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ABSTRACT

Schools often sct a large number of goals, making it difficult to plan, support, monitor,
and match strategic levers in a systematic way. This study narrates the actions and findings of
one instructional leadership team as they implement an eight week cycle of professional learning
around a single focus. Scripted observations of teachers and students, achievement data, student
work samples, as well as exit slips with action items recount the team members’ perspectives and
experiences. The team chronicled its journey, which proved to be one of inquiry, trial and error,
reflection and retooling. The study closes with highlighting the changes in both teachers’
instructional practices and school-wide improvement systems, the challenges and benefits, and

the researcher’s interpretations and implications for school staffs.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

As an eager student taking undergraduate education courses, I believed I would be
prepared for teaching upon completion of my program. Once in my own classroom, 1 struggled
with frying to understand and adapt to the complexities of teaching. During my first year of
teaching I received limited support and was left to learn by trial and error. Year after year,
multiple consultants, administrators, and coaches came in and out of my classroom, observed my
instruction, and provided contradictory feedback. Although I made an effort to always attend
professional development sessions and contribute in grade level meetings, T still continued to
struggle with making my learning align to my daily instructional practices.

The discrepancy I identified between educational theory, delivery of instruction, and
student results prompted me to return to graduate school to obtain a master’s degree in reading.
Fortunately, the reading pedagogy and best practices that I acquired in my graduate program
afforded me a position as a literacy coach. This promotion was not a typical linear move at the
school level, but rather a huge switch to the district level where 1 would support many schools
across the city and provide professional development to teachers and principals. It wasn’t until I
observed in numerous classrooms and met with varied-ability level teachers, that the
interconnectedness of teaching and learning truly became clear to me.

Working alongside teachers and viewing their actions and decisions through an
instructional lens, my overall concern and observation is that most teachers genuinely believe
they are teaching well. Every day I witness teachers assigning and reviewing as opposed to
modeling and scaffolding instruction. When debriefing with teachers, many get defensive and

sometimes angry. This is where my coaching language and trust building is critical to both my



success and theirs (Bloom, Costagna, Moir, and Warren, 2005). Ovwerall, I noticed school staffs
working hard, but there wasn’t a process in place to systematize the work. Schools’ missions,
visions and goals were planned in isolation, not supported, and rarely brought to fruition.
Rationale for Study

The school district I work in estimates that a minimum of 150 million dollars a year is
spent on professional development. As an instructional coach, I am responsible for attending
some of this professional development as well as providing it. In my role, I aim to use what I
observe about the professional development sessions 1 attend to inform how I deliver information
to my colleagues. I try to ensure that the content and processes 1 plan for are suitable to the
needs of my audience, can be taken back for implementation, model best practices, and contain
opportunities for reflection. I believe if these issues are not taken into consideration, most in-
service ideas will not transfer into the teachers’ classroom practices. Over the years I have
concluded that the manner in which many workshops are presented often affect why the material
does not transfer. In some cases teachers simply just do not know how to incorporate the new
thinking, and many administrators do not follow up to monitor the fidelity of implementation.

For the past two years my district has focused on developing Instructional Leadership
Teams (II.Ts) at every school to encourage shared decision making and distributive leadership.
These teams are comprised of various teachers, staff members, and administrators whose main
objectives are to use data and the Common Core State Standards to set goals, create action plans,
and monitor progress to ensure students are achieving measureable resuits.

Their peers, comprised of representative teachers from varied grade bands and
departments, elect this school level team and ultimately lead the instructional work in the school.

The intent 1s that all other teachers in the school, such as, grade [evel, special education, bilingual



or departmental teachers, are linked to an ILT member to ensure that transfer and shared
leadership occurs. The critical work of the ILT includes the following: developing the school’s
plan for instructional improvement and moniioring progress on the plan; learning through the
analysis of data aboutf what is and isn’t working and making adjustments to school wide
improvement strategies; supporting and building the capacity of teacher teams; facilitating two-
way communication between the ILT and engages all staff in decision making that advances the
school’s strategic focus; and engaging in on-going reflection upon its own team processes and
effectiveness to take action and improve its functioning. Although there are often multiple teams
or committees in a school, this team’s main function is to develop and execute a strategic
instructional plan.

Every year there are new initiatives, new evaluation frameworks, new curriculum, new
principals, new teachers, as well as, changes in central office staff, which can be overwhelming.
In this study, T seek to guide and develop a newly formed Instructional Leadership Team (ILT)
through a cycle of professional learning. T will strive to be cognizant of teachers’ realities and
frustrations, help to revitalize their commitment, and focus their attention to increasing student
learning at all times. This school- based ILT team and I will engage in a series of recurring
professional learning activities. The Framework for Powerful Teaching is an overarching model
that utilizes 6-8 week targeted learning cycles. These cycles of inquiry were developed by
Targeted Leadership Consulting Company (TLC) and provide a structure to not only gather
evidence of implementation, but to also support teachers with a series of inputs along the way.
In implementing the Framework, all school improvement efforts, meetings, and professional

development are coordinated and connected.



Teachers have all been prepared in some way or another; most receive extensive amounts
of professional development, yet what impacts their teaching once they close their classroom
doors? As an instructional coach working for a large urban district, [ am charged with partnering
and guiding these school teams to effectiveness. Tam committed to this topic in order to serve as
a thought partner while “learning by doing.” 1 seck to explore a team’s journey of choosing one
“big ticket” instructional practice, supporting it through a cycle, and ultimately seeing growth in
student achievement. Five teachers, an administ;‘ator and [ serving as an Instructional
Leadership Team will engage in a series of focus groups, multiple observations of one another,
and facilitated discussions to help explore and analyze their teaching and student outcomes. To
frame this inquiry, the group of teachers will alter the manner in which they function as a team.
Rather than sit through countless isolated and unrelated professional development sessions, this
group will utilize a cycle of learning that incorporates professional development into daily school
and classroom rhythms (Nelson and Cudiero, 2009). Over the course of one school year, the
team will meet weekly for an hour and a half to identify a school wide strategy, and to plan,
reflect, and refine the instructional capacity in their school. These sessions will be facilitated by
the teachers with guidance and support from the principal and me. Ultimately, the role of the
IL.T’s engagement in this professional learning cycle is for teachers to collaborate and
communicate with their peers to essentially develop a school wide focus and professional
development plan. With support, school processes will become self-sustaining over time as
teachers work with school leadership to impact a single area of instruction.

Research Questions
Schools endure a plethora of goal setting and initiatives from year to year. When meeting

with principals, many recite a long list of school-wide foci. When debriefing with teachers,



many exhibit a sense of confusion as to their expectations and how everything fits together. In
my own professional development, I happened to come across a model (Nelsen & Cudeiro,
2009) of whole school improvement that I believe could aid and assist me in my role as an
instructional coach. Being assigned to multiple schools with various priorities, I needed a method
to help focus administrators and teachers.

Figure 1

The Framework for Powerful Results and the Cycle of Professional Learning (Nelsen and

Cudeiro, 2009)
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schools to identify, agree, and commit to an annual instructional focus. School teams are then
equipped to match accompanying powerful practices as they implement a series of ongoing,
intensive eight-week cycles of support and follow up measures. The notion of transfer and
following a targeted initiative through to the end prompts the following questions for this study:

1. What does a cycle of professional learning look like and entail when it is lived out
collaboratively by a group of teachers?



2. How do teachers’ instructional practices change by engaging in and completing a
cycle of professional learning?

3. What part(s) of the cycle do teachers find most helpful to their practice?
4. What part(s) of the cycle are the most difficult for teachers to incorporate?

5. How do teachers make sense of this cyclical process?

For the purpose of this inquiry, I will facilitate as a group of teachers build collaboration,
examine data, and select a targeted instructional area, Together we will support this focus and
strategic practice in a cycle of professional learning. The design will explore how specific stages
of the cycle, such as: the inputs, safe practice, aligned professional readings, observations,
coaching, feedback, analysis of student work, and targeted learning walks might contribute to the
success and change in teaching and student learning. My goal is not to simply understand these
facets, but through collaboration, observation, and reflection change teachers” thoughits,
planning, and delivery of instruction. Ultimately, I believe this will result in raising student

“achievement and revitalize teachers’ practices.
Problem statement

Based on my experiences observing in hundreds of classrooms, I have concluded that
teachers are often unclear about “how and what to teach.” With the addition of the new
Common Core State Standards and a new Teaching Evaluation System in my district, teacher
teams are expected to analyze and examine student outcomes now more than ever. Having clear
expectations about what students should know and be able to do and working alongside
colleagues to push and probe their thinking is a huge shift. Traditional professional development
and school initiatives are nothing new, yet most are never fully implemented. I attribute this to

multiple factors: fidelity of training, lack of monitoring, and often an unclear connectedness.



Pfeffer and Sutton’s (1999) “knowing-doing gap” describes the phenomenon that resonates with
educators around the {ransfer of knowledge into desired student results. In accordance with
Joyce and Showers (1996), one time training around a buzz word strategy is not likely to produce
a change in implementation. Schools and teams need a structure or systematic way to provide
support and fix up along the way. Strategically providing inputs and training, practicing,
observing others, reflecting, and refining together through the ownership of a professional
learning cycle can lead to increased teacher capacity and student learning.

Impacting Teacher Development through Professional Development

In urban seitings, many problems are cited as the cause of limited student achievement.
Allington (2005) states that teachers are directly responsible for delivering and ensuring student
attainment of content and life-long strategies and skills:

Recent studies have demonstrated the enormous impact of high-quality classroom

instruction... These studies, and others like them, simply point to incredible power of

providing children with high-quality classroom instruction... They found that nothing
was as powerful as the quality of the teacher in predicting the achievement

of children. Neither parents nor the socioeconomic status of the family were as powerful

as good instruction in shaping the academic futures of students. (p. 142)

Confirming what we know about the importance of quality teaching, we must examine
how teachers learn within their own schools. Drucker (1994) examines the use and acquisition
of knowledge and learning in the workplace. With so many variables and factors present during
a regular school day, teachers are faced with numerous on-the-spot decisions and actions. Most
teaching professionals find a typical day “fraught with surprises” (Shulman, 1999, p. xiii). To
engage successfully with these daily surprises and the fluid demands of teaching so that student

learning remains paramount, teachers must develop strategies for reflective practice: the analysis

of their teaching interactions, questioning, and thoughtful adaptation of teaching methods.



Teachers who can do this with automaticity are more likely to be successful at changing their
practice and raising student achievement.

Professional development is a key component for most district and school improvement
plans. Therefore, educators have implemented professional development workshops all around
the country to increase student achievement and improve classroom instruction (e.g., Marzano,
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). Current professional development practices include collaboration
in which participants are actively engaged and sharing ideas (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin,
1995). Thus, many workshops are held locally in order to make use of timely school and student
data.

By functioning as an Instructional Leadership Team, teachers are given the opportunity to
work collaboratively in a professional learning community primarily focusing on instruction.
These teachers take the lead to help refine and develop their colleagues in their respective
teacher teams. This notion differs from the traditional top down approach as seen in many
schools where the administration makes all of the instructional decisions and disseminates
information to the staff. New reform movements require “most teachers to rethink their own
practice, to construct new classroom roles and expectations about student outcomes, and to teach
in ways they have never done before” (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995, p. 597). Since
professional development activities usually occur during the school day, many teachers complain
about not having enough time to carry out their assigned tasks. According to Darling-Hammond
(1993):

Time is rarely available for planning, for working with other colleagues on changes in the

school organization, for meeting individually with students or parents, and for working

on the development of curriculum or assessment measures -- activities that are not

considered part of the teacher's main job. In contrast, teachers in most countries work
with large groups of students only 15 to 20 hours per week and spend the other 20 to 30



hours per week working individually with students and parents, planning and consulting
with other teachers, and developing curriculum and assessments (p. 756).

Darling- Hammond is calling for administrators to make it a priority and part of their belief
system to include additional time for teacher planning and collaboration. In addition to time
constraints, Guskey (2000) noted that some teachers perceive professional development activities
to be oftentimes ineffective; and therefore merely tolerate them or do not engage in them.
Although professional development programs are designed to enhance teachers’ instructional
strategies with the intent to maximize the possibility of increasing student achievement, the
reactions from teachers and results from standardized test scores do not necessatily confirm the
effectiveness of professional development programs. Professional development therefore must
be planned carefully and should be job embedded to ensure application and transfer, ILTs are
essentially becoming the think tank in which training and supports are designed and carried out.

The ILT in this study included five teachers, one administrator, and an instructional
coach. The teachers ranged from: a second- year, female social science teacher; a twelfth-year,
female reading teacher; a seventh- year, male teacher who was serving as the school counselor at
the time; a first- year male Spanish teacher; and a twenty-first- year, female kindergarten teacher.
The administrator was in his ninth year and the school had been on probation for the last four
years. The team was newly formed this school year and all members were clected by their peers.
Two members, the reading teacher and the counselor had served on multiple committees and
teams in the past, yet never the Instructional Leadership Team.

Research shows there is increasingly more attention being brought to teachers' attitudes.
Teachers’ self-efficacy and beliefs are said to shape their professional development choices and
their efforts to change (Corson, 1999). Tlow teachers feel about themselves, their practice, and

the idea of schooling in general affects the internalization of the presented material. “Teachers



enter professional development programs with cettain attitudes and behaviors that affect
implementation.” (Lumpe & Chambers, 2001, p. 93). If they fecl they already know the
information, if it doesn’t apply to them, or if it is simply another mandate, many will show up,
disregard the information, and still get paid for attending. Consideration of teacher attitudes is
essential to the success of the professional development experience and ensures that classroom
implementation will occur (Steyn, 2005), In addition, the satisfaction that teachers experience in
their everyday task performance can be related to factors such as job attrition and sense of seli-
worth (Pillay, Boulton-Lewis, Wilss, & Lankshear, 2003).

The volume of literature on the development of teachers’ seif-efficacy has grown over the
years. Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and
execule the courses of action required to produce given attainments”  (p. 3). Individuals with
high levels of self-efficacy are likely to be more persistent and restorative (Bandura, 1997). A

study by Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk Hoy (2001) found that teachers™ efficacy levels have a

direct relationship with their actions and performance in the classroom. The authors stated that
“efficacy affects the effort teachers invest in teaching, the goals they set, and their level of
aspiration” (p. 783). How then can we rethink and attend to teachers’ self-efficacy in schools, in
professional development sessions, and even in preparation programs?

At a time when teachers are being held to performance management and results-oriented
accountability measures, it is paramount to understand how to support educators. Whether it is
how effective professional development sessions are, the lack of time, examination of teachers’
beliefs, or the lack of proper preparation, teachers must begin to renew their thinking and
instructional practices for the betterment of all students. In order to increase student

achievement, teachers must discuss and examine ways to increase student learning

10



collaboratively. For this study, [ want to affect and change teachers’ actions and planning, 1T
feel a need to work with a small group of teachers to choose one change agent and collectively
alter the services we provide to students.

Professional Stance

My professional stance is one aspect | have struggled with mainly because it requires,
conflicts against, and questions many of my personal qualities. Tused to fret about how others
perceived me and T doubted my abilities and knowledge. In the beginning of my career, I was
the typical forgotten teacher. I witnessed the same staff members called for administrative
meetings and allowed further opportunities for growth. All Tlonged for was to be included and
for my voice to be heard. Fortunately, after my fourth year of teaching, [ was offered a reading
specialist position, not in a school, but in the district office. This nontraditional move caused me
to deal with comments and opinions from others due to my position and age. Many in-school
specialists wanted to know how I received the job, if T had ever worked at the school-level, and
what experience I had due to my young age. At first teachers often viewed me as a spy for the
district or their administration. They sometimes resisted the best practices and strategies I had to
offer and doubted my competence. Ihad to pull from my personal stance to find my tough skin
in order to stand firm in my instructional decisions and support of district mandates.

