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The results by which schools should be led, therefore, are results
that are clear indicators of student success. (pp. 141-142)

The principal at my internship school certainly had an orientation toward
results. Whether these results were from first term report cards, midierm
examinations, final in-school examinations, or provincial public examinations, he
was very concerned with students’ academic achievement. There is a wall-of-
honor at the school on which the names of students who achieved first-class or
second-class honors on the latest report card are posted for all the school to see.

The principal’s concern regarding student achievement was also quite
evident in other ways. For instance, with a number of the teachers on staff,
especially the depariment heads, involved in educational pursuits outside the
school such as serving on school board committees and provincial department of
education committees, the principal is very concerned about lost instruction time
by these lead teachers. He gave me a copy of a memo he had sent in reply to
another request to have one of the teachers participate in an education-related
event that would require them to acquire a substitute. His response stated that
whife it was a positive experience for these teachers to be involved in out-of-
school professional activities, his priority had to be the academic well-being of
the students and that this would have to be the last such absence he could approve.

There was alsc constant concern over lost instructional time due to in-
school class disruptions. While such disruptions were intentionally kept to a
minimum by such policies as only having announcements made during homeroom
in the moming and again during the last two or three minutes of the last class

period of the day, the concern always seemed to be present. There was usually at
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least some reference to making good use of instructional time in every Monday

newsletter sent to the staff by the principal.

Dufour and Eaker (1998) state “principals cannot transform a school

through their individual efforts. Creating a professional {earning community is a

collaborative effort, but that effort has little chance of success without effective

leadership from the principal” (p. 203). Elmore (2000}, in commenting on the role

of administrative leaders, argues that:
The job of administrative leaders is primarily about enhancing the skiils
and knowledge of people in the organization, creating a common culture
of expectations around the use of those skills and knowledge, holding the
various pieces of the organization together in a productive relationship
with each other, and holding individuals accountable for their
contributions to the collective result. (p. 15)

In terms of the principal’s role in bringing about change in schools, Schlechty
(1990) states “Those who would lead change in schools must be especially attentive to
designing the changes and their implementation in ways that foster collegiality” (p. 92).
He goes on to argue that “Too often changes are introduced in a way that fosters
competition and rivalry among teachers, rather than encouraging collegial support” (p.
92). 1t would seem that the principal’s role in a professional learning community
involves being a transformational-type leader, very similar to the type proposed by
Leithwood et al. (1999). Fullan (2001) states “students in scheols led by principals who

foster strong professional communities are much more likely to encounter three good

teachers in a row, whether it be on the same day or over the years” (p. 150).
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE ROLE OF TEACHERS IN A PLC

While the principal is a critical player in leading the movement towards a
professional learping community, it will not happen without a commitment from the
teaching staff. A principal can initiate the movement but it is the classroom teachers who
will have to implement the processes and procedures if the notion of a professional
learning community is to be institutionalized.

In describing the role of teachers in a successful school, Boyer (1995) stated:
Community begins with a shared vision. It’s sustained by teachers who, as
school leaders, bring inspiration and direction to the institution. Who, after
all, knows more about the classroom? Who is better able to inspire
children? Who can evaluate, more sensitively, the educational progress of
each student? And who but teachers create a true community of learning?
Teachers are, without question, the heartbeat of a successful school. (p.
31).

The success of any attempt to create a professional learning community will
ultimately be determined by the level of competence and commitment exhibited by the
professionals in that school, particularly its teachers. Schools are effective, not in spite of
its teachers but because of them. Even the best plan for school improvement will fail if
teachers are lacking the skills required for implementation. To be successful, teachers
must be knowledgeable concerning the principles of a learning community and be able to
bring these principles to life in their own classrooms. “Situated in the classroom—the
critical focal point of the learning community—teachers are essential to any meaningful
reform effort and are in the best position to have a positive impact on the lives of

children” (Dufour and Eaker, 1998, p. 206).

Although the emphasis during my internship was on the roles and responsibilities



of the administrative team at the school, the role of the teacher in the classroom working
with the students is certainly a very crucial one especially when looking at the concept of
5 professional learning community. Most of my time at the internship setting was spent
shadowing the principal and assistant-principal in an attempt to become familiar with
how they performed the duties demanded of them in their leadership positions. This did
not leave a lot of time to attempt to observe the actions of the teaching staff as they went
about their daily routines. However, there was strong evidence of collaboration among
certain teachers, especially among those in the mathematics department. It should be
noted here that 1 was somewhat more aware of what was taking place among the
mathematics teachers of the schocl than among other groups of teachers because of my
personal interest in the mathematics area. Having been a high school math teacher for
nineteen years, but more so because of the implementation of a new senior high
mathematics program in the province, 1 was quite interested in finding out how the
implementation process was going at the school. I recall browsing through the teacher
timetables in order to identify those teaching mathematics at the school.

