purpose of the LTMs is to provide ―just-in-time professional development for teachers‖ 

(Pat Jenkins, Elementary LTF). Unlike many of the non-instructional activities that the 

teachers are often required to attend, the finding of this study indicated that time spent in 

LTMs is in fact valuable and worthwhile. In SDCFC, LTMs are mandate as an 

intervention for low performing schools and are utilized as a systematic instructional 

support model. The LTF who facilitates the LTMs, is an additional district support staff 

provided by the district for the purpose of staff development.  

“Just-in-time” staff development. As a full-time resource teacher, the LTF 

receives a full day of training every 2 weeks. This training entails process training as well 

as current training such as data analysis, strategy formulation, best practices, and No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). LTFs receive the most recent information from the 

district and state and serve as conduits to their schools. As a result of the current 
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information that LTFs receive, teachers who meet in LTMs are provided with the most 

accurate and ―just-in-time‖ information. LTFs are expected to be extremely data savvy 

and are often considered to be the ―data experts‖ at their schools. The expectation is that 

LTFs have a strong understanding of the standards and the relationship among standards, 

instructions, and assessments. Thus, teachers are provided with timely staff development 

opportunities that accurately address their daily instructional needs.  

The ability to work well with adults and facilitate adult learning is also very 

critical, and LTFs are also provided with training in utilizing facilitative techniques and 

cognitive coaching. The role of the LTF is to maintain the academic focus of the LTMs 

and to utilize the protocols/processes to most effectively assist the teachers in analyzing 

students data, developing assignment/assessments, and plan instructional strategies. 

According to the elementary principal, her LTF: 

Pat poses questions, which is part of her job but the questions that she poses help 

them be more thoughtful and help them look at things from a different angle. . . . 

Bringing the team together and helping them to look at it from those different 

perspectives helps to grow. (Diane Kerr, Elementary Principal) 

Thus, the time that the teachers are together is not just intellectual discourse. It is 

meaningful and purposeful. One of the middle school teachers claimed, ―If I miss an 

LTM, my next week‘s lessons are not as good‖ (Catherine Howard, MS Teacher). Maria, 

a high school teacher, said it was no longer a waste of time since it meets her needs: ―I 

thought it was a waste of time at first …because [now] it‘s focused and I‘m always with 

the same teachers that‘s my team from ninth and tenth grade‖ (Maria Lloyd, HS 

Teacher).  
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 The focus on the meetings is on current needs. Unlike general faculty meetings 

the agenda is set by the needs of the teachers at the table. The student data, standards, and 

instruction drive the focus and discussion of the meetings. Thus, every team‘s meeting 

may look may not look the same. The LTF and instructional coaches as well as 

administrators also attend the meetings and serve as support the team as needed. At all 

three of the school the instructional coaches played an active role in the meetings and 

provided the teachers with guidance and support both inside and outside of the LTMs.  

“Embedded” staff-development. As discussed in Chapter 2, teachers often work 

in isolation and ―time away from the direct practice of instruction‖ is viewed as time 

wasted or time ―not spent ‗working‘‖ (Elmore, 2002, p. 29). Thus, teachers rarely receive 

time to improve their teaching skills. Teacher learning and instructional support (when 

acknowledged as necessary) is something that teachers are expected attain on their own 

time. If time is allocated for teacher training or staff development, it is often short and/or 

sporadic. Typical school designs most often provide little or ―no opportunity for teachers 

to engage in continuous and sustained learning about their practice in the setting in which 

they actually work,‖ and ―this disconnect between the requirements of learning to teach 

well and the structure of teachers‘ work life is fatal to any sustained process of 

instructional improvement‖ (Elmore, 2002, p. 29).  

Most of the teachers in this study believe that the LTMs provide them with ―time‖ 

to analyze student data, receive instructional support, and obtain useful strategies to 

implement in their classrooms. The LTMs were referred to as ―staff development that‘s 

embedded‖ (Diane Kerr, Elementary Principal). Time itself is often cited as a 

fundamental asset of which many teachers feel they do not have enough: 
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We have the time to sit together and talk about what we need to do and how we're 

going to do it because there's not a lot of time in the day otherwise to figure all 

these things out. This gives us the time to do that. (Amie Karlson, Elementary 

Teacher) 

Therefore, the idea that the LTMs are considered a valuable use of time is critical. The 

middle school team worked on a current unit of instruction in order ―to match the 

instruction with what they‘re teaching and with what needs to be taught‖ (Lisa Baker, MS 

Teacher). The LTMs at all three of the school sites studied focused on the specific needs 

of the teachers.  