When I encountered resistance due to my age or from teachers lacking a “growth
mindset,” I had to learn not to take it personally and remain committed to my goals. In addition,
1 built up the courage to take risks and respectfully challenge new ideas and practices. Now my
stance has evolved into my inability to accept complacency and to push forward in the flywheel
with creative and innovative solutions to help increase teacher and student learning (Collins,

2005).
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I was hindered at times when certain words and actions of others made me second guess
my approach and knowledge. In the beginning of my career, I sat back and observed as a
spectator. I tried to learn as much as possible from as many people as possible. Ithen took what
I learned and transformed into a conversationalist, coupling my thinking with that of others to
adjust and form new conclusions. T would use what I heard combined with what I believed to
put my own twist on things in order to explain my thinking to others. When conversing with
many educational outsiders, I can see times in which I was a storyteller, painting the picture by
using my experiences as truth and providing specific anecdotes for evidence.

My professional world has been influenced by colleagues, theorists, administrators, and
most importantly students. I admire Deborah Meier for her emphasis on trust building, peer
observations, and shared strengths (2002). The ideas of shared strengths and peer observations
are now practices I am committed to as a practitioner and as a researcher. I implement many of
Richard Elmore’s instructional rounds theories as a coach and have learned the value of digging
deep into what teachers and students are actually doing (2009). Ultimately, teachers and students
afford me with an abundance of experience and learning opportunities on a daily basis. It is from
them that I have evolved as a person, leader and researcher. Through my reflection and
observations, 1 am piivy to where they are coming from and the needs they hold. This pertinent
information is vital as I aim to be successful at supporting and transforming them.

As an instructional coach, I am drawn to Howard’s notions of Rigor, Relationship and
Responsiveness (2006). I have used this transformational approach. to help myself, as well as,
teachers and administrators look deeply at teaching and learning to increase student achievement.
The term rigor has been thrown around for years in education, yet many people define and

explain it differently. To instruct rigorously, teachers must first believe ALL students can learn.

12



They must transition across the continuum and get to know their students” strengths and
weaknesses as well as their own in order to find ways to reach and motivate them. To become
transformational, educators must continue to be reflective and actively refine their thinking as
they go along. They need to seek out additional information, advocate for change, challenge
many sacred cows, and collaborate for a broader perspective. Once these actions take place and
this new thinking evolves, student achievement will increase.

Values, Beliefs, and Experiences of the Researcher

As a novice teacher and in reform efforts today, I have witnessed the absence of a
teacher’s voice. This has prompted me to value and become dedicated to learning more about
increasing teacher capacity and leadership. I am dedicated to teaching and learning and believe
many teachers, just as students, are left behind. My personal experiences of ageism as well as
being one of the few non-African American teachers in an 100% African American school have
also helped shape my current beliefs and structures around improving teacher leadership. I am
now conscious of my critical theorist abilities to question and acknowledge where the true power
and values lie (Hinchey, 2010).

In my ten years as an educator, I belicve [ have traveled a wide spectrum of learning
stances and have grown both personally and professionally. The difficult part is intertwining
everything and seeing how it all fits with who you are. To provide a little history, in the
beginning of my career, I felt isolated and unaware of best practices in teaching and learning. I
was offered limited paths to growth as | was rarely given a chance to share concerns or
opportunities to grow professionally. T desperately wanted to be heard and to be a part of the
decision making group. It was not until I went back to school, gained additional curricular

knowledge, and met my mentor that helped me become the leader I am today. My mentor

13



instilled confidence in me and continued to force me to act. She empowered me by knowing how
and when to delegate responsibilities. Similar to Meier (2002), my mentor believed in placing
people in positions to do the right thing. She valued time and encouraged colleagues to
communicate and collaborate. T once heard her say that people do not take time to mentor young
people nowadays. As [ reflect on that statement, many educators and staff are simply waiting to
be challenged or pushed into new thinking and action as I was as a novice teacher. Mentoring
and coaching are now practices I am committed to and passionate about.

My current practices include coaching teachers and leaders together in order to build
teacher capacity. In correlation with Elmore’s instructional rounds, my hopes are to get teachers
into as many classrooms as possible to observe, discuss, and support a common practice.

Student teaching and occasional peer observations alone are not sufficient. Teachers and leaders
need to see a lot of teaching. They need to analyze a lot of student work. We, as educators, must
make it priority to study and discuss the teaching we see using all epistemological stances.
Looking back, if T knew half of what I know now as a coach, my teaching would have been
extremely more thoughtful and targeted.

With data at the forefront of leadership and instruction, T constantly reflect and have
committed myself to learning more about the “change” process, school improvement, and
building teacher capacity. Sergiovanni (1999) and Donaldson (2006) found that the more skilled
the teachers, the more successful a school and its students will be. If teachers are the driving
force behind student success, then it is my duty along with administrators to tap into their
strengths, reel them in, and together identify instructional goals to increase student achievement.
I anticipate this work having a positive effect on students mainly because teachers will discuss

and plan their instruction together to ensure their lessons are rigorous, account for all learmers,
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align to grade expectations, and ultimately exceed state standards. The evidence will show in the
actual teaching, student and staff dispositions, samples of student work, and numerically in
assessment results. As a whole, student achievement will increase and teacher reflection and
collaboration as a professional learning community will evolve.

Acknowledging my own stages of growth has helped me support other teachers and
redirect efforts to increasing student achievement. The primary focus of this dissertation is to
change teachers’ thoughts, planning, and delivery of instruction through collaboration,
observation, and reflection. The questions that will guide the inquiry are:

1. What does a cycle of professional learning look like and entail when it is lived out
collaboratively by a group of teachers?

2. How do teachers’ instructional practices change by engaging in and completing a
cycle of professional learning?

3. What part(s) of the cycle do teachers find most helpful to their practice?
4. What part(s) of the cycle are the most difficult for teachers to incorporate?

5. How do teachers make sense of this cyclical process?

To delve deep and iruly impact instruction, this research will examine the complexities of
teaching and learning as teachers experience challenges and success while engaging in a
professional learning cycle. To help understand and change the manner in which teachers think
about, plan, and deliver instruction, the cycle will consist of strategic protocols around
collaboration, observation, and reflection in order to examine the study’s research questions and
to provide next steps. The process itself will be implemented using a participatory action
rescarch design.

In chapter 2, I will explore how factors such as: the professional leadership and learning

cycles, the change process, professional development, professional learning communities, may
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help support teaching and student learning. Facilitating this participatory action research with a
small group of teachers will provide authentic insight regarding the teaching and learning
observed in classrooms. The outcomes will afford the researcher, teachers, and students with the

necessary reflections and actions to help change and positively impact student learning.
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CHAPTER TWO
Review of the Literature

Introduction

Teachers work in isolation the majority of the time, meaning they ate in their own rooms
interacting with students daily with limited supervision and collaboration. How then do they
improve, compare, or consult on best practices? According to Marshall (2009), a shared
definition of good teaching must be established and articulated in order for teachers to hear and
accept feedback and ultimately take ownership for student learning. Through this study, I hope
to rally teachers as we develop a professional learning community and challenge each other to
rethink current practices and rafchet up our quality of instruction. By convening teachers on an
Tnstructional Leadership Team who possess varied backgrounds, I believe support will
organically become differentiated as members of the group commit to and invest in a cycle of
professional learning. This action research will be centered upon implementing a framework
that will assist teachers in building collaboration, examining data, selecting a targeted
instructional area with an accompanying powerful practice, and using classroom based lab sites
to practice and align resources. This chapter will examine the literature on the cycle of
improvement and factors such as: the change process, adult learning, professional development,
and professional learning communities.
Change Process

In a time of rigorous standards for students and high accountability for educators,
attention to a teacher’s self-efficacy is crucial. Administrators, parents, and communities all
want confident and positive teachers in front of students. The expectations and beliefs a teacher

possesses can very well translate into the efforts they put forth and the language they utilize with
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students in classrooms. My overall concern and observation is that most teachers genuinely
believe they are teaching well. Historical reform initiatives have often been examined alongside
teachers” practices and overall infentions. The related literature spans from several decades to
examine the notion of self-efficacy as a factor influencing teacher effectiveness. From my own
experience, as a beginning teacher I truly believed I was doing all that I could to advance the
learning of my students. I was working hard, but definitely not as smart as 1 could have. Once
equipped with additional knowledge and skills, I discovered that my newfound attitude and
confidence drastically altered tfle way I planned and delivered high quality instruction to
students. These experiences were just the beginning of the change process ahead of me.

Self-efficacy links people’s beliefs in their own abilities to their actions. These beliefs
can thus impact one’s behaviors and affect their tenacity when encountering and coping with
challenges. The concept of self-efficacy is said to have originated over 30 years ago when the
RAND Corporation conducied teacher surveys on their agreement to posed belief statements
(Protheroe, 2008). Henson (2001) suggested powerful effects from a teacher’s belief in his or
her ability to positively impact student learning is critical to actual success or failure in a
teacher’s behavior (p.17). Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, and Hoy (1998) link a teacher’s self-
efficacy to their behaviors, efforts, and goals in the classroom. Self-efficacy is related to one’s
perception of their competence raiher than their actual competence (Tschannen-Moran et al.,
(1998). In a study by Ware and Kitsanias (2007), teachers reporting high self-efficacy results
were more likely to overcome challenges, were more optimistic, gave greater effort, and fook
responsibility for their teaching and student learning.

Fullan, Cuttress, and Kilcher (2005) believe eight drivers are keys to create effective and

lasting change:
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1. Engaging people’s moral purposes

2. Building capacity

3. Understanding the change process

4. Developing cultures for learning

5. Developing cultures of evaluation

6. Focusing on leadership for change

7. Tostering coherence making

8. Cultivating tri-level development

They believe you must first have knowledge about the why of change, or the moral
purpose. Moral purpose in education involves the commitment to improving society and citizens
through education and learning. To build capacity, especially organizational capacity, you must
shift the current infrastructure. Implementing the professional leaming cycle is one way to
provide and define this infrastructure. Group capacity is difficult because it involves working
together in new ways. In this case, working as an ILT was new. Fullan, Cutiress, and Kilcher
(2005) believe to make change work, the energy, ideas, commitment, and ownership of all those
implementing is required. They caution that ownership is not available at the beginning of the
change process, yet it is something created through a quality change process. Developing a
culture for learning involves a set of strategies designed for people to learn from each other and
become collectively committed to improvement. Successful change involves Iearning during
implementation. By developing a culture of evaluation, T belicve schools can analyze multiple
data sets on an ongoing basis, enabling teachers to use the information for action planning and
next steps. In the Cyele of Professional Learning, these are all seen through the peer visits,

coaching, and learning walk components. The focus on leadership for change is evident in the
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Instructional Leadership Team’s development and cycle work because here the principal isn’t the
dictator. They are instead a facilitator who fosters innovativeness and decision making in others.
Fostering coherence is clear in the cycle because it shows how the strategies and the process of
improvement are all interconnected.

To learn how teachers interpreted their situations and justified their practices, Kennedy
(2004) used an interview strategy, which included videotaping lessons and having both teachers
and researchers view the tapes in which specific moments were selected to discuss. The
interviews investigated how the teachers interpreted their actions and decisions while teaching,
as well as the beliefs and values that influenced their thinking as events unfolded throughout
their lesson. The results showed that teachers and observers often perceive things differently.
Teachers explained how and why they did or did not choose to implement suggested reform
ideas or see the value in the practices once in the act of teaching and once real life issues arose
(2004). This phenomenon has great implications for administrators and teacher leaders as they
seek ways to develop colleagues and ensure professional development and new learning transfers
into daily teaching practice and increased pedagogy. Leaders and teachers must calibrate around
what good teaching looks like as well as take into account how dynamics change once students
are engaged in classrooms.

In Change Leader, Fullan argues that practitioners need focus, coherence, and
persistence-resources one will find in themselves (2011). Fullan’s idea that practice is a
powerful tool for change in rooted in his beliefs that multiple approaches and experimentation
lead to new learning. Rather than try to figure out or act upon others’ theories, he recommends

using practice fo get at theory and to discover strategies that work for the individual (2011).
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Effective leadership is shared and crucial to the success of an organization. To receive
buy-in and sustainability, leadership must include creating or rebuilding customs that are
grounded in collaboration and trust. Leaders have to be steadfast at motivating and lifting the
expertise of others as well. Due to the fact that schools in general are incredibly complex
organizations, leadership must maintain their focus on teaching and learning, empower teachers
as real instructional leaders, shift the culture, and provide significant support (Pitcher and
Nelsen, 2010). “There is so much going on all the time that it is easy to fall into a pattern of
being ruled by the “tyranny of the urgent,” and responding to what’s most important right now
(2010).” By forming an instructional leadership team (ILT), schools can begin to hone in on
real instructional issues and create a sense of ownership, dialogue, and dedication around what’s
important to them.

Deutschmann (2009) believes when you walk the walk, you demonstraie what comes
first, share in the struggle and risk, gain first-hand experience, and ultimately learn more about
the issue. Every moment offers an up close opportunity to teach, train, and lead all while others
learn from the steps you take. Leaders must be present as learners and have their boots on the
ground (Pascale, Sternin, and Sternin 2010). Change leaders use more group learning than
anything else. Once capacity reaches a certain level, its peers become the main source of
innovation. The establishment of new practices and experiences galvanizes passion. This is the
essence of the change leader- the capacity to generate energy and passion in others through
action (Fullan, 2011). Leaders then both guide the process and learn from the dynamics.

Although creating collaboration is critical to ensure effective leadership and change,
teams must be mindful that clarity is everything. The ultimate purpose of the work has to be

crystal clear as does the objectives of the organization as a whole (Wageman et all, 2008).
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Therefore, coaches and teacher leaders alike must take on a systems leader point of view to
ensure structures are organized to create, develop, and sustain the conditions for instructional
improvements on all levels (Fullan & Knight, 2011).
Professional Development

In my cleven years in a large urban public school system, it has been my observation that
our district often allocates large amounts of resources and time to professional development.
Without the proper follow-up and support, many of the practices learned or acquired in
professional development sessions do not transfer with fidelity into teacher practice (Schmoker,
2006). So how do professional development structures and processes affect teachers” knowledge,
practice, student achievement, and even efficacy? Issues and questions of fidelity have plagued
the education world for some time. Schmoker (2006) states that initiatives are often thrown out
altogether or halted mostly because professionals aren’t implementing them exactly the way they
were meant to be. Sometimes the professional development objectives are not connected to timely
student data or even a school-wide goal, which in turn does not then get supported nor monitored.

When teachers feel educational research is disconnected to their practice, they are less
likely to think the knowledge is useful (Kennedy, 1997). With regard to reform initiatives
around teaching, Kennedy believes that the kinds of problems teachers actually are facing could
possibly be different from the kinds of problems researchers are trying to resolve. Kennedy
investigated why many reform ideals have failed. One explanation was that these practices could
be unrealistic in everyday teaching. The types of changes in practice require more time and
energy than teachers in reality actually have; and the ideals often conflicted with each other. For

example, teachers tend to refrain from intellectual engagement because they believe that
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initiatives will go away and that they must maintain lesson momentum in order to cover a
prescribed content (Kennedy, 2005).

Professional learning was more likely to improve student learning outcomes if it increased
teachers’ understanding of content, how students learned the content, and how it was presented in
meaningful ways (Cohen & Hill, 2000). Elmore (2009) maintains that if professional development
is not rooted in the instructional core centered on the interrelationship between students, teachers,
and content, then it will not have a significant impact on achievement. Active learning on the part
of the teacher as well as being provided with feedback and modeling are vital components of
professional learning (Joyce & Showers, 1982). Hawley and Valli’s (1999) research indicated
that examining student work collaboratively was a critical part of an effective professional learning
program. In addition, Fullan’s (1982} notion of follow-up support was cited as an important, yet
often neglected feature.

Battey and Franke (2008) attempted to better understand the dilemmas and choices teachers
face in making use of learned practices. They sought to answer how professional development
can be rethought to allow teachers to make sense of their knowledge, skills, and identities in
relation to classroom standards. A teacher’s identity was also examined as a way to help document,
analyze, and understand teacher learning and classroom practice.