Maybe it was the stress of attempting to implement a new mathematics program
that caused the mathematics teachers to depend on each other for help or maybe
collaboration among colleagues was simply common practice throughout the school, but
whatever the reason it seems that the mathematics teachers all worked in close
consultation with each other. Those teaching the same courses checked to see that they
were moving through the course objectives at the same pace, gave their students common
assignments, gave exams based on the same format, took turns preparing or collectively

prepared unit tests, and administered common midterm examinations which they



prepared collaboratively. Such collaboration should occur among all groups of colleagues

if' a school is to function as a professional learning community.

If teachers are to contribute to the transformation of their schools into professional

learning communities, they must be cognizant of their need to be professionals and

continue to “practice” and explore the art and science of teaching throughout their

careers. While there was evidence of collaboration in this department, a PLC involves

much more than collaboration. For example, according to Dufour and Eaker {1998), in

PLCs:

L.

Professional teachers routinely collaborate with their colleagues. The
existence of a collaborative culture is a very impertant aspect of a PLC. While
traditional teachers work away in isolation, professional teachers share ideas
about their practice.

Professional teachers emphasize active student engagement with significant
content. They discern the importance of action when students learn since most
of what they learn stems from what they do. However, the challenge is not to
simply ensure that students are engaged in tasks, as students have always been
assigned tasks by teachers, but rather to involve students in the probing of
content in real and meaningful ways that permits them to become proficient at
a higher level.

Professional teachers focus on student performance and production. While
traditional teachers develop their lesson plans with a focus on their own
activities in the classroom, teachers in a PLC develop their plans based on

what it is their students will be doing in the classroom. They emphasize pupil
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performance and production in the context of the real world (Dufour and
Eaker, 1998). Newman et al (1996) state that in schools that function as
professional learning communities, students are asked to do the work of
scientists, musicians, business entrepreneurs, politicians, mathematicians,
attorneys, novelists, physicians, designers, historians, critics, etceteras.

4. Professional teachers emphasize learning rather than teaching. Teachers in a
PLC go beyond the simple presentation and coverage of material. They
recognize that teaching has not taken place until learning has taken place and
that learning must be both measurable and measured. Such teachers
emphasize involving students in the examination of fundamental content in
ways that will help them acquire an in-depth understanding of that content
rather than simply covering the required material.

5. Professional teachers are students of teaching and consumers of research.
Regardless of their field, professionals are expected to remain current in terms
of learning about new concepts of “best practice.” However, this does not
mean that they should stop using their professional judgment and try every
new theory that pops up. New ideas warrant consideration, experimentation,
debate, and assessment before becoming a part of everyday practice. Schools
that operate as professional learning communities put systems in place that
allow for the examination of research findings either by the entire staff or by
groups of teachers (Dufour and Eaker, 1998).

6. Professional teachers function as leaders. Eaker et al. (2002) states:

One of the most fundamental cultural chifts that takes place as schools
become professional learning communities involves how teachers are



viewed. In traditional schools, administrators are viewed as being in
leadership positions, while teachers are viewed as “implementers” or
followers. In professional learning communities, administrators are
viewed as leaders of leaders. Teachers are viewed as transformational
leaders. (p. 22)

The task of a teacher is similar to that of any leader. Like leaders in any
field, effective teachers know that they will not be able to perform the other tasks
involved in leadership without clearly understanding what they want to achieve.
They possess a good sense of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors that they
wish students to exhibit in their classes, and they are able to mentally rehearse
methods to achieve the desired outcomes (Dufour and Eaker, 1998).

