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Abstract


The purpose of this research is to determine whether or not the support of a professional learning community will improve academic achievement for sixth grade students in inner city schools.  This investigation included both a qualitative study of four teachers who work as a team in an inner city school in the Inland Empire of southern California, and one hundred sixth grade students. The study also included a comparative analysis of data based on test scores posted on the school district’s Data Director system from before and after the students participated in a one-year program. The program was created to function as a mini middle school, where four teachers would divide the sixth grade curriculum and work together as a team to facilitate academic improvement by attempting to bridge the gap between an elementary school setting and a middle school setting. The results of the study demonstrated that the students showed significant improvement academically on the school district’s standardized assessments. Based on the analysis of the interview notes, both the students and the teachers felt one year after the implementation of the program, their combined efforts were a success. 

Statement of Problem


In the inner city schools of the Inland Empire, in southern California sixth grade students are not prepared emotionally or academically to make the transition from a self-contained elementary classroom setting to the multi-teacher middle school setting.  It is for this reason that a significant number of students drop out before their ninth grade year.  This study investigates the question; would students be more successful if they were prepared to make the transition by a committed team of teachers who worked together with them in the context of a professional learning community?

Review of Related Literature

Trends: Principal Influences/ Role


Does the principal influence the leadership style in a professional learning community? A key component that was apparent in all related literature reviews discussed the principal’s role as a vital aspect in building a strong foundation of a successful professional learning community. The principal initiates shared goals, morals, and values that are agreed upon amongst educators, allowing teachers to work collaboratively to focus on the process of teaching and learning. Principals state a clear philosophy on leadership that creates mutual trust amongst all teachers and promotes rapport in the community of learners. Communication with teachers is built upon trust and leads to a shared leadership in reaching the needs of educators and students. It is this shared leadership that makes a professional learning community successful, where the principal sets the common goals and allows teachers to work collaboratively with each other to promote a professional learning community with collective responsibilities. 

All principals involved in the research study indicated that they believe their school is a learning organization whose focus is learning of students, as well as, teachers. Principals understand the importance of having a learning organization for students to reach to their full potential. This is effective when teachers and administrators share the same values and visions to reform education so the professional learning community becomes a supportive system. 
Definitions of Terms

Contratual betrayal  are teachers who do not pull their own weight and who teach the 

same thing (Hargreaves, 2002). Meaning they punch in and out at the same time every day.  

Competence betrayal highlights differences in professional respect and regard.  The 

inability of getting along, and responsibility to one owns work (Hargreaves, 2002).

Communication betrayal is when teachers talk negatively about staff and students 

(gossiping breaches confidence, twists truth and discloses information in secretive and 

suspect ways) (Hargreaves, 2002).

Transanctional leaders use external reward for motivation.

Transformational leaders deal with complex long range planning are more proactive, 

provide authentic collaborative opportunities, and anticipate problems and changes (Huffman, 2003)..
School of Thought
 
Mature school refers to a community that has developed a school based on “clear goals, instructional strategies, student achievement, and outcomes” (Huffman, 2003). Strong professional communities depend on the teachers’ capacity to blend commitment with doubt and shared passion for improving learning and achievement. The results indicated that sustainable school improvement that stimulates real and lasting gains in student achievement depends on teachers being to work together in strong professional communities. Findings further indicated that leaders who exhibit characteristics of a collaborative leadership or transformational style have a greater opportunity for success in developing a professional learning community.

Motivation/ Attitude

Professional learning community has brought a shift in the conversations of staff, instead of focusing on complaints, conversations started to focus on the process of teaching and learning to increase student’s academic achievement. Teachers displayed a positive attitude, which enhanced sense of teacher empowerment and were willingly to work towards participating in whole school reform. As a result of the teachers’ positive attitude, the students began to perform better because they had a greater sense of belonging within the social network in the school site. Teachers were willingly to put egos aside and work together to identify not only the challenges that each school site faced, but also work together to brainstorm ideas that would bring about genuine change.  

Transactional or internal reward teachers are less motivated and displays less committed if there is no monetary gain (Huffman, 2003). These teachers’ are reluctant and shows non-compliant behaviors to professional learning community and shows three forms of betrayal: competence, contract, and communication. Teachers who displayed contractual betrayal do not pull their own weight and teaches the same regiment routine.  Conceptual betrayal teachers punch in and out at of work every day at the same time.  Competence betrayal highlights differences in professional respect and regards, where the teacher has the inability of getting along with other colleagues to work collaboratively and share responsibilities. Communication betrayal is when teachers talk negatively about staff and students (gossiping breaches confidence, twists truth and discloses information in secretive and suspect ways). This effects the improvement of professional learning community, where teachers lack the commitment to work collaboratively with other teachers (Hargreaves, 2002). This greatly effects student motivation and academic growth. 