Relevant literature concurs that despite the frequency and dominance of professional
development in schools, there is variability in implementation and limited research has been
concluded on how professional development makes its way into the classroom (Wilson & Berne,
1999). Even when teachers participate in high quality in-services, there still remains a large and
often undocumented variability in how teachers make use of the new ideas (Kazemi, 2004).

Focusing on identity as a part of learning has enabled these researchers to view teacher learning as
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both situated in practice and as an integrated, complex system embedded in the structures,
histories, and cultures of schools. This construct of identity helps in understanding why
professional development can look differently as teachers embrace new ideas and incorporaie them
into their daily practices. Identity is shaped by the knowledge and skills we acquire and shapes
the knowledge and skills we seek to develop. So identity does not sit separately from knowledge
and skills; acquiring new knowledge and skills play a critical role in reshaping identity (Franke &
Kazemi, 2001).

Involvement in a community of practice can often lead to the development of a newfound
identity. Professional development can be identified as a space and time for acquiring new
knowledge, re-crafting identities, and challenging existing cultural and social practices. As
teachers share experiences and engage in the work during these sessions, they situate themselves
and their narratives to define their roles. Through their opinions, reflections, and pushback we
gain a sense of their identity, how they view themselves in relation to teaching, to the content, to
students, and to the community.

According to Borko (2004) and Darling-Hammond (2000), quality professional
development can change teachers’ practices and positively affect student learning. Professional
development should be anchored in teachers’ reality, sustained over time, and aimed at creating
peer collaboration (Chan & Pang, 2006; Richardson, 2003).

Many reform initiatives, school improvement plans, and action items invest heavily in
professional development as a means of ensuring that the teaching is consistent with the vision of
the organization. Although research highlights qualities of effective professional development,
there is little research about how it is incorporated in teachers’ curriculum and instruction and

how organizations use professional development to implement their vision of schooling, while
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building new knowledge about teaching and learning (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Many
teachers report changes in their practice following professional development, but to what degree
is unknown exactly (Cohen, 1990; Loucks-Horsley, Love, Stiles, Mundry & Hewson, 2003;
Weiss & Pasley, 2006). Districts, leaders, and schools place emphasis on professional
development as a strategy for organizational success, but they must guarantee their programs
embody distinct aspects that will affect teaching and learning: coaching, training, extended time
devoted to learning new content and pedagogy, and opportunities for reflection with peers
(Killion, 1999).

Professional development choices and expectations should be intentional, communicated
to stakeholders, tied to some form of data, and followed up on. Often it is common language
used to articulate and bridge the desired outcomes to the implications on the instructional core in
the classroom that makes a teacher in-service successful. Administrators and teacher teams must
collaborate and communicate to ensure these sessions are differentiated and support is provided.
Job-embedded safe practice with support from colleagues and administration is crucial to the
improvement of one’s instruction. This input or {raining can best be supported and developed
amongst colleagues when a culture of collaboration is the norm.

Adult Learning

The ongoing coursework and workshops teachers and leaders take rarely address the
adult learning curve and ways to support adult learners. Kegan’s (2000} principles of
constructive development theory helps to explain the ways in which learners make sense of their
experiences (as cited in Drago-Severson, 2009). His theory aims at explaining how adults
respond differently and therefore require varying types of support. Kegan sces development as a

dynamic, lifelong, interactive process between the person and the environment (in Drago-
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Severson, 2009). Drago-Severson (2008) believes educators must be cognizant of
developmental diversity in order to understand and attend to the different ways of learning. She
suggests a learning-oriented model of leadership that encompasses the three different ways of
knowing: the instrumental, the socializing, and the self-authoring. This model helps explain
one’s beliefs about their role and responsibilities as a teacher, leader, and learner. Just as
teachers must know their students in order to meet their needs, administrators should come to
know and learn how the adults in their building learn best too. Teachers who have an
instrumental way of knowing tend to follow rules and feel supported when provided with
specific actions and procedures. These learners thrive when placed in groups when exposed to
multiple perspectives to help shape their beliefs. Learners that possess a socializing way of
knowing often value reflection and validation. They typically need to share and clarify their
beliefs before sharing out in a large group setting. Adults with a self-authoring way of knowing
can assess other people’s expectations and demands and compare them to their own internal
standards and judgments. These learners need an environment that challenges them to see other
perspectives.

Drago-Severson (2008) proposes four pillar practices to support adults with different
ways of knowing. Each practice centers on adult collaboration and creates opportunities to
engage in reflective practice as a tool for professional and personal growth. The four pillars are:

1. Teaming
2. Providing leadership roles
3. Collegial inquiry

4. Mentoring

26



These pillars are evident in the intent and structures of both Instructional Leadership Teams
and the Professional Learning Cycles. The ILT and Cycle provide a safe environment for
different types of learners to engage in {rue discussion and inquiry about student learning. By
assigning roles and responsibilities to all members of the team, school administrators inherently
distribute leadership. Mentoring and peer coaching take form as teachers collaborate to observe
one another and provide feedback for reflection.

Teams as Professional Learning Communities

As national leaders and educators search and grapple with reform initiatives, the concept
of collaboration and communication amongst staffs has received growing attention. The
“professional learning community” model has thus become a way of life and common practice
for many educators and schools recently. In the professional learning community (PLC), student
achievement is the priority as staffs collectively put their heads together to ask questions,
acknowledge challenges, create solutions and designate resources to improve student outcomes.
Payne (2008) agrees that one of the main impediments to improving instruction is due in part to
teacher isolation from one another and even reformer isolation. In order to enhance teaching and
learning capacity, schools can build a professional learning community that is rooted in a shared
purpose, collaboration, and collective responsibility (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995, p. 37).
Wenger and Snyder’s (2000) “communities of practice” help focus teachers and administrators
work by accepting roles to assist in developing capacities, building and sharing information,
transferring best practices, and solving “problems of practice.” Deborah Meier (2002) contends
that building relationships based on trust is a key component of school improvement in which

one person’s strength often becomes a shared strength.
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In the book Revisiting Professional Learning Communities at Work: New Insights for
Improving Schools, Dufour et al. (2008) defined professional learning communities as:

“Educators committed to working collaboratively in ongoing processes of collective
inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve. Professional
learning communities operate under the assumption that the key to improved learning for

students is continuous, job-embedded learning for educators (p. 14).”

The Dufours et al (2006) present the most common PLC framework and its six components as:

a focus on learning;

- acollaborative culture stressing learning for all;
- collective inquiry into best practice;

- an action orientation (learning by doing);

- acommitment to continuous improvement; and

- afocus on results.

Schmoker (2006) believes professional learning communities have emerged as arguably
the best, most agreed-upon means by which to continuously improve instruction and student
performance (p.106). He prefers PLCs over traditional staff development and workshops. True
learning communities encourage the “experts among us” to recognize and share the best of what
they already know opposite to workshops that fail to follow up and adjust instruction (Schmoker,
2006). PLCs involve developing communities of learners in which teachers and school leaders
work together to improve the learning conditions and results of students (Fullan, 2006). Once
teams stop “doing” professional development and begin to live as a true learning community,
teachers can then take ownership for their practice and begin to examine processes and
procedures that can help them get there.

Framework for Powerful Resulis and the Cycles of Professional Learning
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Schoo! leaders are often expected to engage in numerous goal setting and planning
sessions every year. In my experience, when asking principals what their school wide focus is or
what have they really been investing in, I often hear a laundry list of initiatives, foci, or get
handed multiple templates and checklists. Many are not very adept at having or sharing their “30
second elevator pitch.”

“An elevator speech is a short (15-30 second, 150 word) sound bite that succinctly and
memorably introduces you. It spotlights your uniqueness. It focuses on the benefits you provide.
And it is delivered effortlessly. (vetrieved Jan 7, 2012 from

http/fwww. dalekurow.com/elevator_speech).”

Just as teachers are expected to have a clear teaching objective for every lesson, with
checks for understanding, adjustments, and assessments- schools too should have an elevator
speech that provides a clear focus for improvement, supports, and checks and balances. This is
where the majority of work actually begins. Schools, leaders, and teachers are all trying to do or
accomplish too much and therefore do not do any one thing well. According to Schmoker
(2006), the mirage of school improvement planning ensues. “Schools and districts get lost in
strategic planning” (p. 34). When committing to these weekly, monthly, quarterly, and yearly
planning templates “fragmentation, overload, and failure is guaranteed (Fullan, 1996, p. 420 as
cited in Schmoker-Results Now, 2006). Collins observes that such plans ensure that
organizations become “scattered and diffused, moving on many levels”- doomed to “pursue
many ends at the same time” (20014, p. 91). The aligning of thinking, practicing, support, and
reflection included in a professional learning cycle seeks to overcome this challenge and push
educators to shift to a common focus. In the book, Simplexity: Why Simple Things Become

Complex (And How Complex Things Can Be Made Simple), Kluger (2008) calls leaders to
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choose a small amount of core priorities to pursue by building capacity in a nonjudgmental
climate and establish a transparent learning relationship between practice and results.

Nelsen and Cudeiro (2009) hope to parallel adult learning with that of student learning as
they describe a professional learning model as repeated cycles of learning sessions lasting six to
cight weeks linked with supports such as observation and coaching, professional readings, the
analysis of student work, peer observations, and focused walkthroughs. Joyce and Showers
(2002 as cited in Nelsen and Cudeiro) agree that these supports are necessary for effective
learning to take place. Elmore believes these actions around a selected “problem of practice”
have the potential to move a school and teachers toward coherence and tighter coupling making a
study common across the school (as cited in Nelsen and Cudeiro, 2009). The model includes
repeated cycles so leaders and teachers learn the process of continued and supported learning and
begin to conduct business differently. In this cyclical structure, there are multiple learning
opportunities that include: time for safe practice, opportunities to observe colleagues, feedback,
professional reading support, peer discussion, data and student work analysis, as well as constant

measuring, monitoring, and modifying all around a specific and agreed upon focus.
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Figure 1
The Framework for Powerful Results and the Cycle of Professional Learning (Nelsen and
Cudeiro, 2009) '
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Summary

The goal of professional learning communities, change initiatives, and any cycle for
improvement is to develop shared leadership that includes building and often rebuilding a culture
of collaboration. Administrators must wotk alongside teachers in order to create and foster
teacher and student growth. An effective leader knows how to: build trust, bank on expettise,
convene others around data, target specific instructional practices, examine student work, align
resources, and partner with families and communities.

To be transparent with alignment, structures in schools should be cyclical and anticipated
by all to ensure objectives are related in order for practices to be implemented with fidelity.
Tapping into teachers’ strengths and empowering them to take on leadership roles, assists in the
change process and transforms one’s self efficacy. Being inclusive and choosing a few powerful

practices together allows for ownership and change to evolve organically through dialogue and

31



reflection. Having a process that measures professional development choices, training, and other
inputs and expectations that are intentional, communicated, urgent, and followed up on are the
quickest way to see results. Often times it is the common language used to articulate and bridge
the desired outcomes to the implications on the instructional core in the classroom that makes
teaching and learning successful.

This chapter reviewed current research in five areas: the change process; professional
development; adult learning; teams as professional learning communities; and the Framework for
Powerful Results and the Cycles of Professional Learning. The focus of this research project is
the observation and documentation of a team of educators as they live through and reflect upon a

focused whole school improvement structure.
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CHAPTER THREE
Methodology

Introduction

In order for true change to occur, instructional leadership, professional development, and
teaching all must be relevant, responsive and constantly evolving in context. Practice, support,
and reflection when instituted and examined in a cyclical fashion can lead to insightful
professional learning. This particular case study’s bounded autonomy will chronicle a group of
instructional leaders as we engage in an eight-week professional learning cycle. As a participant
and facilitator, this action research will inform both my own learning as well as the teams” as we
continue to build and live as a professional learning community. The questions guiding this
rescarch are:

1. What does a cycle of professional learning look like and entail when it is lived out
collaboratively by a group of teachers?

2. How do teachers’ instructional practices change by engaging in and completing a
cycle of professional learning?

3. What pari(s) of the cycle do teachers find most helpful to their practice?
4. What pari(s) of the cycle are the most difficult for teachers to incorporate?

5. How do teachers make sense of this cyclical process?

I will co-facilitate, serve as a probing thought partner, and participate in the professional
learning alongside an instructional leadership team (ILT) from a school T am currently assigned
to as an instructional coach. This team is comprised of an administrator and 5 teachers
representing various grade bands and one content area in a K-8 school on Chicago’s south side.
As an equal contributor on the team, I hope to capture the learning experience and specify

implications for teacher and student practice.
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Context

I have been an instructional coach for a network of thirty elementary schools in Chicago
for six years. In a large, urban, and political district that contains over six hundred schools, one
can only imagine how many times my job title, assigned schools, and supervisors have changed
over the years. The constant expectation though for me and others in my role has always been to
lift the instructional capacity of teachers and administrators across varied performing schools and
neighborhoods.

After years of being a mediocre teacher myself and observing and reflecting with
hundreds of overwhelmed teachers, I realized most are working hard, but grapple with
understanding how to connect their learning to practice. All of my assigned schools had teams in
place, but most were not high functioning or adept at choosing and sticking to a school-wide
focus. I finally came across a researched based model in my own professional development that
I strongly felt could aid and assist teams of educators as they sought to refine and hone their
craft. This framework and cycle of professional learning requires teachers and leaders to
approach improvement differently by investigating something important, puiling from the
collective expertise around them, and using specific processes and procedures as checks and
balances.

It has been my observation that many staff development days and meetings are full of
information, but lack time actually dedicated to delving deep into instructional areas. 1 believe
schools could benefit from coordinating their efforts around a single area of instruction. First
cultivating strong teams and professional learning communities in order to foster trust and
collegiality is essential. The initial phase in the professional learning cycle is to build

collaboration, therefore, my entry plan will require me to assess and get a sense of how the
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instructional leaders actually function as a team. Once I am familiar with the team’s overall
“culture,” 1 will be better equipped to support them. How the ILT operates will dictate whether
or not we need to infuse effective team practices into our work as we identify an instructional
focus and commit to a framework for improvement.

Participants

My sample was somewhat strategic. [ identified Taylor School-which recently dropped
from “tier 2” status to “ticr 3” status. In our district, schools are ranked a 1, 2, or 3 according to
overall achievement and growth measures set by district metrics. Higher performing schools are
ranked a 1, whereas the lowest are ranked a 3. These rankings are based on a combination of
metrics including: student growth, student attainment, overall attendance, and school survey
results. After an initial conversation with the principal, I determined that this particular school
would be an ideal candidate for the study because it represents a common comundrum. The
school had multiple teams in place, some that met frequently, several which focused on
instruction, and some that tended to meet more about organizational issues in regards to agenda
items. One challenge I noticed immediately is that the various teams and leadership rarely
created and followed through on action items. At this time, the school was desperate to turn
things around and get off probation.

The administrator and I agreed that the focus of our work together would be strictly with
the instructional leadership team. This team would serve as our vehicle for whole school reform.
The team members participating would learn and plan together in order to take knowledge and
skills back to their grade or course-alike colleagues, T would participate as a member of the team
and try to bring coherency through the use of the professional learning cycle. Rather than build a

team from scratch by allowing teachers to nominate their peers or volunieer, this team was
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already identified early in the school year by the principal. The team consisted of: the principal,
a 1% grade teacher, a 4™ grade teacher, an upper grade language arts teacher who teaches 6"-8™
grades, the bilingual specialist, and an intermediate special education teacher. The teachers on
the team represented various grade bands and specialty areas, but not all content subjects.

Taylor school and their TLT were ideal for this cycle work mainly because the team was
eager to get back on track instructionally and willing to learn and grow professionally. In
addition, I had an initial coaching relationship established with them already.
Methods

This study will follow an instructional leadership team through a cycle of professional
learning using qualitative methods. My hope for this inquiry is that it fosters reflection and
commitment by everyone involved to help improve their practice (Briggs & Coleman, 2007).
Creswell (2005) describes qualitative research as an approach to inquiry that is useful to explore
and understand a common phenomenon. As a bounded case study, participatory action tesearch
methodology will guide our team as we undergo observations and weekly focus groups to give
insider understanding on our experiences, reactions, and refinements. Data collection therefore
will be in the form of observation notes, journaling, action plans and exit slips after each
meeting, and session recordings.