Teachers, as leaders, are effective communicators. They monitor student
achievement and respond when students experience difficulty. They celebrate
when students do well and confront those who are not giving their best effort.
Such teacher leaders are cognizant of the power of example and thus they model
the passion and enthusiasm for learning that they want their students to show. As
well, effective teachers, like great leaders, are willing to accept responsibility for
their students because they feel that they are in a position to affect learning
(Dufour and Eaker, 1998). Despite new analogies for the role of a teacher, such as
the teacher as diagnostician, parent, social worker, entertainer, and soc on, Dufour
and Eaker (1998) argue “the only appropriate analogy for teacher is the teacher as

ieader” (p. 229).
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE ROLE OF PARENTSIN A PLC

Parents often become involved in the school system when their child starts
kindergarten and usually have a genuine interest in pursuing a positive home-school
relationship. They are concerned about their child’s learning and take an active role in
school (Peel & Foster, 1993). “The excitement and novelty of having children start
school often are enough incentive for parents of elementary age children to stay actively
involved during these early years” (Peel & Foster, 1993, p. 2). As their children move
into junior and senior high, this involvement changes and parents are less likely to be
caught up with the everyday activities of the schoo! (Chavkin & Williams, 1989).

In examining the role of parents in a professional learning community, Dufour
and Eaker (1998) have identified six standards for parental involvement. These standards
include:

1. Regular, two-way, and timely commﬁnication between the home and school.
“Research indicates that when parents receive frequent and effective
communication from their children’s school, their involvement increases, their
overall evaluation of educators is more favorable, and their attitudes toward
the school and its program improves (National PTA, as cited in DuFour &
Eaker, 1998, p. 241).

2. Parenting skills are promoted and supported. For example, developing
strategies that help families build home environments that support their

children.
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. Focus on student learning. Parents play an integral role in assisting student
learning. The school needs to provide families with information and ideas
about how to help students at home with homework and other curriculum
related activities (Epstein et al., 1997).

4. Volunteering. Parents need to be welcome in the school, but the school
must first identify where volunteer services are required.
5. Decision making. DuFour and Eaker (1998) state “Parents are more likely
to feel ownership in a school and its programs when they have a voice in
key decisions” (p. 249).
6. Collaboration with the community. For example, McCaleb (1994)
comments that education takes place within the community context. In
that regard “the community is invited and welcomed into the school as a
valuable resource for knowledge, and as a resource to be worked with,
studied, discussed, and understood” (p. 42). |
Reflecting on my internship experiences in terms of parental involvement and the
idea of parents as partners at the school, while there was evidence of such involvement,
the concern at the senior high level seems to be the somewhat small numbers of parents
actually taking an active role in the process of educating students. As was outlined in the
research component of this chapter, the numbers of parents actively involved with their
children’s school tends to decrease as the children move into junior and senior high. The
low tumn out of parents at parent-teacher conferences that were held at the school was

evidence of this trend.
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In terms of the six standards for parental involvement that are part of the model of
a professional learning community as outlined by Dufour and Eaker (1998), some aspects
of such standards were evident at the internship setting. Communication between the
school and parents is very important for building and maintaining a good working
relationship and ensuring that parents remain informed about what is happening at the
school. Several means of two-way communication between the schoo! and parents
existed including the use of e-mail, phone calls, parent-teacher conferences, parent
information meetings, a meet-the-teacher night, and school council meetings. In addition,
as a way of keeping parents informed about school events and concerns, as well as
achievements, there was a school web site, newsletters and memos sent home with
students, school reports on the various local radio stations, and sometimes the mailing of
letters.

One of the projects 1 took on while at the school was to identify chronic late
students. Late students are tracked daily at the school by requiring them to obtain a late
slip for homeroom in the morning and afiernoon from teachers who perform late slip duty
in the cormdors. Every two weeks the late slip data is compiled by homercom and
students are given after-school detentions based on the number of “lates” they have
accumulated. Three “lates” in a two-week period resulted in one after-school detention.
Chronic late students were identified as those having accumulated two or more detentions
to date during the school year. A letter was drafied and mailed home to the parents of
these students informing them of the school’s concern and the reasons for the concern.
The intention was that this would prompt the parents/guardians to take ownership of the

problem and work with the school to see a favorable resolution to the problem.
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Aleng the lines of parenting and having parenting skills promoted and supported
by the school, I was not made aware of any such efforts at the internship setting. This
concept 1s, however, closely related to the standard identified by Dufour and Eaker
(1998) known as student learning. It involves parents playing an integral role in assisting
student learning at home by having the school provide families with information and
ideas about how to help with homework and other curriculum related activities. At the
internship setting students were provided with student handbooks that not only contained
a great deal of information about the school in terms of programs, facilities, student
guidelines, awards, and various policies, but also included a section for the student
concerning such things as setting academic goals, time management, study strategies,
career preparation, and general resources. The handbook could also be used to keep track
of assigned homework, as well as assignment due dates, and upcoming exams. It could
certainly be used as a valuable source of information to parents as a method of tracking
and assisting with their children’s schoolwork.