Teachers meet during the school day, during their duty hours. Providing the 

teachers time to meet while they are teaching a particular content/concept allows them 

opportunities to reflect upon their practice throughout the instruction: 

By coming together and taking a look at student data and taking a look at 

benchmarks and good instructional practices you identify [students‘] needs right 

there on the spot and you [the teacher] can work through them right there on the 

spot… (Diane Kerr, Elementary Principal) 

According to Zepeda 2006, ―Learning periods for adults need to be scheduled during the 

day. If learning from practice was embedded in the workday of teachers, perhaps they 

could learn more from their own practices based on what occurs in the classrooms‖ (p. 

70). In LTMS, teachers are continuously analyzing their own practice and their students‘ 

learning: 
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So we are constantly going back and forth – ―Oh I did this yesterday, it worked 

really well, and you might want to try it today…‖ …we are doing angles right 

now. I just did that this morning with her. (Amie Karlson, Elementary Teacher) 

Unlike the typical faculty meetings, team leader meetings, or department meetings, what 

transpires in the LTMs is current staff development that is embedded into the fabric each 

teacher‘s day. Teachers utilize the LTMs to address the specific needs of their students as 

well as their own: 

So…overall, I think that‘s where the LTM helped me, help me focus on the 

benchmarks, what I had to do, to prioritize, and uh…also helped me grow, you 

know, as teachers because some of the standards… because we are reviewing 

them constantly. Uh, you know, I mean yeah… when I was in college I've seen 

that thing along time ago (chuckles). . . . But now it‘s like more one-on-one, every 

two weeks. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

At these schools LTMs are woven into the fabric of the school and have become a 

natural and accepted part of teachers‘ schedules. As discussed in Chapter 2, Smith et al. 

(2003) found that continuous learning supported by reflectiveness needed to become part 

of the teachers‘ daily practice: 

We learned that professional development could be successful if it took place over 

time (not one session only), was integrated with the school context, and focused 

on helping teachers not just acquire new behaviors but change their assumptions 

and ways of thinking (reflectiveness) as well. (p. 7) 

Democracy within a bureaucratic hierarchy. With-in the LTMs the team 

members are all teachers, and as teachers they each have an equal voice. Though outside 
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of the LTM room they may have different roles, in the LTM they are part of a team. 

Decisions are made based on the needs of the students. In the LTMs teachers collaborate 

and the LTF facilitates. Besides providing a safe environment, the LTMs are a place 

where teachers are not evaluated. Teachers are free to ask questions and openly reflect on 

their practice.  

The group dynamics in the LTMs can vary drastically. Veteran teachers 

sometimes realize that they are not the only experts and that they can learn from younger 

and less experienced peers. While younger peers can often offer their team members 

different perspectives: 

Sometimes, we teachers we don't all teach the same, and you have a particular 

teacher that has a better way of doing it, not better, but more efficient and you 

want to talk to that teacher and ask, ―How did you do that?‖ and you think that if I 

do it that, my students will get it. And you try, and then you know. You see what 

happens. If it works. (Brian Jackson, HS Teacher) 

Establishing a culture where teachers feel comfortable and safe enough to share takes 

time, as it requires trust and a strong relationship between the team and the LTF. In a true 

democratic climate each teacher is free to express him or herself. The ability to 

collaborate in a democratic environment offers teachers the freedom to explore their 

challenges and weaknesses without judgment in order to accept feedback and 

develop/grow as professionals. When LTMs are implemented effectively, the hierarchal 

position of each member should not impact his/her ability to contribute to and/or gain 

from other team members.  
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Recommendations 

In 2007, Smith and Gillespie note that there is ―no doubt that the current 

educational climate is driven by an overriding concern with student achievement and 

what promotes it‖ (p. 205). This still holds true today, perhaps now more than ever. The 

implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) created the need for schools to 

uniformly address the needs of all students and raise achievement levels of its 

consistently lowest performing students. All states were required to set high academic 

achievement standards and create systems of accountability for K-12 education. NCLB 

required that by the end of the 2005-06 school year, every public school teacher be 

―highly qualified.‖ Teacher quality is directly linked to student achievement and is 

recognized as a key factor among educational leaders and policy makers.  

Student Success Act. As the 2011-2012 school year begins, the SDFCC, like 

thousands of districts throughout the country, will face numerous social, political, and 

economic challenges. Among these challenges is the full implementation of a teacher 

evaluation system by 2015, which is required by Senate Bill 736, the Student Success 

Act, that was signed into law by the Florida Governor Rick Scott on March 24, 2011.  