Case studies draw attention to what specifically can be learned from a single case (Stake,
2000). In this particular instance, I will be drawing upon the conversations, actions, and changes
that occur during this team’s inquiry. According to Stake, this type of research is an
“instrumental case study” due to the fact that we are collectively gaining insight, advancing our
understanding, and drawing generalizations of how effective the cycle is in our everyday

teaching and learning (2000). Briggs and Coleman describe it as an evaluative case- which sets

36



out to explore an educational program, system, project or event in order to focus on its
worthwhileness (2007). As a qualitative researcher, this case will be bounded to the execution of
our “phenomena.” The “phenomena,” in this instance, is the team’s engagement in the
professional learning cycle. 1 will seek patterns of data and triangulate key observations, and
ultimately develop generalizations based on my interpretations (Stake, 2000).

Since case studies are not a methodological choice, but rather a choice of what is to be
studied (Stake, 2000), T am electing to engage in participatory action research in order to study
this case. I have chosen a qualitative action research design in hopes that the discussion data
from focus groups, classroom observations, and probing questions will assist in changing
teachers’ thoughts and behaviors. I envision these methods not only answering my research
questions, but also altering the daily actions and practices of the teacher leaders.

Kemmis and McTaggart have identified three attributes often used to differentiate
participatory research from conventional research (2000). The first is shared ownership. The
members of the instructional leadership team in this study have all agreed to dedicate their
efforts to living out this cycle of improvement for their own learning. The second is community-
based analysis of the problems. As a team, we anticipate that the process will be messy and we
welcome the challenges to help us learn and grow as professionals. The last attribute is an
orientation toward community action. Our goal in this practice is to determine if this cycle
positively influences our practice so that we in turn may assist in developing our colleagues in
teacher teams. In theory, participatory action research requires participants to take the
construction and reconstruction of their reality into their own hands, knowing that they are not
alone, and taking an active role in changing it (2000). This type of research frequently emerges

when people want to make changes thoughtfully, after critical reflection. It emerges when
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people want to think realistically about where they are now, how things came to be that way, and
from these starting points, how, in practice, things might be changed (p.573).”

Participatory action research or “insider research” is also said to involve a spiral of self-
reflective cycles of: planning a change, acting and observing the process and consequences of the
change, reflecting on the processes and consequences, and then re-planning, acting, and
observing, reflecting, and so on (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). Similar to the cycle of
professional learning, the stages of action rescarch may overlap and success will not be measured
by how strict the steps are followed, rather by whether the participants gain a strong and genuine
sense of development and evolution in their practices, understandings, and situations. The seven
key factors of this type of research include:

1. Pariicipatory action research is a social process.

2. Participatory action research is participatory.

3. Participatory action research is practical and collaborative.

4, Participatory action research is emancipatory.

5. Participatory action research is critical.

6. Participatory action research is recursive.

7. Participatory action research aims to transform both theory and practice (2000).

Action research aims to explore practice. Since participatory action research is heavily
grounded in collaboration, social and didactic dynamics will play a major part in our learning.
Our weekly instructional leadership team meetings will serve as focus groups in which we will
examine data to identify and agree upon an annual school-wide target with accompanying eight
week practices that are meaningful and important. Qualitative data instruments will consist of

tape-recorded focus groups, observation templates, participant journals, and researcher field
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notes. These tools will help document discussion that stems from our selection of powerful
practices, analysis of student work and achievement data, as well as our debrief conversations
following our learning walks. The group sessions will be tape-recorded and scripted using field
notes in order to capture trends and implications of the cycle on our practice. Close analysis of
the participants® views, dialogue, and understandings will guide our work and help us make
sense of the findings and reflections during our time together. This cyclical school-wide and
teacher action research coupled with the spiraling nature of the actual professional leaming
model is directly tied to the instructional core as we hope to positively impact the classroom and
students.
Summary

Despite all of the curriculum, leadership, and initiative changes in our district, a school’s
instructional leadership team and I are striving to determine if adhering to a professional learning
cycle will help focus our efforts to improve instruction. Collectively we agreed that a system
needed to be in place to efficiently identify, support and monitor our progress. This study will
focus on one school’s team, or case, in order to commit to an action research method of
participating in a cycle of inquiry. The action research design and the work the team will
actually engage in are both cyclical processes. Transforming thinking and procedures to get
educators to act routinely in this way will provide us with new insight and evidence around

teaching and learning.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Framework for Powerful Results and a Cyecle of Professional Learning in Action

Introduction
Superintendents, principals, politicians, community members, parents, and teachers all

seek the magic solution to accomplishing whole school reform. As an instructional coach, I
dreamed of having a framework that would guide school leaders’ and teachers” actions towards
increased student achievement. To me, the Framework for Powerful Results and its Cycles of
Professional Learning seemed to hold promise for providing both the structure and supports
necessary to unify staff around a single focus and ultimately raise student achievement. To try
and understand this framework through implementation, [ strategically selected a school whose
scores had been declining, yet one whose faculty and administration were still eager and
motivated to find solutions. The school’s Instructional Leadership Team and I would partner to
implement a year- long overarching Framework and an eight week Cycle of professional
learning. The six-member team was comprised of teachers from various grade bands and
subjects as well as administration and support personnel. This group of educators was tasked
with collaborating weckly, devising protocols to analyze data and student work, and taking best
practices and instructional support back to their teacher teams. The Framework and Cycle
helped to coordinate professional development and adult learning efforts school wide. In order
to understand how this was enacted in one particular school, my research investigated the
following questions:

1. What does a cycle of professional learning look like and entail when it is lived out
collaboratively by a group of teachers?

2. How do teachers’ instructional practices change by engaging in and completing a
cycle of professional learning?
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3. What part(s) of the cycle do teachers find most helpful to their préctice?
4. What part(s) of the cycle are the most difficult for teachers to incorporate?

5. How do teachers make sense of this cyclical process?

In this chapter, I describe the process involved when implementing the “Professional
Learning Framework" and a "Cycle of Professional Learning." I will narrate a week-by-week
account through an eight-week cycle implemented by an Instructional Leadership Team. Asa
researcher and facilitator, I collected data in various forms. I seripted my observations of both
students and teachers in classrooms, as well as observations of staff interactions in IL'T meetings.
I compiled student level data in the form of work products and achievement data. I also
collected all of the next steps that were identified in each week's action plans, conducted
individual interviews, and tallied exit slip responses after each meeting.

The foundation of the Framework and Cycle is change. The cycle seeks to affect change
in both teacher practice and in student tasks. These changes are supported overtime and then
tracked to determine if there is ultimately increased student achievement. Collectively, as a team
we were looking for impact and implementation of our goals. Prior to beginning, I knew that
establishing a strong team structure and a culture of shared leadership and trust was critical in
order to examine data, plan, provide, and monitor instruction. My goal in seeing a Cycle through
to the end was to have a school commit to a common instructional focus and provide the proper
support and monitoring along the way in order to see true changes in both teacher and student
practices. Chapter 5 will detail the results from my second research question regarding how
teachers’ instructional practices changed due to implementing the cycle. Chapter 6 includes
descriptions of what teachers found helpful and challenging as well as how they made sense of

the entire process. In chapter 7, I will illustrate how | made sense of this course of action as a
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researcher and narrate the lessons learned in terms of future implications for school leaders,
coaches, teams, and teachers.
Figure 1

Targeted Leaderships' Framework for Powerful Results and the Cyeles of Professional

Learning (Nelsen & Cudeiro, 2009)
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Below I will explain how both diagrams above are part of an interrelated process. An
Insiructional Leadership Team must choose and commit to this ideology to help initiate
and sustain change. The white diagram is the overarching "Framework for Powerful
Results" and the yellow components are part of the actual "Cycles of Professional
Learning." Together, an Instructional Leadership team is implementing these processes.
‘The recurring structure of the Cycles of Professional Learning is what I am researching in
this study, although it is contingent upon the Framework. The team and I had to do a lot

of work upfront with the Framework before we could even begin a Cycle. We lived
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through one of these cycles for 8 weeks, but the entire process took almost an entire

semester of the school year.

The six components of the Framework for Powerful Results

L.

Build Collaboration- an Instructional Leadership Team is formed that represents all staff
groups, deals only with insiructional issues, receives training as a team, guides the school
through the Framework, and facilitates other teacher teams at the school.

Examine Data- teams analyze standardized and local measures, set SMART goals,
determine if data is actionable, engage all staff, teach the data for understanding, use
protocols for analysis, and select a Targeted Instructional Area

Select a Targeted Instructional Area (T1A)- one thing the school hopes to do better, is
based on data, engages all staff (tcachers in every grade level, subject, specialty, and
support staff), is measureable, is representative of students’ needs, improves instruction,
is clear and easy to communicate, encompasses standards, objectives, and benchmarks,
can guide the work over time

Review/Select a Powerful Practice- a research proven practice or strategy that connecis
to teaching and learning and can advance the Targeted Instructional Area.

Plan, Provide, and Monitor Cycles of Professional Learning- ILTs design and
implement 4-5 cycles per year around a powerful practice, each is approximately 6-8
weeks long. The cycles are intentional about setting clear SMART goals for both
teachers and students so that expectations and end results can be communicated and
achieved. Teachers receive support and monitoring in order to become proficient at the

powerful practice and to see increased student outcomes.
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6. Align Resources- Time, people, talent, and funding are rethought and allocated

strategically. Teams begin to determine “what they can stop doing.”

The above Framework is the overall high leverage structure in which the selected school has

chosen to engage in for their own professional learning and inquiry. Embedded within the

Framework are the seven components of a Cycle of Professional Learning that I chronicled for

my research.

The seven components of a Cycle of Professional Learning:

Inputs- any training, learning, and modeling around the selected powerful practice
Safe Practice- time when ieachers can try out the strategies and become confident,
free of evaluation

Professional Reading- additional support, information and research regarding the
powerful practice/strategy

Observation/Coaching/Feedback- opportunities for teachers to observe others
trying out the same strategy, a way to build a common vocabulary and to give
suggestions

Looking at Student Work and Data- a way to measure and monitor the impact of
new strategies on student learning, informs if adjustments need to be made to
meet student needs as indicaied by the SMART goals

Learning Walks- visits to all classrooms to gauge implementation, and to gather
informal data to inform additional learning and resource allocation

Monitoring, Measuring, and Modifying- results are reported to the entire school,

determines expertise to inform the next cycle
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Taylor Elementary School’s Journey through th1€ Framework for Powerful Results and an
Eight Week Cycle of Professional Learning

At the beginning of the 2011-2012 school year, Taylor Elementary had just received their
school performance rating. This new status dropped them from a level 2 school to the lowest
standing, level 3. This rating gave Taylor the designation of being in Low Academic Standing
and "On Probation." With the disappointing news, the administration and ILT were eager and
committed to turning things around. Taylor school served 596 students grades Pre-Kindergarten
through 8" grade. As of 2011-2012, the largest demographic at Taylor was Hispanic making up
88.1% of the student population. The second greatest demographic was Black at 9.9%. 96.5 %
of students were low income with 12.4 % of the student population receiving Special Needs
services and 34.1 % being English Language Learners.

In an initial data analysis meeting, the team and 1 examined their past and present
reading data to determine any glaring performance problems and some possible root causes. The
data from the past year’s Illinois State Achievement Test indicated that 68.1 % of 3™-8" grade
students were meeting or exceeding state standards in Reading. Their current interim assessment
results measuring growth from the beginning of the year (BOY) to the middle of the year (MOY)
on the Northwest Evaluation Association INWEA) exam for grades 3rd-8th indicated 54% of
students were improving their mean scores in reading, yet still needed additional instruction in
informational text and vocabulary to meet their growth projections. Qualitative "walkthrough"
snapshots from every class in the school suggested that student tasks did not align with the
teaching objectives and whole group instruction with minimal student discourse was common.
Armed with this data, we decided that "Reading” should definitely be the big focus and the

success of this professional learning cycle would be a by-product of the ILT"s effectiveness. The
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team landed on a 70% goal for the End of the Year as a result of the cycle implementation. In
order for change to occur, the ILT would have to function strategically to lead this work, This
collaboration and communication would be vital to the implementation and results of our
inquiry.

Framework Component #1- Build Collaboration:

From September to February, months before the ILT and I could dive into the framework
and cycle, we first had to establish our purpose together and agree upon how we would work
together. The team had to create effective operating norms and procedures. To begin our work
together, I scripted a coaching Entry Plan in order to gauge where the team was and the types of
structures they had in place. The Entry Plan consisted of components such as: an introduction of
me as the researcher to the ILT and principal, an explanation of my coaching role, various
questions to the team in order to learn about their core instructional program, professional
learning systems, instructional leadership team’s functionality, and to establish our working
relationship, milestones, and next steps.

Based on the feedback I acquired in my initial entry, the next phase consisted of our
creation and agreement of working norms such as: equity of voice, active listening,
confidentiality, etc. to ensure our sessions were praductive and respectful. We also decided upon
a rotation of roles for our meetings (facilitator, time keeper, recorder, process checker, etc.) The
team began sharing the leadership responsibility by taking turns creating agendas for weekly
meetings, which was very different from the past in which the principal was accustomed to
preparing and leading the sessions. In addition, the ILT and I collectively created an ILT rubric
to help monitor our team effectiveness and align our work to ensure connection to all other

district and school initiatives. As a team, we informally assessed ourselves using the rubric to
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gain an initial sense of where we were and where we were going. The rubric allowed the team to
monitor whether or not they were taking the instructional action items back to their teacher
teams, We also grounded our thinking by reading chapter 2 of Elmore, City, Fiarman and
Tietel’s Instructional Rounds in Education entitled the Instructional Core (2009). This reading
provided us with a backdrop to always remember the student -teacher-content relationship. One
member of the team felt that usually when reform initiatives occur, students are often forgotten.
She stated, "Students should always be the focus and the teaching should always influence the
students." The team agreed and valued this sentiment so much that we decided to add it to the
center of Targeted Leadership’s Framework/Cycle graphic.

Framework Component #2- Examine Data:

The school ILT was expected to anchor all decision making in data. When beginning to
adopt the framework, the team members were accustomed to looking at standardized test dafa,
but didn’t have a protocol for doing so. They simply looked at the most recent interim
assessment data to decide that "Reading" should be their focus because that was the category in
which their scores were the lowest. It was clear that the team did not have experience looking at
multiple sources of dafa to deeply analyze, ask hard questions, and determine root causes or
brutal facts. 1had to remind them to consider other data sets such as student work, and
observation data in addition to assessment data. The conversations were very short and feam
members did not probe or ask “why” questions.

I was not surprised that analyzing student products was an uncommon practice. 1 know
that teachers and schools are on data overload, but I truly wanted teachers to see that "tasks
predict performance.” 1f we want increased results, we need to model and provide students with

the appropriate opportunities. Looking at student work alongside assessment data is powerful. T
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immediately thought of some basic data analysis protocols to introduce to the team. We had to
dig deeper to get to the root causes. The team ultimately decided on an end goal of 70% of
students in grades 3rd-8th meeting/exceeding growth projections on the NEWA assessment, a
16% increase from the year before.

Framework Component #3- Identify a Targeted Instructional Area:

The team decided based on their data analysis that Reading was going to be their
Targeted Instructional Area (TTA). As their coach, I pushed and probed them to think deeply
about the area of reading as it is so broad. Reading should include the connections between
vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, and writing. It is meant to be taught across all core subject
areas. It has multiple approaches and the most instructional minutes of the school day. It was
not enough to just pick "reading” because it was their lowest subject area. 1had to use my
coaching stems to draw more out of them. I asked, "Which grades contain the most students "at
or above the 50th percentile?" I also asked which classes had the highest growth. I probed
further around the teachers in those grades from the previous school year to the current school
year. Were they the same teachers? We looked at cohorts of students over 2 years. Some
teachers mentioned the discontent with the various curricula available to teachers; others blamed
a lack of a common scope and sequence to follow. Afterwards, they came to consensus that they
would look more specifically at Reading Comprehension in both Literature and Informational
texts. Although Comprehension was still a large spectrum, I was committed to “Jearning by
doing’ alongside the team in order to go through the process and for them to take ownership of
the work.