In terms of volunteering, there was little, if any, evidence of parents being present
in the school during regular school hours to provide voluntary assistance to staff or
students. A few parents were involved in ticket sales for different fundraisers during
lunch period, but most parent volunteering involved committee work such as serving on
school council commitiees or the “safe grad” committee. It seems that only a small
percentage of parents were actually involved on a voluntary basis at the school level.

Shared decision-making is a very important aspect of any school that functions as
a professional learning community. For parents to feel that they are valued and welcome

participants in the school improvement process, they, like the other members of a
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learning community, must play a role in decision-making at the school level This
opportunity for involvement in the decision-making process is provided 1o parents
through the existence of a very active school council at the internship setting. Parent
representatives are elected to the council and other parents are permitted to volunteer to
serve as members on the various council committees.

I attended three monthly meetings as well as an emergency meeting of the school
council during my internship experience, which provided me the opportunity to witness
first-hand the workings of a very active school council. There was a lot of information
regarding the school shared at these meetings through the means of reports provided by
the principal, the student representative, and the different committee chairs. An action
plan was in place to guide the work of the council and this was referred to at each
meeting to ensure that the objectives outlined in the plan were successfully being
achieved.

The last standard of parental involvement, mentioned in the research component
of this chapter, was that of collaborating with the community. This concept invelves the
use of community resources to strengthen schools, family, and student learning. The
principal of the school is a very active and well-known member of the community as he
is a member of both the city council and the local parish council. As such he has many
contacts with businesses and other agencies in the community. This is certainly
advantageous to a school with ever increasing financial need and decreasing resources.
The principal has been very successful at securing funding from different partnerships in

the community as a means of providing much needed resources to enhance quality
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programs at the school which serve to benefit the students, their families, and the school
community as a whole.

Based on my personal reflections it appears that there are certainly some positive
things happening at this school in terms of parental and community involvement, but
there still remains much room for an improved parent-schoo! partnership, such as would
exist in a fully functioning professional learning community.

In stepping towards school improvement, if we want to improve student
performance and achievement, as well as behavior and attitudes towards school, parents
must be encouraged to participate. Scheol administrators and teachers must become
open-minded, be willing to involve parents in decision-making and implementation of
practices, and be willing to accept their suggestions (Hornby, 2000). Many education
jurisdictions are moving to collaborative models, such as school councils, where all
groups affected by educational decisions participate appropriately in making them. This
change recognizes that together, educators, parents, students, and the community can

bring an increase in public advocacy and improvement to education.
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Conclusion

A school that functions as a professional learning community exhibits certain
characteristics and is built on a solid foundation of shared mission, vision, values, and
goals. These characteristics include shared mission, vision, and values; collective inguiry;
collaborative teams; action orientation and experimentation, continuous improvement;
and results orientation (Dufour and Eaker, 1998).

In examining the roles of the principal, teachers, and parents in a PLC, it has
become quite evident that the involvement of all of these partners in education is crucial
if a school is to operate as a successful learning community. While creating a PLC has to
be a collective effort, there is not much chance of that effort resulting in success unless
there is effective leadership from the principal. Effective principals are those who: (a)
lead through shared vision and values rather than through rules and procedures, (b)
involve faculty members in the school’s decision-making processes and empower
individuals to act, (c) provide staff with the information, training, and parameters they
need to make good decisions, (d) establish credibility by modeling behavior that is
congruent with the vision and values of the scheol, and (e) are results-oriented (Dufour
and Eaker, 1998).

The potential exists for Newfoundland and Labrador schools to become
professional learning communities, but there needs to be a commitment to the process.
The process nciudes a well-thought-out and developed plan to conscicusly integrate the
components of a PLC into the school community. For that to occur the various partners in
education must come together and work collaboratively to achieve such a goal. The most

critical requirement in transforming schools into functioning professional learning



communities are school principals that possess transformational leadership skills, faculty
that possess the characteristics of professional teachers, and parents that are given the
opportunity to be contributing members of the school community. Of course in the
Newfoundland context this must happen within the confines of a supportive district

office.
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