Methodologies
The collective sense of responsibility or efficacy contributes to classroom practices that are teacher centered and focused on direct instruction. Strong leadership that focused on professional development is job-embedded and determine by staff. This learning organization helps teachers put their energy where it needs to be, which motivate educators to differentiate instruction to meet the needs of their students. 


There are five dimensions that direct teachers to a successful professional learning community. The dimensions are shared leadership, shared vision, collective learning, supportive conditions, and shared personal practice. These five categories support a school to move from an underachieving negative environment into a positive achieving environment, where teachers work together collectively in order to work for the benefit of all learners. The professional learning community dimensions raises issues for school leaders and school staff members to consider establishing a vision for the school so it can promote leadership that result to higher achievement goals. The design and research method that enhance the methodological procedures is the sociology of emotion that concentrate on the aspect of teachers emotional episodes involving interactions with colleagues. 

 Assumptions

We assume the professional learning community provides schools with the organizational skills needed to reach the needs of educators and students’ academic achievements. This form of leadership increases the rapport between administrators, teachers, and students and enables all to build trust and communicate effectively.

The principal’s role is vital in building the foundation of a professional learning community that communicates the shared values, goals, and morals that reflect teachers’ philosophy. This enables principals and teachers to have trust and shared leadership. Shared leadership allows teachers to have collective responsibility in building a professional community.

Professional learning communities increase educators’ knowledge about what leaders perform and how it impacts instructional behaviors. This form of leadership will lead teachers to a better understanding of how leadership has a direct relationship to improved student achievement. It will create a clearer picture of teacher-principal and teacher-teacher interactions that support learning and bring students closer to achieving academic goals. Also, this will support teachers in clarifying the link between leadership and learning. 

The shared values and visions reflect teachers, administrators, campus leadership, and community members, improving their leadership skills at the school site. Professional learning communities promote academic achievement, due to the high regards of students’ success. This raises test scores, changes educational issues that need reform, and reaches the demographic challenges that face the community. 

Significance of the Proposed Study
The dropout rate is increasing at an alarming rate.  There has been a significant amount of research conducted about how to improve the dropout rate, however most of it deals with high school students.  Our study investigates a program that attempts to put an intervention in place at the sixth grade level.  The goal of the intervention program is to provide the scaffolding needed to facilitate academic achievement through the collaboration of a professional learning community. The question is will an intervention of this type implemented at a younger grade level be more successful at preventing students from becoming future dropouts?
Hypothesis 


After deciding to research professional learning communities, we decided to focus our study on a local school that had recently created a mini middle school project in the context of a professional learning community as an intervention to prevent students from dropping out of school.  The theory behind the creation and implementation of the program is that if students receive academic and emotional support from the combined efforts of four teachers working collaboratively as a team, then they will be more successful academically and less likely to drop out.  The combined efforts of the team would help ease the transition from a self-contained classroom to a multi-teacher middle school setting.

Subjects

The Teachers


The principal chose the teachers selected for this program from the upper grade teachers already working at the school site.  Each teacher was evaluated based on the number of years of teaching experience and demonstration of strengths based on subject matter content area. The team that emerged consisted of four teachers with diverse backgrounds.  The first teacher, Mr. R was an African American male, who was approximately 60 years old.  In his previous career, he was a supervisor at the United States Postal Service.  After retiring from the postal service, he decided to make teaching his second career because both his wife and daughter were teachers. He was chosen to teach math.  The second teacher, Ms. B, was a Hispanic female of approximately 55 years of age.  Teaching was also her second career; her previous occupation consisted of a twenty-year career in the United States Air Force from which she retired with the rank of chief. Before teaching elementary school, she taught high school for seven years. She was chosen to teach grammar and writing and to create a cadet corps to teach the students leadership skills. The third teacher Ms. H was also a Hispanic female; she was much younger than the other two, at approximately 29 years old.  She was chosen because she held a master’s degree in bilingual/cross cultural education, a reading specialist certificate, and a bilingual teaching credential. The principal assigned her to teach the reading/language arts core component of the program. During the last hour of the day, she taught English Language Development classes for the students whose CELDT (California English Language Development Test) level placed them at intermediate, early intermediate or at a beginning level.  The fourth teacher selected, Mrs. D, was again, a Hispanic female. She was approximately 32 years old.  Her previous career consisted of an internship at the Museum of Anthropology in Mexico City. She was selected to teach the science and social studies components of the curriculum because she held a degree in anthropology in addition to a bilingual teaching credential. She also created a school newspaper to teach the students writing and publishing skills.  All of the teachers had six to ten years experience working in an elementary classroom at various grade levels, with most of their expertise focused on working with students in the upper grades.
The Students