This bill (Chapter 2011-1, L. O. F. ) revises the evaluation, compensation, and 

employment practices for classroom teachers, other instructional personnel, and 

school administrators to refocus the education system on what is best for students. 

The bill aligns with Florida‘s successful Race to the Top application to which 62 

of the 67 school districts and 53 local unions have supported and agreed to 

implement. (Student Success Act, 2011) 
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As a result of the new expectations for teacher evaluation, teachers‘ daily actions 

in the classroom will take center stage. Consequently, classroom instruction and teacher 

practice will play an essential role in the evaluation process. In addition to student 

performance measures, teacher evaluation will rely heavily upon a myriad of teachers‘ 

daily instructional practices. Teachers will be faced with learning a new evaluation 

system and understanding the impact it will have on their career. This sheds new light on 

the need for change. Teachers who wish to continue to receive positive evaluations will 

have to develop an understanding of the new performance system and teacher 

accountability requirements. With student achievement directly linked to tenure and pay-

for-performance, the focus on professional practice becomes critical. Many veteran and 

new teachers will need to adjust and adapt their practices to accommodate the new 

teacher evaluation system and expectations of effective teacher practice. Thus, it is not 

surprising that attention continues to turn to school districts and educational leaders for 

―the support necessary for teachers to sustain engagement with challenging new ideas 

about their practice‖ (Gallucci, DeVoogt Van Lare, Yoon, & Boatright, 2010. p. 920).  

Improving teacher practice. This study focused on improving teacher practice 

through the use of a structured PLC model, which can serve as a catalyst for change. 

Many of the schools that have LTFs and LTMs in place, often have an easier time 

adapting to change due to their established collaborative and collegial culture.  

Even though PLCs have been utilized and accepted as a method for teacher 

collaboration, the research alludes to a pervasive lack of consistency in both 

implementation and practice. The research indicates a need for PLCs to provide structure 

and protocols for teachers (Saunders et al., 2009). However, the LTMs provide teachers 
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at high-need schools the forum and protocols to systematically analyze student data and 

focus on improving instructional practice in order to increase student achievement. In 

order for teachers and students to develop, the climate of the school must be conducive to 

supporting this development. The findings of this study indicate that LTMs foster an 

environment that is conducive to staff development and impacts teacher practice as it 

relates to improving student achievement. Furthermore, the LTMs often provide teachers 

with the ability to address challenges brought upon by district and state changes or 

accountability mandates (i. e., new standards, or new standardized assessments).  

According to Smith and Gillespie (2007), effective professional development 

models not only focus on developing teacher content knowledge, but they incorporate the 

analysis of student thinking and how knowledge can be applied to changes in 

instructional practices. Yet again, teachers throughout the nation stand on the edge of a 

New Frontier, a frontier of unknown of unanswered questions, and of great angst. 

Principals and district leaders, who are expected to provide the answers often cannot. The 

impact on the climate due to such uncertainty and insecurity can be devastating to a 

school. Over two decades ago, Fullan (1991) and Senge (1990) considered learning 

communities to be essential in order to successfully endure change. Therefore, 

maintaining a collaborative support system for teachers such as LTMs becomes essential. 

Schools that provide teachers with an on-going, formal and structured staff development 

venue can offer the required support and collegial environment for teachers to cope with 

the changes. Most importantly, teachers can address the challenges they face and focus 

on learning and developing new content and skills necessary to improve or change 

instructional practice. It is essential for teachers to have the opportunity to engage as 
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adult learners in order to develop new visions of practice. Time to internalize and reflect 

upon the changes and impact student learning is critical.  

Conclusion 

The LTM model has been utilized in SDCFC as a systematic support system for 

collaboration and teacher development for almost a decade at high-need and low-

performing schools. Many schools that have not been required to implement LTMs 

recognize its value as an intervention and have begun to utilize this model.  

Recognizing that improving teacher practice remains an essential goal. 

Policymakers and researchers must continue to focus on staff development. ―The 

importance of improving schools, increasing teacher quality, and improving the quality of 

student learning has led to a concentrated concern with professional development of 

teachers as one important way of achieving these goals‖ (Opfer & Pedder, 2011, p. 376). 

Both researchers and policymakers have supported this position, both nationally and 

internationally. The connection between teacher practice and student learning has 

narrowed researchers‘ focus to the processes and element of ―effective‖ professional 

development, specifically, the characteristics and components of teacher learning 

activities that impact teacher practice, and as a result, improves student learning.  