Tasked with Reading Comprehension, the ILT and I went through a TIA protocol

provided by Targeted Leadership Consulting Nelsen & Cudeiro, 2009), which allowed us to
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weigh our version of a TIA against the characteristics of a strong targeted instructional area. We
asked ourselves questions such as: Does our TIA include all students? Can it be applicable
across all disciplines? Will it enable us to produce concrete results and reach our measureable
objectives? Can it guide us in making decisions, aligning programs, and allocating resources? Is
it important for our students and does it reflect their needs? Is this an area that we can dedicate
our efforts to for the next few years?

After the team agreed to stick with Reading Comprehension as their focus, we began to
revisit and refine how to make it work for the school. What would advance reading
comprehension throughout the school? How would it be incorporated across all subject areas?
As a team, we discussed how cvery teacher in every content area would work with every student
on it every day. We started planning how to communicate our focus to all other stakeholders
such as the whole staff, students, families, and the community. If this was going to be our focus,
everyone should know and be committed to it almost like a mission and vision. This planning
and discussion helped shape our thinking in terms of what evidence we would like to see
throughout classrooms and the entire school building.

Framework Component #4- Review and Select a Powerful Practice:

The next component is vital as it establishes the focus for professional learning. The
eight to ten week Cycle of Professional Learning is to ensure that teacher and student learning
are all centered on one powerful practice or strategy that aligns to the Targeted Instructional
Area. In this case, the school selected reading comprehension as their TIA and “Close Reading”
as their Powerful Practice. The selection of a powerful practice was a major struggle amongst
the TLT, staff, and administrators. The principal and 2 of the 5 ILT members really wanted to

choose “Close Reading” because they felt it tied into the shifts required by the new Common
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Core standards and thought it could really advance reading comprehension as indicated by
NEWA assessment resulis in all grades and in all subjects. Some members of the ILT disagreed
and argued that it was simply a new buzz word in education and that it wouldn’t lead to
improved reading. They instead preferred Guided Reading as a powerful practice due to needs
they identified during classroom observations. Several members of the team also pushed back
on Guided Reading stating that it had too many parts and that they’ve focused on it before with
little fidelity of implementation.

In an effort to use local data to inform this decision, I organized classroom observations
to review the current state of time dedicated to actual reading of text and teacher-student
discourse around text. After the peer visits, the IL.T was shocked to find out that only 3 of 12
classrooms had students actually engaged in reading of a piece of written text, whereas the others
showed students working on isolated projects or worksheets. In our observations, most teachers
were asking students questions, but not requiring them to refer back to the text to support their
reasoning. Many of the questions asked to studenis could have been answered without even
reading the text. The team debated for a while around low versus high level questioning and the
use of Bloom's taxonomy to guide their question formulation. After 2 weeks of debating and
researching Close Reading and other practices, the team came to consensus on committing to
Close Reading as their Powerful _Practice for this 8 week cycle of professional learning. Overall,
the team agreed that it was the best choice and could be utilized in math, and with informational
texts in science and social science, whereas Guided Reading would be problematic and isolated
1o certain subjects and teachers. Exit slips from the week's ILT meeting noted that teachers felt

"Close Reading" would integrate higher level thinking by encouraging students to always go
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back into the text to support their answers and reactions. This strategy could be used in any
subject and lent itself to numerous Common Core Standards.
Framework Component #5- Plan, Provide, and Monitor Cycles of Professional Learning:

Typically, teams and schools thoughtfully plan out three-to four Cycles to span the course
of an entire school year. In this instance, we had taken over half of the year to build ILT
structures and thus decided to implement just one Cycle of Professional Learning at the end of
the school year. To begin our 8 week Professional Learning Cycle, the ILT and I first had to
engage in some in-depth planning upfront. We completed a Cycle Implementation Plan that
spelled out which parts of the cycle we would do at specific times (See Abpendjx A).

The plan was developed using the Backward Design Framework (McTighe & Wiggins,
1999). As a team, we thought long and hard about where we wanted to be at the end of the
cycle, and what success would look like. From there, we built out a week by week plan that
detailed at every level what would take place to get us to our end goal. Collectively we built out
the ILT and Teacher Terams actions by keeping the predetermined SMART goals and end of
cycle assessment as our end result in mind. The plan included headings that mirrored our actions
such as: Dates, Inputs (Professional Readings and Professional Development), Safe Practice of
Learned Strategies, and built in Feedback Loops (Peer Visits, Coaching/Feedback, Learning
Walks, and Looking at Student Work). Creating this Cycle Implementation Plan took a
significant amount of time because the ILT had to first identify where they wanted to be by the
end of the cycle and create SMART goals. By beginning with the end in mind, they could then
plan what training, readings, and professional development they would be engaged in to scaffold
the inputs over time and ensure the proper amount of support and follow up. As a team, we also

agreed upon what we wanted students to be able to do at the end of the cycle, therefore creating
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our end of cycle assessments for each grade. These goals and assessments assisted the ILT
members in organizing our actions over the course of 8 weeks.

Below, I now provide a week-by-week narrative recounting the aligned activities
included in a Cycle of Professional Learning. This account represents a major shift from the
overarching Framework into to the second part of the process, the Cycle. Ihave structured this
reporting by presenting each week of the cycle according to the headings in the Cycle
Implementation Plan: What the ILT did, what the Teacher Teams did, what Professional
Readings occurred, what PD was given, if any Peer Visits occurred and if any Learning Walks
were scheduled.

Cycle of Professional Learning

Week 1:

ILT- The ILT meeting this first week was a long one. What normally lasted an hour and a half,
took 2 hours and 45 minutes this time. The team began by self-assessing their functioning using
a school-created ILT Effectiveness Rubric. This rubric simply has ranges of 1 to 3 (1- being

- emergent, 2- meaning developing, and 3- meaning proficient) that a school team could use to
gauge how successful they were operating with positive conditions (See Appendix B).

We wanted to gauge our effectiveness and operation as a team while simultaneously
evoking change by way of the cycle. Here, their overall score on the entire rubric was 2 out of 3.
As a coach, I had to push them to think of evidence to support their ratings. For example, when
the team scored themselves a "2" on the analyzing data section, I asked them to list what data
protocols they have used, at what time interval, and to be specific with which data they selected.
We decided to revisit this rubric at various checkpoints throughout the cycle to see if our

functioning was improving.
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Next, the team engaged in a protocol in which we used a template to "unpack" the first
Common Core State Standard in grade bands to fully understand what students are expected to
know and be able to do. The team had difficulty coming to consensus on the expectations of the
standard. This "unpacking" helped the team debate and push back in order to set "End of Cycle
Goals" aligned to their Powerful Practice of “Close Reading.”

It was crifical that we developed this goal collectively as it guided us to begin with the
end in mind. Knowing our expectations ahcad of time helped ensure all inputs and practice led
to our desired outcomes for both students and teachers. It was imperative that the ILT
understood the connection between the Targeted Instructional Area (TIA), the Powerful Practice
(PP), and the "End of Cycle Goals" in order to communicate it to all staff and stakeholders this
week. The team initially had challenges developing these goals. It seemed as though many of
the team members were not used to thinking with the end in mind; therefore creating these goals
was not easy. I wanted to push them to think of student outcomes first as well as what we would
see change in teacher practice. Because it was the end of the school year, identifying student
achievement data pointing to the need for our chosen powerful practice, Close Reading would
not be difficult. The ILT could use recent data from the middle of the year NWEA exam. Below
are the "End of Cycle Goals" the ILT created:

Teacher Implementation: By the end of the cycle in June, 100% of teachers in grades K-8 will

implement the Powerful Practice with fidelity as indicated by the following observation foci:

» tcachers selecting grade-appropriate complex texts
e teachers asking text-dependent questions

o teachers modeling text marking (annotation) and verbally prompting students to return to
the text to cite evidence

e teachers allowing opportunities for students to engage in conversation about parts of texts
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Student Performance/Achievement: By the end of the cycle, 70% of the students will

meet/surpass their growth targets showcasing their ability to analyze and comprehend complex
texts as evident in the End of Year (EOY) NWEA assessment. The in-class observation student

foci would be:

e students referring to parts of text as they respond and/or pose questions
¢ students rereading texts multiple times for different purposes

¢ student to student interaction/dialogue

* writing samples (in response to reading) using evidence from text

In regards to the “End of Cycle Goal” created for Student Performance, ideally as their
coach, I wanted the team to think about how this practice of Close Reading would impact
students and push the team to think about what evidence they would use. I probed the team
around looking at End of Year (EOY) NWEA data as an evidence indicator, but according to the
exit slips from this week’s ILT meeting, three out of five teachers felt that although they should
see an improvement in NWEA scores as a result, they first wanted to look at their own
assessments to see what students could do. I reminded them that the ultimate goal is to see
increased achievement and that in this learning process they can always adjust where needed. If
they were going to use their own assessments to gauge student mastery, then they’d have to
calibrate across grades and subjects with a common rubric and task. The teachers agreed they
were not up for this challenge and that it was best for their staff to use the End of Year (EOY)
NWEA. assessment results. Prior fo beginning the cycle, Taylor School had 54% of students in
grades 3-8 mecting/exceeding their growth projections. The team set the overall goal for this
8 week cycle at 70% of students meeting/exceeding growth projections.

Environment: By the end of the cycle, 100% of the classrooms will display evidence of the
following foci:

e student copies of complex texts with annotations
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e instructional wall charts with examples of text marks

e teachers asking text dependent questions and-students referring to parts of text as they
respond and/or pose questions

o students rereading texts multiple times for different purposes

o student to student interaction/dialogue

¢ writing in response to reading using evidence from text

Teacher Teams- In grade level and department meetings this week, each representative from the

ILT met with their fellow grade band teachers to make a case for this Cycle Implementation
work. Together, the ILT member and the grade band teachers first reviewed class and grade
level data (identified reading areas of promise, areas of concern and specific students for
grouping); and frontloaded the school-wide powerful practice of Close Reading by sharing the
cycle implementation plan and "End of Cycle Goals" to outline the upcoming work. The teams
agreed upon and revised the goals for Student Achievement and Teacher Implementation. Every
teacher read a portion from Chapter 4 of Charlotte Danielson's book, Erhancing Professional
Practice: A Framework for Teaching. The section of this chapter emphasized that a teacher’s
skill in questioning and in leading discussions makes a powerful contribution to student learning
and is valuable for many instructional purposes: exploring new concepts, eliciting evidence of
student understanding, and promoting deeper student engagement (Danielson, 2007). The team
also took a closer look at CCSS English Language Arts Anchor Standard 1. We went through a
protocol to "unpack” what the standard meant in regards for teachers and students.

Professional Reading- The first reading the ILT identified to ground their thinking and planning

was a portion of chapter 4 {rom Charlotte Danielson’s book, Enhancing Professional Practice: A

Framework for Teaching. When T asked why they chose this reading and not one specifically on
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the practice of "Close Reading," the team stated that because the district was moving to
Danielson’s framework for teacher evaluation, they wanted to connect the how and what of
implementing the practice. Upon further review of the chapter, it discussed using various
questioning and discussion techniques for teachers to consider. The ILT’s rationale was that it
would build the foundation for close reading to gain background on asking and answering
questions so teachers can get in the habit of grounding both in text, thus improving their
instructional delivery.

Week 2:

ILT- This week the ILT began their meeting by discussing the feedback and outcomes from the
prior week’s teacher team meetings and revised their cycle plan based on responses from their
colleagues. The team used the “Four A’s” protocol to read and respond to Chapter One of “Text
Complexity: Raising Rigor in Reading” by Fisher and Frey (2012). The team selected this book
as an anchor text to help guide their learning throughout the cycle. In this chapter, Fisher and
Frey define the term "text complexity” and name out its importance as indicated in the Common
Core State Standards. They emphasize the need for students to struggle with text and how
teachers must revisit how texts are both read and taught.

The Four A's protoco! used with chapter 1 called for the teachers to read, record, and
share quotes that they agreed with, parts they argued, assumptions made by the author, and parts
they aspired to. To ensure they were on the right track, they watched a Close Reading sample
video, created a “look-for” list to use when observing, and practiced a whole group modeling of
a Close Read using a Sandra Cisneros excerpt entitled "Salvador." In addition they agreed to

create and come to consensus around teacher made reading assessments for grades K-8.
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Teacher Teams- Similar to the ILT, the teacher ieams used the same “Four A’s” protocol to

read/respond to Chapter One of “Text Complexity: Raising Rigor in Reading by Fisher and Frey.
They reviewed, added onto, and agreed upon the Close Reading “Look Fors,” Teachers also
watched the sample video and observed the modeling of the Salvador piece by an ILT member.
As the teachers watched the modeling, they then had to name and identify the close reading
"ook fors" that were observed. The ILT member also ensured the teachers created a peer visit
schedule.

Professional Reading- This week the entire staff read Chapter One of “Text Complexity:

Raising Rigor in Reading” by Fisher and Frey. This chapter again gave the case for students
struggling when reading and why it is important to consider both quantitative and qualitative
measures when matching kids to texts.

Safe Practice of Learned Strategy- This week the staff was free to try out some of the

activities, lessons, and strategies they’ve learned. The intent was for teachers to engage students
in asking and answering questions based on textual evidence.

Week 3:

ILT- Membess of the TL.T planned PD for their upcoming staff Development Day. They made
schoo! wide and grade band specific Annotation charts to distribute and use with students during
instruction. The team read Chapter Two of “Text Complexity: Raising Rigor in Reading by
Fisher and Frey-Quantitative Measures of Text Complexity. This chapter explained the first
step, the quantitative approach, to which texts should analyzed for "readability.” It detailed
various formulas and measures used to calculate surface level features of texts such as sentence
lenpth, word frequency, and digitalized computation of text. After reading, the team realized this

c}iapter was not as much related to what they were trying to accomplish in regards to close
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reading, so they moved to Chapter Three- Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity. This
chapter helped the team review the purpose of looking at text features and enabled the team to
gain common understanding of the various Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity. The team
was then able to review Fisher and Frey's Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity Rubric, and
practiced assessing a sample piece's complexity as a group.

Teacher Teams- In teacher team meetings the teachers reviewed the Close Reading "look fors"

again. They shared, discussed, and altered school wide annotation charts. The annotation charts
were simply charts that listed the most common marks readers make on text as they read such as
writing margin notes; placing a question mark next to a part they have a question about, or an
exclamation mark next to an interesting part. These charts were to be posted in classrooms to
remind students to think and "annotate” the text as they read. The teachers also read Chapter
Three of “Text Complexity: Raising Rigor in Reading” by Fisher and Frey. They assessed the
same text together for complexity. Based on what they learned, the teachers shared how the
professional reading influenced their own questions.

Professional Reading- The entire staff read Chapter Three of “Text Complexity: Raising Rigor

in Reading” by Fisher and Frey-Qualitative Measures of Text Complexity. This chapter
expounds on the various text features and knowledge demands to consider when selecting texts
for students.

Peer Visits- Nine classrooms were observed by their peers

Safe Practice of Learned Strategy- The staff continued to practice anchoring their instruction

and student tasks in "finding evidence.”

Week 4:
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ILT- This week the 1L T's time was spent mostly preparing for Staff Development. They
reviewed and revised the cycle plan based on progress and discussed the peer observation
process and how to deliver timely feedback to teachers.

Teacher Teams- The teachers looked at sample student annotations as a form of informal

assessment and discussed what they told them about student understanding. They collectively
reviewed the text complexity rubric in preparation for creating text dependent questions to be
used as a pre/post assessment.

Professional Reading- This week the staff read Fisher's, Text Complexity article. This article

addressed the term text complexity, as defined by the Common Core State Standards and its
importance to teaching and learning. The team selected this reading because it aligned to the
previous Chapters Two and Three that they were reading in Fisher and Frey's book, Text
Complexity: Raising Rigor in Reading. Tisher and Frey explained the three measures of text
complexity and how educators can use these measures to evaluate text, ensure the texts used are
appropriately complex for all students, as well as how to support student Jearning with complex
text. The teachers wanted to sce if there were any additional useful tools or information to utilize
in their PD presentations.