The students consisted of a group of one hundred children ranging in age from eleven to thirteen years old.  The group consisted of forty-seven boys and fifty-three girls.  The students were mostly Hispanic, with about fifteen African American children, and two Caucasian children. Ninety-five percent of the students were English Learners. Twelve of the students had I.E.P.s (Instructional Education Plans) on file. All of the students were from a lower socio-economic background.    
The Program


This study was based on a series of visits and interviews at an elementary school in an urban environment in southern California, over a period of ten weeks in the spring of 2009. The program itself was created in the winter of 2008 over a period of two months. It was presented to the school board and in July of 2008, the school received permission from the district to begin a one-year mini middle school project. The goal of the project was to create a professional learning community to facilitate academic achievement in an underprivileged school and to improve the transition of the students from a self-contained elementary classroom to a multi-teacher middle school environment. 

 A team of four teachers was selected to work with a group of one hundred sixth graders to develop a program to successfully transition them. Even though the team was selected by the principal, the program was designed and facilitated by the teachers themselves. One teacher on the team wrote the initial proposal that was presented to the school board.  Later on the teachers worked in a series of meetings to adjust the components of the program to meet the needs of the students they were assigned. The teachers worked together to create a program to differentiate instruction for the students based not just on academic levels, but on learning styles.  In turn, the teachers also divided the curriculum based on each teacher’s individual strengths.  The teachers worked together to design a curriculum to cover all subject matter and meet the needs of all learners. A schedule was designed so that during the course of the day, the students would rotate through four seventy-minute periods of the core curriculum.  The final hour of the school day was dedicated to electives and intervention programs.

  The students were divided into four groups of approximately nineteen to twenty-five students.  The students were placed based on the results from required district placement tests for language arts and math and interviews with their previous year’s teachers to identify learning styles and possible behavior issues.  It was decided after the students were initially placed; that the groups would be fluid, therefore the placement of the students could be adjusted based on a weekly assessment of academic progress. 

The teachers met for one to two hours weekly to discuss student progress and to correlate the various components of the curriculum.  The teachers also implemented and evaluated various interventions for the students.  The students were given an agenda notebook to teach organizational skills.  The agenda notebook was also used as a way to communicate information about each individual student’s progress with the parents.  Each teacher was assigned a section in the agenda notebook where there was space for both positive and negative correspondence. A third way the agenda notebook was used was as an instrument for the students to keep track of points for a merit based discipline system.  The students were awarded a fixed number of points for behavior and academics.  At the end of each class period, the teacher awarded or took away points from students based on overall class performance.  At the end of the week, the students counted their points and the teacher initialed it.  The students were responsible for recording and keeping track of their points in the agenda notebook.  The notebook was sent home to be initialed by the parents.  The students who earned eighty-percent of their points or more were rewarded during a themed activity day once a month.  The various themes included a sports day, a career day, and a multicultural day.  Those students who did not earn enough points were sent to detention with one of the four teachers on the team.  The purpose of the detention was not to castigate the students but to discuss with them the reasons why they did not earn enough points and interventions on how they could remedy the situation in the future. 

One of the most important parts of the program was the open dialogue that the teachers had with each other and with the students.  The teachers made themselves available to the students after school to discuss questions about homework and personal problems.  The students were also made aware in a positive context as to why they were placed in a certain class.  It was communicated to the students that the class groups were not scaled from the most intelligent to the least intelligent, but rather on various learning styles.  The teachers had short ten to fifteen minute debriefing sessions at the end of each school day to discuss any immediate issues or concerns.  The teachers expressed that this time proved to be integral in cementing the commitment to the success of the students and the solidarity of the team.
Instrumentation


For the purposes of this study, two methods were used.  First, the research team conducted a series of observations of the program and a series of informal interviews with the teachers and the students.  One member of the research team created a questionnaire about professional learning communities that was completed by both administrators and the teachers.  The students were asked informal questions about their feelings about the program and to share their previous experiences at other schools prior to becoming part of the mini middle school project. Second, the information from the students’ previous academic performance on standardized district assessments in language arts and math was compared to their performance on the standardized tests after participating in the program for one year. This information was downloaded from Data Director, the school districts online multifunctional data reporting system and placed in a comparative table. The results were analyzed to see if the students demonstrated significant growth in the core content areas.
Data Treatment Procedures