This study shed light on the development of a PLC model that integrates effective 

research practices and incorporates the use of a full-time LTF. This ―just-in-time, 

embedded staff development‖ model provides teachers with on-going instructional 

support. The research is clear: 

The most successful schools function within a culture of collaboration and 

collegiality, and struggling schools must make serious strides to institutionalize a 
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collaborative professional culture within the school. While much of this culture 

functions informally, formal time and resources would be well spent on 

instructional supervision, professional development, and collaboration between 

teachers of all subjects, grade levels, and experience levels. (Zepeda, 2006, p. 70) 

Hence, it is obvious why a district such as Cane Forest County attributes a large part of 

its ―A‖ ratings from the state for last seven consecutive years to the LTM initiate.  

 The findings from this study support the literature and research on PLCs and offer 

additional perspectives and insights. While researchers have identified the characteristics 

of a PLC, how an effective PLC is conducted is less understood; the ways in which PLC 

processes are implemented and operationalized are also rarely addressed in the liturature. 

This study provides great detail as to how a PLC model can be operationalized as it also 

addressed many unanswered questions about implementation.  

 Who should facilitate the meetings? 

 How should the meetings be facilitated? 

 Who should be included in the teams? 

 How often should teachers meet? 

 When should teachers meet? 

 What should teachers do or talk about? 

 What protocols/processes should teachers use? 

This study answers these fundamental questions and can be considered as ideas and 

recommendations worthy of further exploration.  

Though this model is a mandated intervention for low-performing schools, it has 

not only been implemented at those schools. Instructional leaders who are interested in 
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improving staff development implement LTMs at many high performing schools. As 

previously stated in detail, the benefits of having an LTF are numerous, and thus it is 

recommended that principals examine their resources and consider the value and 

outcomes of such a position. Many principals in SDCFC utilize Title II funding for this 

position, which is allocated for staff development. At the elementary schools, many LTFs 

also serve as part-time instructional coaches or in other resource positions. However, at 

the secondary level, the LTF position requires a full-time LTF.  

Unlike the traditional workshop models, the staff development the teachers 

receive in LTMs is ―on-going.‖ Due to frequency of the meetings, teachers receive 

current and relevant information that meets their needs. Since they are in small content 

grade level teams, they can focus on content that pertains to their instruction and 

standards. Utilizing a trained LTF who serves as a full-time instructional leader provides 

the teachers with quality academic and instructional support. The meetings are content 

rich and focused on student data. Teachers are held accountable for action plans and 

deliverables and the LTF monitors the paperwork and plans for the meetings. If the 

leadership at the school cannot attend the LTMs, on-going communication with the LTF 

can be maintained.  

When examining teacher practice through the use of a structured PLC model, the 

LTM model offers a collegial venue for teacher growth and development. A staff 

development model is most effective when it focuses on current teaching, assessments, 

student learning, and helps teachers develop the skills to teach specific kinds of content 

(Blank et al., 2007). According to Smith et al. (2003), continuous learning supported by 

reflectiveness needs to be integrated into teachers‘ daily practice. Learning is not 
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exclusively an individual process (Elmore, 2002), and teachers need to be provided with 

the opportunity to collaborate with colleagues, share best practices, and give and receive 

feedback in order for professional learning and development to transpire (Hord & 

Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1995). To address the challenges of school reform and 

policy mandates, schools often seek ways to incorporate effective professional 

development practices and establish learning infrastructures within the school setting. 

Though difficult to initiate, PLCs can ―lead to authentic changes in teaching practice and 

improved student learning‖ (Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 2). When teachers feel 

supported in their teaching practice and most of all their own learning they are more 

committed to improving their skills and putting forth effort toward professional growth. 

This ultimately increases their efficacy about being able to meet their students‘ needs 

(Rosenholtz, 1989). PLCs and particularly LTMs offer a ―fundamentally different way to 

think about how teachers can deepen their practice and improve their craft in support of 

student learning‖ (Lieberman & Miller, 2008, p. 2).  

Considerations for Further Research 

Further research should encompass various methodologies to document the 

implementation of LTMs and their impact. Additional studies on the LTM model will 

offer greater insight as to its uniqueness as well as its impact on teacher practice and 

student achievement. Since the LTM model is in widely utilized in SDCFC, replicating 

this model and studying a new implementation in another district or state might offer 

additional comparative data.  