PD Day- This week, May 3, 2012 was the first Staff Development Day led by the ILT. The ILT
modeled a Close Reading using the Gradual Release of Responsibility to the whole staff. The
Gradual Release of Responsibility is the notion of a teacher modeling first, followed by students
practicing together with the teacher's guidance, and then the students trying something out on
their own in order to scaffold students towards independence. They offered break-out sessions
on annotation, assessing text complexity, and creating text dependent questions for teachers to

choose from. At the close of the PD, teachers reflected on their “take-aways™ and successes.
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Peer Visits- Teachers continued to visit classrooms on their planning periods to observe
colleagues utilizing Close Reading strategies. They reflected and gave feedback on the
observations using an exit slip on the Google Drive that was shared with the staff.

Week 5:

ILT- The ILT planned for additional support based on the PD and peer observation data. They
decided that select teachers needed more practice with creating questions. Members of the ILT
decided to meet with these teachers the following day to craft questions together. The team
analyzed grade-level data in the form of student artifacts. They also analyzed the teacher
feedback on the exit slips regarding peer observations. The team reviewed the protocol for
conducting the Targeted Learning Walk.

Teacher Teams- The teachers looked at sample teacher-created text dependent questions in

lesson plans. They discussed the level of questioning and assessed student annotations from
passages. Teachers agreed to teach students how to go back and annotate with a different color
pen on later readings to further inform instruction.

Learning Walk: The first Targeted Learning Walk by the ILT was conducted this week using

the Classroom Observation Note-Taking Form (See Appendix C). This document recorded
evidence of the Powerful Practice implementation.

Week 6:

ILT- The ILT reviewed the Learning Walk results and plan next steps around individual teacher
support. One trend was the lack of student discourse. The team planned for how to increase
collaborative conversations around texts in classrooms. They read and used the Final Word

protocol with an article and unpacked CCSS Speaking and Listening Standard 1.
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Teacher Teams- The teachers analyzed student responses to text dependent questions as a

group. They also followed the Final Word Protocol using the “Collaborative Conversations™
article by Fisher and revised lesson plans to include increased opportunities for student to student

discourse.

Professional Reading: The staff read “Collaborative Conversations” article by Fisher and F'rey.

This article gave implications on how to use the Common Core Speaking and Listening
standards to ensure students have opportunities to communicate effectively and build on each
other’s ideas.

Week 7:

ILT- The team analyzed additional Learning Walk feedback and created “next-step” goals
around developing questions and increasing accountable talk. They identified teachers/grades
that required additional support/development.

Teacher Teams- The teachers watched videos on the Fisher and Frey channel to continue

observing sample lessons of collaborative interactions amongst students and teachers.

Week 8:

ILT- This last meeting was dedicated to analyzing the percentage of students who met their end
of the cycle growih targets. The team re-assessed their functioning using the ILT rubric. They
concluded that they grew the most in the data analysis section. The ILT discussed keeping the
same powerful practice for next school year or selecting a new one. They decided to poll the

staff to gain consensus and they celebrated all of their hard work this cycle.

Teacher Teams- The teachers looked at the end of cycle data and shared their successes and
ideas for moving forward.

Conclusion
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This chapter chronicled the detailed actions occurring at every level as also indicated in
Taylor School's Cycle Implementation Plan. The Framework for Powerful Results and the Cycle
of Professional Learning provided structured support and accountability for the staff at Taylor
Elementary. Every key member involved began to see that each component did not have to be
done in sequential order and that the true learning rested in their reflections about what worked
and what did not work. Once teachers realized that this form of inquiry was not some new buzz
word or trendy initiative, they started to see how each part was essentially a best practice and
could be done at any time, with any priority, and at any school. The keen data focus forced
teachers to consistently align their actions to the students' changing needs. This type of support
and tracking had never been done before as both teachers and administration now worked
collaboratively to problem solve and plan ahead. Chapter Five couples both the observed and
stated themes that emerged from the changes in teachers' practice as a result of "living" through
this cycle work. Chapters Six shares teachers' challenges, benefits, and impact of the cycle on
their practice, whereas Chapfer Seven is my interpretation of the impact from a researcher'’s

standpoint.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Changes in Teachers’ Instructional Practices

Introduction

This chapter highlights the changes in teacher practice observed in classrooms as well as
the experiences of the ILT participants in this study. I captured the ILT members’ reflections by
scripting their interactions during weekly meetings as well as in exit slips and action items
completed at the conclusion of every meeting. The professional learning cycle definitely
informed and created the regular rhythms and routines at Taylor Elementary. Although I
witnessed many individual changes across teachers and classrooms, multiple “cultural” changes
also occurred throughout the school due to the cycle implementation. According to one teacher,
“the manner in which this school is organized and the way we do business is completely different
now. My thinking as a teacher and the way [ plan with my colleagues has also been turned up a
notch.” From a coach’s perspective, [ have noticed a shift in the entire school’s attention to
instruction and results, and most notably, the transformation of the Instructional Leadership
Team. The team went from focusing on multiple topics, having minimal data conversations,
being principal directed, and simply following district mandates, to instead having consistent and
dedicated members, one specific focus, job embedded professional development, and being IT.T
directed. Their attention was now direcied to their own teaching delivery and actual student
tasks and products. The team also had network support and an accountability structure to guide
their work. Teachers reported numerous changes in their planning, thinking and practice. The
common themes that emerged from interviewing the teachers were as follows: an entire systems
change, student culture changes, and professional culture changes.

Systems change
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The Instructional Leadership Team was the cornerstone of the Framework for Powerful
Results and Professional Learning Cycle at Taylor School. An abundance of time and effort was
put into making this team function as a well-oiled machine. No longer did the Principal and
Assistant Principal lead all of the work. One ILT member concluded, * Our meetings were no
longer informational with 10 or more agenda items for “coverage.” Instead, now the agenda had
one or two items inclusive of data analysis and planning. We lead our own grade level meetings
with our colleagues as well as plan and deliver Professional Development sessions with the
entire staff.” For the first time, we were focused on quality, not quantity and student outcomes
were at the forefront.”

The ILT initiated the changes at Taylor and were successful mostly in part to the norms
and responsibilities they agreed to operate under. Their honest, timely, and two-way
communication helped to push the work forward and get buy-in from their fellow teachers. The
team learned to push back effectively when they didn’t understand or if they felt actions weren’t
plausible. This group learned to identify and use protocols when engaging in professional
readings and data analysis sessions. This, they quoted, “helped keep everyone accountable and
ensured takeaway and participation.” Another change observed in the Instructional Leadership
Team’s functionality was their ability to coach and support other teachers.

During cycle implementation, as teachers practiced new strategies, the ILT served as a
springboard for alternate ideas by giving feedback and bringing challenges and successes back to
the large group for consideration. “Check-in” time was built into every meeting so all teachers
could share how things were going and receive additional suggestions. For example, during the
4™ week of implementation, an ILT member expressed her frustration with selecting and locating

appropriate texts to use for close readings with her students. She shared that she knew she
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needed to choose a complex text, but that she wanted something specific that would hook the
kids and spark conversation. “I am having a difficult time searching for and finding these
engaging texts, she stated. Everything is boring to the students or outdated.” After going around
the table at the ILT meeting, one of her colleagues suggested that she use an online resource
entitled, Achieve 3000 to search for possible texts. The team member explained that all of the
articles are based off current events or tied to an adolescent theme and can be accessed by simply
typing in a high Lexile level or a topic in the search box. The teachers forgot about this resource
that was purchased for the school and were eager to go and try it out.

At the next week’s meeting, three of the ILT members came back and agreed that it was
simple to use and said that they had luck with locating short engaging texts. Locating and using
the Achieve 3000 short passages became an action item for the staff. One member prompted the
team to visit Chapter four of Fisher and Frey’s book. He stated, “I remember seeing this chapter
entitled, Maiching Readers to Texts and Tasks. There is even a checklist in that chapter for us to
use when considering texts for groups of students.” This new support was now a common
rhythm and teachers were encouraging their colleagues to locate and share these textual
resources.

The learning cycle was the first opportunity teachers could actually engage in cross-
classroom observations to sece a common practice in action. Before this, only administrators
observed in classes. In exit slips, teachers expressed valuing this routine and [earning from what
they saw and heard. “Wow, a true eye-operer,” one teacher wrote. “I had no idea what my
colleagues were doing in their classrooms before this process.” Now we all can observe each
other and share helpful tips.” These learning walks gave us insight into what each other was

gither doing or not doing.” Even though the teachers needed to be coached on how to create
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“look fors” and give feedback after an observation, the overall practice of organizing and
scheduling learning walks helped create a culture of professional learning. “This is the true
learning. I learned more from watching my co-teacher than I’ve learned in most training
sessions. We have to do this more often. We have experts amongst us and need to hear and see
things in action.”

Learning Walks were not “I got you™ sesstons in which teachers did not know why they
were being observed and what the administration was looking for. Teachers now knew exactly
when the walks were and were given the opportunity to “showcase” their teaching and their
students’ learning as a result of having lots of planning, practice and feedback ahead of time.
Collectively, the communication between all stakeholders became tighter and trust was built.
For the first time, follow-up and monitoring systems were put into place to ensure that all of the
hard work was paying off and results were accounted for.

The Ieaming Walks uncovered a lot about student mastery and achievement as well.
The teachers were astonished to learn about the tasks their colleagues created that were expected
to be aligned to standards. While walking around, observing, and talking to students, it was eye-
opening to see how pockets of students performed differently on these tasks. This variance
prompted the team {o think of alternate PD foci as well as additional ideas of how to support one
another in curriculum and assessment planning,.

Changes in student culture

In addition to the changes in school functioning, the student culture was also noted as
transforming at Taylor. “For the first time, student achievement and student work was
prioritized,” stated a 5 grade teacher. End goals for what students were expected to know and

be able to do were created in the beginning to help guide the work and keep any and all efforts
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on track. The teachers agreed their implementation would only be as successful as determined
by what students could do as a result. Decisions in the school around scheduling and resources
were all made based on what was best for students. The data protocols utilized in professional
development, ILT meetings, and grade level meetings ensured that there was consistency across
classrooms. Teachers articulated that they now felt more comfortable talking to their peers,
answering administration’s questions, and discussing students’ performance with parenis because
of the increased attention to student data. They admitted that now they understood the data and
were equipped to plan and discuss students’ abilities using the data. This was a major
accomplishment for all learners, both teachers and students. Teachers began setting goals with
students in one-on-one data sessions to help them track their own growth and take ownership for
their learning. Students could now state the learning objectives in their classes, articulate why
the powerful practice or strategy was important to their learning, and also how to integrate and
apply it across other subject areas. Student achievement was each meeting’s focus and data was
revisited consistently in order for teachers to adjust their instruction.
Changes in the professional culture

The professional culture at Taylor was transformed from a culture of compliance to a
culture of inquity. It was now safe and encouraged for teachers to ask questions and to disagree.
Teachers now had common habits, clear expectations, and a routine to guide their work. In an
exit slip, one teacher wrote, “I never knew what to do or expect before the cycle implementation.
We didn’t work together. 1 just planned in isolation, waited for administration to hand out
student data, and to tell me if T was doing something wrong. I used to dread the mandatory grade
level meetings because [ just showed up, sat and got.” Now, this same teacher is a leader

amongst her staff. She helps coach her peers, crafts meeting agendas, knows exactly what
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artifacts to ask for and bring, as well as how to accomplish certain tasks in between meetings to
make each session is more productive. During a staff PD day, the principal stated, “It is now
customary at Taylor school to see teachers planning together and us prioritizing time for
collaboration during these in-service days.” I even heard that the principal requested substitutes
one day so teachers could organize their staff development presentations and for teachers to
receive additional time to unpack standards together, It was now common to see that every
action and resource aligned directly to their selected powerful practice.

Overall, the cycle work helped teachers begin planning with the end in mind. Improved
classroom walkthrough data indicated that the cycle goals were more evident in classrooms now
more than ever due to the goals being set and communicated upfront. One correlation that was
brought up by the teachers was the idea of starting with the SMART goals in order to plan for the
cycle began to transfer into the way teachers planned. Teachers could now see the connection to
backwards planning. They became more adept at setting student goals and looking at the
assessments first before planning their instruction. They identified moments where they could
check for understanding and comparing that to the component of the cycle in which you observe,
give feedback, and analyze student work in order to retool. This connection made me extremely
happy as a coach. Finally, rather than looking at this work as something else to do, teachers
were seeing that the components were in fact all best practices that can be done at any time, Two
teachers in the focus group articulated now being able to engage parents in the learning process
as well. The powerful practice gave them activity and lesson ideas to in-service parents on
during workshops or after school sessions. As one teacher stated, “it gave us a common
language to talk about strategies used in-class that were also aligned to homework assignments.”

Conclusion
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All teachers expressed their satisfaction with sticking with one focus throughout the
school year. They were tired of having a new initiative or buzzword every few months and
trying to guess what good teaching looked like. At the end of this eight-week cycle
implementation, I asked the ILT members to complete an exit slip indicating how they felt about
the overall process. Four out of the five teachers agreed that adhering to the Targeted
Instructional Area and Powerful Practice until their SMART goals were reached was rewarding.
They could see the clear connection between action, practice, follow-up, and results. The school
culture was not only developed, but also strengthened over the course of the framework and
cycle execution. We saw evidence of this in: feacher to teacher interactions; teacher team to
principal interactions; and in teacher to student interactions. Although culture and climate
expectations had to be built on the front end, everyone could definitely see the results during and

afterwards as a result of the implementation.
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CHAPTER SIX
Teachers’ Challenges, Benefits, and Sense Making of the Framework and Cycle

Introduction

Typically, near the end of the school year, educators, schools, and teams often slow down
and stop doing things. From year to year, administration and district directives change; staffs
criticize people and programs; and new initiatives arise after not seeing the desired outcomes. [
was committed fo the cycle structure in order to empower the team with best practices for student
learning and whole school improvement that would sustain overtime. This chapter gives insight
into what the teachers specifically grappled with while implementing the cycle plan, what parts
they found to be beneficial, as well as how they made sense of the recurring process. I used the
teachers' responses in weekly meetings, in interviews, and in their exit slips to inform this
chapter. The challenges that arose helped informed our next steps. When we got hung up on
parts, we reflected and retooled in order to move forward. As a team, we wanted to learn from
one another and determine the impact of our actions.
Challenges identified by teachers

The team and I encountered a host of conundrums along our way. These challenges later
proved to be the crux of our work together. Time, peer coaching, capacity versus resistance, and
accountability were all themes trending from interviews, scripted interactions in ILT meetings,
and in exit slips. From my inferviews with teachers, the most common concern was the amount
of time needed to do this work. The other themes that emerged were surprisingly all interrelated.
These themes are discussed in this section.

Time
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The old saying "time is money" applied directly to this school and its teacher capacity
building around the professional learning cycle. In this case, teachers' time costs money. With
new union contract negotiations and a widening budget gap in our district, school leaders had
strict guidelines on how much time they could spend on professional development and tules for
teacher compensation. This proved difficult for administration in terms of planning both inside
and outside of the school day. Teachers were only required to give up one 40 minute preparation
period a week for common planning and if the principal wanted to pull teachers during the day,
paid substitutes would have to be utilized. After school professional development could only be
optional and teachers could either attend if they wanted to without pay or administration could
pay them for their extra time if monies allowed. Teachers that were not on the team often voiced
their opinions about wanting fo be a part of the decision making, yet rarely attended optional
meetings regardless if they were paid sessions.