The data from the Reading Lions Language Arts Standardized District Assessment from Theme 5, which was taken at the end of the 2007-2008 school year was compared with the data from the same standardized assessment taken for Theme 5 at the end of the 2008-2009 school year. The assessment covered the areas of reading fluency, writing, reading comprehension, checking skills (grammar), spelling, and vocabulary. It was our intent to use the data from the district benchmark; however, there were problems that occurred with the validity of the test results.  Four questions on the assessment were eliminated because of errors in the test format.  The four questions that were eliminated changed the way the scores were reported by lowering them significantly.  The research team decided that this assessment did not display an accurate representation of the students’ abilities in math. It is for these reasons that we decided not to use the math data in our study.
Conclusions


The results of the assessment showed that there was a significant amount of growth in the area of language arts between the 2007-2008 school years and the 2008-2009 school year.  In the first assessment, the average fluency was 123.5 words read per minute.  At the end of the 2008-2009 school year, the fluency rate had risen to 149.4 words read per minute. That was an increase of almost 26%. In the area of writing the students tests are scored with a rubric of 1-4, 1 being a below basic score, 2 being a basic score, 3 being a strategic score, and 4 being a challenge score.  The average writing score in the 2007/2008 was 2.2, in the 2008/2009 it had risen to 3.7, an increase of 2%. The language arts scores are measured with a rubric of 1-10. The following areas define how the numbers translate to a measure of the students’ academic progress. For example, a student score between 1-4 would be considered below basic, a score between 5-7 would be considered strategic, a score of eight would be considered benchmark, and a score of 9-10 would be considered challenge. In the area of reading comprehension, the 2007/2008 test score average was 6.7, and in 2008/2009, it was 8.3, also demonstrating an increase of 2%.  The area of checking skills on the assessment is a measure of how well students are able to use grammar skills.  It is scored with the same rubric used for the reading comprehension section of the assessment.  In the 2007/2008, the average student score was 7.5, in the 2008/2009 assessment it was 9.1, again demonstrating a 2% increase.  The spelling and vocabulary component of the assessment use the same rubric as the reading comprehension and checking skills components.  In the 2007/2008, the test score average in spelling was 7.2, in the 2008/2009 assessment it was 9.0, another 2% increase.  In the vocabulary component of the assessment the 2007/2008 test score average was 6.3 and in the 2008/2009 assessment the student test score average was 9.3, this showed an increase of 3%.  Overall, the analysis of the test score data showed an increase of 10% in the student test scores in the area of language arts.  
	Reading Lions Report Unit Comparison

	Grade 6   2008 - 2009

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Average Fluency
	Writing
	Reading Comprehension
	Checking Skills
	Spelling
	Vocabulary

	149.4
	3.7
	8.3
	9.1
	9
	9.3

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Reading Lions Report Unit Comparison

	Grade 5    2007 - 2008

	Average Fluency
	Writing
	Reading Comprehension
	Checking Skills
	Spelling
	Vocabulary

	123.5
	2.2
	6.7
	7.5
	7.2
	6.3

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	Difference
	
	
	
	
	

	Average Fluency
	Writing
	Reading Comprehension
	Checking Skills
	Spelling
	Vocabulary

	25.9
	1.5
	1.6
	1.6
	1.8
	3


Recommendations for Further Research Questions

From our research of Professional Learning Communities of a school within a school of transitional six grade elementary to middle school students, questions arise that future research can answer.   
The first question is:  Can this student success model produced by a teacher based professional learning community be replicated in middle class and affluent areas?  Is it feasible for school districts to create teacher based PLCs to work together for a two, three, or more year term commitments to ensure student success?  Should teachers take the initiative to create PLCs of their own with some or very little direct administrative involvement?  When creating proactive teacher based long term committed, transformational, teachers, what do you do with those teachers who are transaction?
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Apendix A

Interview Questions

Questions for Teachers:
1. How often does the community of professional learners meet for PLC in this school site? And do you feel the duration/meeting times are reasonable (time allocated & day met) and valuable?
2. What topics are discussed in PLCs?
3. How long does the meeting last? Who in running the meeting? Is there an agenda before the PLC meeting time?
4. What strategies has been implemented in the classroom so that differentiate instruction is provided for students in the classroom that resulted from PLC meetings?
5. What beneficial and successful outcomes has resulted from PLC? 
6. What has made this professional learning community successful? or What components has made this professional learning community successful?
7. When was PLC implemented and the initial reaction from teachers and staff members?
8. Who is all involved in Professional Learning Community?
9. What pitfalls has fallen short from the PLC's that you would like to change and implement?
10. How has PLC supported teachers, students, and administration? 
11. What is your principal role in formulating the PLC at this school site?