The role of the LTF plays an essential part in the LTMs. Though the relationships 

among the team members were explored, further exploration into the group dynamics 
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between the team and the LTF will offer additional insight as to how it impacts the 

meetings. For example, this study included three white female LTFs. Do factors such as 

race, gender, or age play a role in the relationships among the teachers and LTFs? The 

team members, instructional coaches, APs and principals were of mixed ethnicities. The 

LTFs were each experienced LTFs; however, each LTF has different areas of expertise. 

For instance, the high school LTF has a mathematics background and a high school 

mathematics team was selected for this study. Her area of strength aligns with this team‘s 

content. It would be interesting to compare her role and relationship with team members 

from content areas other than mathematics. The elementary LTF taught fourth grade for 

many years before becoming an LTF, and she was observed facilitating a fourth grade 

team. Would the results of the study be similar if she facilitated a kindergarten team? 

Thus on a broader scale, an elementary school study that includes teams from the entire 

school will provide a wider perspective and might yield different results.  

As this study sought to gain qualitative perspective that focused on in-depth 

exploration of perceptions, broader studies will provide additional findings. The 

following kinds of studies are recommended:  

 Longitudinal observational studies (both quantitative and qualitative) that 

document changes in teaching practice as teachers work in LTMs 

 In-depth multiple case studies of changes in teaching practice and student 

achievement for sample teachers working in LTMs 

 Qualitative documentation of the nature of the work teachers do as they analyze 

student work and how this changes over time (Vescio et al., 2008, p. 90) 
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While it is a lengthy process to analyze data about student achievement, ―it is 

essential in building the case that PLCs are powerful types of reform and with the current 

demands that schools collect and analyze evidence of student achievement‖ (p. 90). Much 

of the impact on teacher practice in this qualitative study was obtained from the teacher, 

LTF, coach, AP, and principal perception. The student perception was not ascertained in 

this study nor was quantitative data gleaned to support the findings. Tracking student 

work over a long period of time would be necessary in order to analyze the impact of the 

changes in teacher practice on student performance. Student progress would be measured 

through student work in order to identify changes in teacher practice.  

Though the schools selected for this study had experienced LTFs and highly 

supportive leaders, the principal and administrative support of the LTMs was not the 

focus of the study. The principals at these schools believe that the purpose of LTMs is for 

teachers to meet regularly to increase their own learning, and consequently, the learning 

of their students. Each of the principals supports a climate that fosters staff development 

and growth. Principal characteristics such as, leadership style, skills, beliefs, and 

mission/vision may offer other instructional leaders and administrators valuable insight, 

as to how LTMs can facilitate professional development that is ―driven by the needs of 

teachers as they are naturally engaged in efforts to accomplish their goals‖ (Vescio et al., 

2008, p. 86). In learning organizations, resources must be devoted to enhance 

performance, develop intellectual capacity, and support continued learning for all its 

members (Costa et al., 1997). School leaders are expected to provide opportunities for 

teachers to lead, to build professional learning communities, and to celebrate 

improvement and teacher expertise (Barth, 2001). Studying a successful PLC model that 
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provides teachers with the opportunity to function as a learning organization to 

continuously increase their content knowledge and pedagogical skills and effectively 

react and manage change, can assist instructional leaders in building capacity at their 

schools. Unlike many other organizations, ―schools exist to promote learning in all their 

inhabitants‖ (Barth, 2002, p. 8).  
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Adult Consent Form (for Interview) 
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Adult Consent Form (for Focus Group) 
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Document List 

 

Elementary school 

Documents 

Middle School 

 Documents 

High School 

 Documents 

LTM Notes 11/23/10 LTM Notes 12/7/10 LTM Notes 12/6/10 

LTM Notes 1/1/11 LTM Notes 12/14/10 LTM Notes 1/10/10 

LTM Notes 1/26/11 LTM Notes 1/4/11 LTM Notes 1/31/11 

LTM Notes 2/10/11 LTM Notes 2/18/11 LTM Notes 2/14/11 

LTM Notes 2/23/11 LTM Notes 2/8/11 LTM Notes 2/28/11 

LTM Notes 3/10/11   

FCAT 2. 0 for Fifth Grade 

Mathematic 

FCAT 2. 0 Science for 

Eight Grade 

End of Course 

Assessment (EOC) for 

Algebra 

LTF Individual Professional Development Plans  

The School District of Cane Forest County District Website 

Florida Department of Education Website/ School Grades/AYP reports 

Highly Qualified Teacher Report (FLDOE) 

The School District of Cane Forest County Data Reports 

LTF Handbooks FY08-12 

FY11 & FY12 LTM Training Bulletins 

School Improvement Plans 
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