To ensure attendance, the Instructional Leadership Team met during the school day and
the Principal utilized substitutes to cover their classes for an hour a week. One teacher on the
team declared,

These meetings are not enough time to look at data, plan, and discuss next steps. They

always last longer than the agenda states and action items often require attention outside

of the regular school day.
One ILT member stated, "We always talk and go around in circles never geiting anything
accomplished in our allotted time. We had to collectively devise a code word to say aloud in
order to get the entire team's attention and back on track." As a coach, I had to help the team
begin to work smarter. The creation and usage of meeting norms, roles, and protocols ensured

our time was spent more wisely as agendas were sent to members ahead of time, and discussions
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that typically went off subject or went a little longer were now curtailed. Through the role of the
"process checker," the team was reminded to adhere to the set time frames and specific protocols
provided focused discussions.

Take into account the amount of time and planning in the following scenario stemming
from a weekly exit slip:

In this week's cycle plan, we as an ILT team were committed to not only planning a 6
hour training session for our colleagues for the upcoming Staff Development Day, but also
making school wide charts to hang up, reading a chapter of our focus text, and reviewing a
rubric in preparation for practicing a task as a whole group. All of this was to occur in a one-
hour block. In our initial planning, we totally underestimated the amount of time it takes a
group of 6-7 people to plan and agree on anything.

To be an effective team, planning and preparation are essential to ensuring action items
and next steps are accomplished. In fact, all IL'T members felt that they needed more time to
meet. They proposed moving the meetings to after school for the future, but discussed that two
hours after school made for a long day. They came to consensus that the ILT would meet for an
hour and a half after school every other week going forward.

Peer Coaching

Interview results detailed that four of the six Instructional Leadership Team members
found it difficult to coach their fellow teachers. For instance, one ILT member who was fairly
new to the school stated, "I am the young energetic girl trying to give pointers to a veteran
teacher. They hate to see me coming." Two teachers actually expressed that at first in weekly
meetings some teachers would show up armed to grade papers or would just sit quietly and not

confribute to the discussion or activities. This led to the principal attending as many grade level
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sessions as possible. Others stated that their meetings with teachers went more smoothly when
administration was not around because it was a safe and trusting environment for teachers to
speak about their planning and their students' achievement. As a facilitator and researcher, I was
committed to finding out where the breakdown was occurring and working with the team to
devise a plan to rebuild the trust and create some norms around accountability.

The largest issue according to the teachers on the ILT was that they did not have the
power to "force" teachers to implement the sirategy. One teacher felt like no matter how much
she supported her peers and offered to stay after school to help them plan, her efforts went
unnoticed. She stated, "They just don't want to do it. No matter how many times we talk about
it, I do not see them trying to transfer the practice into their lesson plans nor their instruction.”
She was afraid this new teacher leader structure was building an "us versus them" mentality.
Teacher Capacity versus Resistance to Change

The troublesome peer coaching aspect expressed by most of the teacher leaders sparked
the topic of teacher capacity in our weekly ILT meetings. Members questioned their colleagues'
ability versus their will to change. When working with their peers in weekly grade levels, many
of the teachers on the instructional leadership ieam received "pushback” from their colleagues.
Some attributed the challenges to the fact that the teachers on the ILT were seen as the
administration’s spies or know it all’s. Other teachers on the team felt that their peers often
seemed on board during grade level meetings, yet when it came time for observations, they
would not see evidence of anything they had discussed or worked on. The teachers on the ILT
began to wonder if their peers were being resistant to change or if they simply lacked the
capacity and understanding of the practice at hand. In this case, the teachers' sentiments echo

Fullan, Cuttress, and Kilcher's (2005) need for a reengagement of one's moral purpose. This

73



implementation required the understanding of the change so that all participants had energy,
ideas, commitment, and ownership.

Three teachers on the ILT expressed that their peers’ lack of participation and negativity
was a sign of limited capacity. In planning sessions or during data protocols, the ILT members
recalled their colleagues getting frustrated, confused, and sometimes admitting that they did not
know how to plan or analyze data in this way. One ILT member even stated, “My coworker
always asks to see my lesson plans the day before they are due, yet she never wants to plan
together during our grade level meetings.”

Accountability

In terms of follow-up and monitoring, all of the ILT members agreed that this was the
most difficult and uncomfortable part. They stated that "only administration could enforce the
changes brought on by the cycle." As peers, it was hard for ILT teachers to encourage the other
teachers to adhere to deadlines. In confidential one-on-ones with ILT teachers, three of them
expressed the lack of follow-through on the principal's part as one of the reasons some teachers
did not include the powerful practice into their lessons. Many of them felt like there was a fine
line between supporting teachers and still ensuring they were implementing with fidelity, "All
we can do is ask questions and work with our fellow teachers during the time we are given."
One teacher informed me that she felt uncomfortable when the principal asked her which
teachers in her grade level were not participating in the planning sessions. This, she stated, put
her in a compromising position. Although she was disappointed in a few of her colleagues, she
did not want to tell on them and break the trust she had built. When conducting peer
observations, four teachers admitted they were frustrated by what they saw. They were in

disbelief that the teachers they have known for years either disregarded the support given or the
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sarcastic tone in their implementation. They blamed the lack of follow through on the fact that
administration had not monitored the initiatives as thoroughly as originally planned.

Debriefing with the ILT members and reflecting on their exit slips during implementation
as well as conducting interviews after implementation provided me with an abundance of
qualitative data for analysis. I liken my take-aways to DuFour's and Marzano's three big ideas
that drive professional learning communities (2011). The first big idea places emphasis on
student learning, but not absent of the importance of teaching. Too many reforms swirl around,
but not within the classroom. The purpose of a Professional Learning Community is to create
the conditions that help educators become more skillful in teaching because great teaching and
high levels of learning go hand in hand (2011). This echoes my beliefs regarding the power of
analyzing student tasks. These work products, in my opinion, are the best form of data to tell us
what students can or cannot do. The second big idea repeats that notion that teachers must work
collaboratively in a collective effort. So teaming together fo achieve common goals with
mutually accountability must be fostered through embedding regular time for collaboration in
school routines is key. The last big idea focuses educators on results and the hunger for evidence
to drive continuous improvement. These three big ideas are the cornerstone of professional
learning communities and they all emerged throughout our cycle implementation.

Benefits identified by teachers

Teachers overall enjoyed the cycle implementation and new learning. They expressed
difficulty seeing the light at the end of the tunnel at times, yet once they made it through an
entire cycle, they definitely saw changes in both the professional and academic culture within the

school. The components of the cycle that teachers felt were the most valuable were: the ILT's
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coaching model, the clear expectations they had for their work, the built- in planning support,
and the focus on student results.

Although there were instances in which teacher to teacher coaching was challenging,
most teachers surveyed agreed that they felt more comfortable discussing their instruction and
student data with their peers versus only administration. They felt that their colleagues were
more credible in their recommendations because they were actually engaged in the work
themselves too as opposed to someone simply coming in and telling them what to do or change.

Teachers agreed that for once they knew exactly what to do and what was expected of
them. There was a focus and thythm embedded throughout the school. For the first time, people
were clear about how things connected. The ILT would meet separately every week and then
carry over their planning and support to the teacher teams. Professional development looked and
felt differently as well where classroom observations and student work analysis were all aligned
to the school's powerful practice. These routines helped to make teachers feel more comfortable
when being observed because they knew exactly what their peers or administrators were looking
for. Tt was no longer an "I got you" session and the feedback tightly matched what they were
supported around and working on.

Teachers complimented the new and increased planning that occurred in grade level
meetings. They were now given time to be more thoughtful and creative to work with their
colleagues to plan and reflect upon lessons. This differed from before when they only planned in
isolation or had to schedule time outside of the school day to communicate and collaborate
around their lessons and student tasks. Teachers felt more supported and successful, thus helping
to change their self-efficacy and attitudes. One teacher and the principal documented that the

professional readings helped anchor their thinking in grade level meetings. The teacher stated,
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"When my colleague was stuck on how to match her students to text, I reminded her that we just
read about that in Danielson's chapter." She stated that it was helpful to keep returning to the
articles to clarify and affirm our thinking and actions. The principal echoed stating that he
constantly found himself reading and searching for new books and articles to align to the focus.
He said, "My staff is probably so tired of checking their email and mailboxes because I continue
to send them short excerpts that I find on Close Reading and text complexity."

Most agreed that being given the time to plan with their peers was one of the most
significant changes and benefits. They were no longer going in alone and they valued the ideas
brought in by their fellow teachers as they tried to figure out what kids were expected to know
and be able to do. As a result, the ILT and I saw increased alignment between the teaching, the
tasks assigned, and the objectives. This was a major win for us.

Lastly, teachers communicated liking the new process of follow-through and monitoring.
They admitted it made them uncomfortable at first, yet the increased look at student attainment
helped to keep them focused and able to reteach when necessary. This was a huge paradigm
shift for most teachers who were used to simply assigning and giving grades whether they were
good or bad. As one teacher stated, "this new accountability structure is so suppottive, it is
almost impossible for teachers and students to fail." Every week, teachers said they calibrated
their plans and instructional delivery methods to design targeted activities for students. This was
followed by an intense data analysis protocol in which student work and achievement data was
scrutinized. If something needed tweaked, they had time and safe practice to try again. They
also received feedback and support from their colleagues before the administration came in to
observe and evaluate.

How Teachers made sense of the Framework and Cycle
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Based on the interviews, exit slips, action items, and discourse during meetings, the
teachers concluded that this process was difficult and eye-opening, yet beneficial. The teachers
agreed that to be successful in this work and engage in this process, one has to be open to being a
good listener. We instituted the rule "Three before me" in order to monitor each other's "air
time." After speaking, each person then had to wait for three other people to talk before they
could share again. By following this rule, members who rarely talked were now encouraged to
speak and everyone heard multiple perspectives. Team members agreed that more teachers had a
voice now. Interview resulis from the team indicated that the Cycle and Framework provided:
Leadership training, intense coaching, the ability to build and act as a professional learning

community, as well as an organizational structure around school improvement.

Leadership training

The cycle implementation brought in teols, strategies, protocols and practices linked to a
specific research-based model that was focused on improving teacher practice and student
results. The teachers in the past rarely used protocols and were not guided by a systematic, yet
organic process of inquiry and follow-up. They valued being treated as leaders, observing in

other classrooms and having their voices heard and acted upon.

Coaching

The ILT members stated that the cycle provided structured, job-embedded support for the
instructional leadership team with support and guidance from the network representative. For
once, the teachers, school administration, and an “outsider” were all on the same page, looking
for specific practices. “Coming up with the goals and look fors and communicating them to
peers upfront is what made the difference,” said one member. All team members valuing the

classroom observations and talking about what they saw afterwards. One teacher summed up by
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stating, “To become a better reader, a student needs to read a lot. Well the same applies to

teachers. To become a better teacher, one needs to see a lot of teaching.”
Professional Learning Community

In addition to providing the novice team with leadership and coaching opporiunities, the
team began to function as a comumunity by building working norms to operate more efficiently.
For the first time, they began to collaborate to craft meeting agendas. They searched for specific
protocols to examine student work and performance data in order to identify and implement
evidence-based instructional practices. The team committed to never leaving a meeting without
specific action items, deadlines, and owners. This community therefore began to grow and
function with purpose and goals in sight.

Organization and School Improvement

The team made sense of the framework and cycle by ultimately learning by doing,
trusting the process, and seeing it through to the end. They realized that there is never really an
end. The inquiry was constant and they had to retool and reflect along the way. Each hiccup
encouraged them to change and press forward for the next time. “The challenges are what drove
our learning. When we as a group faced or noticed difficulty, we had each other to help us
problem solve,” stated one teacher. One example was when teachers noticed classrooms and
students were all using different annotation marks across the school. This prompted the team to
create school wide annotation charts to help build coherency across the grades. This newly
acquired “growth mindset” made them stronger as a team and as teachers of students.

At around the 5% week, teachers automatically began thinking of the next 8-10 week
cycle that would potentially start the next school year. They expressed wanting to continue their

focus on “Close Reading” mainly because members felt renewed every time they continued to
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locate and bring additional professional readings to the meetings. Some felt that after
investigating “Close Reading” more deeply, there were multiple considerations such as text
complexity, annotating text, and questioning. One member reminded the team that the sole
purpose of the cycle is to remain committed to one focus and not to get off track with too many
topics. In the end, the team did not suggest changing their focus, yet they wanted to continue an
additional cycle with the same focus in the fall. In the 7" week, a teacher summed up the cycle
as “development, and support for strategic planning, goal setting, and overall school review that
renews morale and propels teacher and student development.”
Conclusion

As a coach, I benefited equally as much as the ILT members experiencing this process by
pushing their thinking and often listening and learning alongside them. Through facilitation of
this cycle, T was able to see the changes in teachers’ daily practices first hand as well as the
impact it had on student behaviors, tasks and achievement. The team’s honesty, challenges, and
questioning helped move the inquiry forward. In the following chapier, T share my reflections

and experiences as well as discuss the implications of this work for educators.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
My Interpretation of the Process as a Researcher and Implications for Educators

Introduction

This dissertation described the implementation of the Framework for Powerful Results
and a school’s journey through a Cycle of Professional Learning. Using action research as a
method, we captured this case study’s effectiveness in a K-8 school on the south side of Chicago.
Through a collaborative approach, I helped cultivate and lead an instructional leadership team,
including a principal and 5 teacher leaders through an ongoing process of reflective inquiry. The
reflections of the team provided us with meaningful insight along the way and the challenges we
encountered led to increased ownership, empowerment, and significant changes in thinking and
in actual practice. In this chapter, I reflect more directly on my experiences as an instructional
coach leading an action research project, including lessons learned during the process. Since this
work has passed, I have reflected more deeply, read more, and will narrate how my own thinking
has changed after having lived through the cycle work.
My Interpretation

The underlying conundrum at the heart of this structure was that as a group we lacked a
common definition of what quality instruction looked like. Without establishing this first, our
ideas of inpuis and “look fors” varied drastically and the question of compliance over fidelity
haunted us throughout the entire cycle. When the team and I began to set our SMART goals at
the beginning of the cycle work and even while conducting peer observations, there were varying
definitions of what close reading truly looked like and the fidelity of implementation. This
caused us to regroup and retool at various intervals to maintain our focus on what we were trying

to accomplish. For example, after peer observations in week four, there was a discrepancy
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amongst ILT members around the "look fors." Although we took time during the previous
weeks to craft and agree upon the "look fors," it wasn't until members actually observed their
peers in action that additional implementation questions arose. One teacher noticed that her
colleague was questions that referred kids back to the text, but once she examined the text, she
felt as though it was not complex enough for that group of students. She stated, "Upon first
glance it appears as though this teacher is really trying out some close reading strategies, but
when you consider the text she's using and you run through the text complexity rubric in your
head, the task is not very challenging." The group reflected...

One thing I constantly had to remember and remind others of was that this was a process
of inquiry and not a step by step right or wrong way of doing things. We had to spend a
significant amount of time first building a functioning and productive team. At times, [ had to
listen and let the team "fail forward” as an integral part of the learning. An example of this was
when the team debated which chapter to read to help anchor their learning about close reading.
"Two members wanied to go in order and insisted on reading Chapter Two after Chapter One, but
once they read it, they realized they could have just skipped to Chapter Three which was more
related to their goal of analyzing texts for complexity to inform instruction. Rather than always
stop them and give them my opinion, ] tried to let the team learn by doing and encounter
difficulty along the way. My real pushing tended to come during and afterwards in order to get
them to reflect and adjust. My goal was to get the teachers to see that this type of inquiry and
improvement could really happen and to stick with it. The cycle and its elements were not
temporary or simply another initiative; they were best practices and could be done all of the time.

As a researcher and as a team, it was hard to link the results of our exact practice to the

data. Even though we planned our end in mind in the beginning, we did not realize how difficult
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it would be to match our efforts with both quantitative and qualitative data. We could definitely
measure and monitor the teachers’ practice, yet the actual impact on student learning proved
challenging due to many factors. All we could do is look for trends to see if there was a
correlation between when we started our cycle to that of increased achievement. For example,
the professional development and inputs provided to teachers needed to be planned well ahead of
time to ensure fidelity and application or transfer to the intended audience. The teachers were all
attempting to engage students in close reading activities, yet we didn’t know for sure if that is
what raised the school’s NWEA reading scores. The most helpful pieces of data were the
student work products. The team definitely saw a change in the before, during, and after
samples. Tasks were now aligned to standards and teachers could articulate how a task
connected to their big picture.

We learned that one eight week cycle was just the beginning, yet not enough to see the
results we ultimately desired. A lot of work had to be done upfront to: build our team,
conceptualize data, create the big plan with the end in mind, and then to implement it and retool.
Although we did not meet it, I do not think our goal of 70% meects/exceeds was too lofty. The
team worked extremely hard and long to connect the dots. From what I hear from the team,
Taylor’s staff did stay committed to their same Powerful Practice and implemented two more
quarterly cycles the next school year,

Since 2012, I have coached 2 other teams around implementing Professional Leaming
Cycles. The big takeaways for me as a researcher and coach are that team dynamics and
leadership play a huge role in the rollout and success in this type of professional learning.
Influencing teams of educators to rethink what support and monitoring looks like is huge. For

example, one of my new teams was extremely savvy with using achievement and student work
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data as a means of monitoring, yet they had an “ah ha” when they began to understand that many
adult learners respond more to professional readings and peer observations more than to a power
point or interactive PD session. They have since revamped their professional learning model to
include the different styles based on their teaching staff.

Another team T worked with really started to do some intense training with their
community and family partners to help further the impact of their cycle implementation. This
team dedicated additional time and funding to empowering and equipping families with
strategies aligned to their Powerful Practice of collaborative conversations. They held PD for
parents and community organizations io teach them how to use various sentence starters and
stems when writing and speaking to push and encourage a back and forth dialogue. This extra
effort, T am told, has families thinking and acting differently. Schools are seeing an increase in
both teacher-student discourse as well as in student to student discourse, which relate to both
reading comprehension and writing abilities.

In my current position, T am the Lead Instructional Coach for 36 schools (29 elementary
and 7 high schools). My network of schools contains some of the top performing schools in the
state and in the country as well as some of the lowest performing schools in the Chicago Public
Schools district. My new team and I have struggled with how to support all of these schools that
are all at varying levels of team capacity and achievement. We have decided that the structure of
the Framework for Powerful Results/Cycles of Professional Learning is the best support we can
offer our new schools. This structure allows for both top and low performing schools to select
their own focus based on data and for our supports to be differentiated. Based on my learning
overtime while utilizing the cycle model, T have decided to now match “like schools” based on

their focus with each other so that they can collaborate across schools. This will include 2
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schools with a similar focus observing at one another’s schools, sharing professional readings
and resources as well as joining for PD sessions. [ have learned to believe in the power of our
teacher teams and the in the collective knowledge of people in groups.

One author I started studying after this cycle, Paul Bambrick, forced me to rethink the
planning and effects of professional development. In Leverage Leadership, Bambrick spoke to
the inevitable professional development sessions that all educators must attend and participate in.
Bambrick questioned what happened to the new ideas and possible changes once the session
ended. He believes great PD workshops can be divided into three parts: what to teach using data
to guide you, how to teach by leading effectively, and how to make it stick by holding teachers
accountable (Bambrick, 2012). To determine what teachers need, Bambrick suggests beginning
with data, whether it is interim assessment data or even observation data. He is adamant about
leaders starting with knowledge about what teachers need and using this knowledge to focus on
the right things. By leading with data analysis, schools can confirm suspicions about problem
areas and identify trends. Once relevant arcas of practice are identified, the next step is to land
on a specific objective for a session (Bambrick, p.133, 2012). As a team, we identified where we
wanted to be in the end, yet we needed to do a little more thinking around each PD session and
how the outcomes of each small part contributed to the larger end goal.

“Professional development will succeed only if it is a clear, measurable, and bite-sized
objective. Effective PD must answer: What will teachers be able to do at the end of this session?
Tt is not enough for teachers to “know” something or “be aware” of something. The bottom line
is, what will they be able to do when they walk into their classrooms the next day?” (Bambrick

p.137, 2012).
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To help “live the learning” or assist teachers with how to teach, professional development
should include five key components: airtight activities, sharing, framing, application, and
reflection. Activities should guide the participants to the right conclusions with minimal
facilifation from the presenter (Bambrick, p. 141.) Video clips and role plays should be short,
and the audience should be directed to look for specific things. Sharing is also a huge
component. Similar fo instructing students, adults need time to process and think with others.
Framing involves the leader putting the answers in a “formal language.” This simply means
restating the key ideas and discoveries to ensure the overall message is clear. Effective
workshops strategically embed time for teachers to practice what they have learned. Often times,
this step is skipped due to time constraints, but it is vital for participants to do what they are
being in-serviced on. For example, if you want teachers to write better lesson plan objectives, it
is important to have them take the time and share out sample ones they have rewritten in the
session. This practice helps to ensure internalization and transfer.

Finally, reflecting after a PD workshop helps make the learning stick. Having teachers
record their takeaways in a memorable place makes it more likely that they will return to their
key learning. By implementing all of the above buili-in drivers for accountability, PD is more
likely to change teacher practice. A leader or presenter can look across teachers following the
PD to see whether there is evidence of implementation. Analyzing interim assessment results
should also let you see if these improved practices are contributing to increased student learning.
This accountability structure must be in place to guarantee that the desired outcomes étick.
School leaders are ultimately the masterminds and facilitators behind the vision, delivery, and
impact of professional development.

Implications for Principals
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The Framework for Powerful Results and the Cycles of Professional Learning provide
leaders and schools with a structure to help focus the development of teachers’ practice and
student achievement. The instructional core should always be the focal point and building
principals must assemble the right people in teams to design, carry out and help maintain ail
actions towards this instructional end. It is important that school leaders create the conditions to
help their staffs succeed. This includes building trust and allowing true learning to occur with
open communication and collaboration. Teachers feel empowered when their leader is
committed to helping them become successful in their work (Dufour and Marzano, 2011).
Providing the supports, guidance, and resources necessary for teachers to try new strategies
proved to be paramount in this instance. The challenges that arose throughout the weeks
indicated that leaders must possess a strong capacity for conducting observations and providing
feedback while maintain a monitoring rhythm.

Principals first need to build a strong team and ensﬁre positive conditions for success are
established. Once the team is functioning effectively, the principal needs to become a facilitator
and be comfortable allowing others to lead. The true sign of an effective leader is one who builds
leadership in others and in essence “coaches themselves out of a job.” It is important that school
administrators push and probe their staffs during the professional learning to get teachers to
reflect and maintain strategy. In this study, the administrator was unaware of the additional
supports the team would require around creating “End of Cycle Goals™” as well as how to conduct
walkthroughs. Principals must gauge these needs and build in extra time for frontloading the
new knowledge and skills with their staffs. They must also encourage their staffs to practice

safely, while having a plan for holding people accountable. Monitoring is a huge and vital
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component that leaders often overlook. Yes, the team can loosely hold people accountable, but
the Principal is the one who can legally evaluate and have tough conversations with teachers.

The building administrator must maintain the fidelity of the professional development
that occurs while overseeing the coaching supports provided to teachers. To help build session
objectives towards an end goal, leaders must ask: Is this objective actionable? What is the
timeline for support and results? Is it evaluable? Is it feasible? In this school, the principal
struggled with managing and planning PD purposefully. This was one of the initial reasons to
implement the Cycle structure. Bambrick stresses that great PD begins with knowledge about
what teachers need (T.everage Leadership, 2012). Once the school analyzed their data to
determine their needs, their focus became how to structure PD going forward. The ILT team
commitied to designing and modeling “airtight activities,” essentially practices their peers could
take direcily back and transform student behaviors. The other new part of this was the
accountability factor involved with PD. The principal and the team had to think about and plan
the monitoring of new learning before, during, and even after implementation. It was important
for the team to be effective in their communication of expectations and help to build a common
language around what quality instruction looked like. This involved keeping the overall goals
and any data transparent at all times.
Implications for Coaches

Since many schools do not have staff in formal coaching roles, they have to become
creative in how to provide coaching and feedback to their teachers. In Taylor’s case, they did
not have a “freed coach,” or someone whose sole responsibility was improving teaching and
learning. The principal had to rearrange the ILT members’ weekly schedules in order to have a

block of time available to conduct and host peer to peer obsetvations and conversations.
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In the case of freed coaches or trained facilitators, it was vital to work closely with the
ILT and build relationships upfront. One lesson learned was the impottance of actually creating
a cycle of learning from the beginning alongside a school team versus trying to question and fix
up one that had already been hammered out by a team. As a coach, in retrospect, I also realized
how difficult is to coach the building leadership at the same time of implementing the Cycle.
There were so many issues that surfaced around observation and feedback, prepping for PD, and
organizing meetings, that we were forced to learn by doing. The largest and most difficult part
of my role was pushing the team around the data. I needed to be skillful at not only aggregating
the data, but pushing the team to critically think about what the data suggested. We had to
conduct quite a few SWOT analyses (a protocol that asks teams to identify strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) as well as re-examine the brutal facts by uncovering the
root causes and asking a lot of repeated “why” questions to get to the underlying issues. This
vequired the team to use their norms and relational trust so that members were not defensive. We
all served as thought partners and were invested in a common goal.
Implications for Teachers

Teachers implementing the cycle and its components must be open to change. Leadets
should know their staffs in order to work on changing the professional culture and climate at the
school. How teachers view of this type of inquiry and learning can heavily impact the way they
interact with their colleagues and may even stifle growth if they do not see the elements as
beneficial. Allowing teachers a fair opportunity to be a part of the ILT can also help build
cohesiveness so that no one feels less superior or deems administration as choosing their

favorites. This becomes extremely important as peer coaching and observations are essential
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components in the structure. Teachers have to be open to the safe feedback from their colleagues
as well as trust the process in order to get the most out of the learning.

Teachers should also be invited to provide input at all points during this cycle work. T
believe there would have been even more buy-in if teachers, not on the ILT, were able to offer
suggestions for the powerful practice beforehand.

Implications for Teams

The success of the Framework for Powerful Results and the Cycles of Professional
Learning relies heavily on the team’s formation, leadership and perseverance. Teambuilding is
not an easy task. Lencioni’s (2002) research shares that teamwork in most organizations remains
elusive and that organizations fail to achieve teamwork because they unknowingly fall prey to
five predictable dysfunctions: (1) the absence of trust, (2) the fear of conflict, (3) the lack of
commitment, (4) the avoidance of accountability and (5) the inattention to results. Lencioni’s
stance on teamwork is that it needs to be learned, explored and reflected upon regularly. Once
our team was formed at the beginning of the school year, the team had to not only get into a
genuine thythm of creating agendas and maintaining norms, but it was imperative and took
almost half a year to build trust and to get comfortable being candid in front of school leadership
and an outsider (me as the researcher and not a regular part of the teaching staff). “Pushing back”
professionally as a critical friend was not commonplace at the school nor on the Instructional
Leadership Team prior to this cycle commitment.

Teams must learn to weather the cycle, meaning they cannot stop and give up when
things get difficult. The true learning occurred when the conundrums arose. The challenges
pinpointed what systems and processes needed increased attention. It is important to remember

that total release and independence is not recommended. Yes, certain practices will become
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routine, yet the cycle’s structure has built in checks and balances. Schools and best practices
need sustainability, if not the learning will not continue. After a few cycles, schools should shift
roles so that once the process is internalized the coaching focus is then shifted to the content.
The cycle merely gives teams and schools a framework to follow. A huge revelation for the
team was the actual selection of the powerful practice. We debated and agreed that the selection
of a powerful practice can make or break a cycle. Some practices have too many other
components to consider and some are simpler to implement. The team must stay focused and
keep the new learning to a minimum to see growth in both teacher and student practice.

Team dynamics and norms are huge factors that influence a team’s functionality.
According to Fullan, 2011, effective PLCs “get amazing results” because “peers are supporting
and pressuring each other to do better.” This peer pressurc and the distaste for letting down a
colleague or the team is a powerful motivator (Lencioni, 2005). No one wants to come fo
meetings unprepared or to be observed as ineffective by their colleagues. The power of this
cycle structure is that it not only has follow-up measures and feedback loops, but upfront support
is provided so teachers can feel successful.

Teams must be mindful and become adept at utilizing protocols, especially when reading
professional articles, looking at data and analyzing student work. Creating data systems is also
an integral part of monitoring progress towards a school’s goals. - The ILT and administration
must have their monitoring system thoroughly planned out in advance. Setting goals to indicate
the impact and implementation look fors is vital in order to begin with the end in mind. After
that, all inputs and efforts can align to what the team is trying to accomplish. This is where most
teams fall short. Inputs have to be tight. In order to achieve all of this, teams need to anticipate

and allow extra time for: learning walkthrough procedures, learning how to create impactful end
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goals, as well as learning how to utilize strategic protocols. These actions cannot be glossed
over as they contribute heavily to the success and functioning of the team.

The manner in which new learning is delivered, practiced, and monitored is crucial to the
success of any professional development or initiative roll out. Teams must consider who is
providing the message and support, the “what” or content, and the how in terms of engagement
of stakeholders in professional learning. They have to know where they are trying to go before
they embark on this journey; otherwise true movement will not occur. Some things may be
loosely monitored, whereas others must have tight accountability.

A revelation for our team was the importance of connecting and sometimes even
replacing the school’s learning to that of their school improvement plan. The cycle work should
not be seen as a separate effort, focus or initiative. It should be a strict priority outlined in the
school’s improvement plan with actions and milestones paced out over time. This work has to
be articulated and understood by all stakeholders in the school. By making this part of the
school’s improvement plan, all data analysis, professional development, readings, and classroom
observations can assist in furthering the common goal.

Conclusion

The time spent with the Taylor ILT codified my thinking and actions as a researcher, and
left me with many questions that truly pushed my leadership and strategy around school
improvement. Many of my further questions come directly out of the time spent reflecting with
the team. So much of the cycle’s success is determined by the team’s goal setting and
functionality. Teams need an abundance of leadership training, guidance and norm building on

the front end for this work to be impactful.
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My research touches on the idea of working alongside an Instructional Leadership Team
to follow a structured cycle of learning. Based on the challenges we encountered, another
productive study would be to follow the abilities of a team to both work cohesively as one
leadership group as well as leaders for their peers when supporting learning in their respected
grade level teacher teams. This makes for a strong study mainly due to the common
dysfunctions that exist between one team and even across teams. Additionally, the dynamics of
leadership can unintentionally pit people against each other within the hierarchy of a schéol, and
it takes a skillful leader to maintain equity, positive culture and climate as well as student
achievement as priorities.

The whole goal of this study was to explore a team’s joutney through a professional
learning cycle and to document what they learned to ultimately determine if the learning was
linked to increased student achievement. Measuring the impact of our efforts on student
achievement and teacher practice would therefore enhance the team’s leadership as well as my
own. | am currently an instructional coach and my reles and responsibilities include not only
developing teachers and leaders with content and best practices, but also determining the
appropriate strategy to get schools and teams to increased results for students. Conducting this
research convinced me that there are many factors involved, but that building and developing a
thoughtful and dedicated team is crucial. The countless team meetings and observations at
Taylor School proved many of our assumptions were correct as well as surfaced things we had
never thought of.

I truly feel that T accomplished my goal to go deep with an instructional leadership team
as we struggled through a cycle of professional learning. This process encouraged me to reflect

upon how our learning could benefit additional schools and teams and what advice I could give
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them in terms of our wins and tweaks. The research, given its span over the course of the 2011-
2012 school year, has also made me a better coach and leader amongst my own team of
colleagues. T have since taken on more of a leadership role to help guide and push my fellow
coaches and superintendent around the Framework and Cycle. 1 have organized and facilitated
several guided visits in which 13 school leadership teams engaged in cross visits to neighboring
schools to observe their cycle work and ILTs in action. As I continue this work on a larger scale
across multiple schools now, I strive to push my peets and other ILTs to build strong and
effective teams in order to carry out this type of inquiry and data collection. Iam truly grateful
1o have been able to foster such invaluable interactions and rapport with the various stafts at the

schools and 1 owe my learning, growth, and insight all to them.
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