Principal Interview Questions:
1. What is your education philosophy and how has this philosophy supported the growth of this school site Professional Learning Community?
2. How are your visions and values of a successful PLC shared within the school?
3. What do you expect your staff to conduct in PLC meetings?
4. How do you keep your teachers accountable for following the guidelines or making sure they are being compliant to the PLC?
5. How often do you monitor or sit in a grade level PLC?
6. How do you communicate your philosophy so that all teachers or staff members follow the same vi son and values that you have set and want to accomplish?
7. What types of motivational or appreciation have you displayed in your community of professional learners to boast morale? 
8. What types of training have you experienced with PLC? (attending conferences, discussed at principal meetings, observed at other school sites)
9. What aspecs has been successful that resulted from PLCs?
10. How important do you think your role plays in PLCs in this school?
Apendix B
Interviews
Teacher D

1. Twice a week for one hour every Tuesday and Thursday from 7:30 a.m. to 8:30 a.m.

2. Topics discussed are any housekeeping issues with upcoming events, presentations, assemblies, planning curriculum, and student progress or lack of.  Behavior and discipline issues are also discussed.

3. The meetings generally last between 1 hour to one and a half hours.  We take turns being the facilitators of the meetings.  There is a set agenda of topics, however, if there is a pressing concerns, hose issues take precedence.

4. During the meeting, we discuss academic interventions and placement of each student in the four different classes of the program.  We try to place the student in the class where he/she will be successful because he./she will have his/her academic needs met based on pacing and learning style.

5. There have been many successful outcomes.  One is the case of JJ, who could not even write his own name when he first came to our school in July.  He can now write full sentences and read whole paragraphs.  He was places in a class with other students who had similar learning disabilities.  The students were tutored by a reading specialist named Ms. A. who has spent many years working with RSP students.  As he moved from class to class throughout the course of his day, there were academic aides who had been trained by Ms. A. to assist the teacher with the students.  The role of the tutor was to help the students stay on task and to clarify information.  Some of the most important strategies we used were identifying when students were having difficulty with the curriculum and adjusting that student schedule so that he or she would be placed in a class where each could be successful.  Another important strategy was communication.  If one teacher notices that a student was having problems then that teacher brought up the issue during the meetings.  Then all teachers would discuss whether or not all teachers had the same concerns.  All four teachers also took the time to explain to the student and his or her parent why that student was being moved.  The most difficult obstacle was getting parents to understand that there were not any “smart or dumb” group as it were.  They had difficulty understanding that students were grouped by learning styles.  By the middle of the year, most parents came around.  That is why I say that communication was the key.  Another successful outcome was that the teachers were able to form a better relationship with each other their students and the community.

6. The key to making this PLC successful was that first, we were allowed the freedom by the principal to design and facilitate our own program.  The second was that people were able to work together to overcome their ego’s in order to work towards the common goal of the success of the students.

7. The PLC was implemented in July of 2008.  The initial reaction was jealousy and anger because the rest of the staff thought that the sixth grade team was receiving special treatment by the administration.   Now, a year later they understand the benefits of a PLC and no longer feel that way.

8. The four teachers of the sixth grade team myself (Ms. D, Ms. H., Ms. B., Mr. R., the RSP teachers (Ms. A and Ms. LH), along with their support staff of aides.  And of course the students and parents.

9. It has been difficult at times for people to adjust to each others teaching styles.  In addition, I would like to see more parent involvement next year.  I was thinking of creating a series of parent nights where we talk to the parents about the different programs available in middle schools to prepare their students for college.

 Teacher B
1. Same as previous teacher, time allotted is sufficient and if additional time is needed, we will meet after school or set up another meeting.

2. Issues pending, individual student progress, deadlines with report cards, portfolios and upcoming events.
3. Meetings run for about an hour
4. Some strategies used were splitting the students into learning styles with in a class, writing modified to those students that needed extra help.  Splitting into any given period
5. One success is that all students feel the same one one child is smarter than the other in a class.  They work together as a team; there is no competition very successful outcome.
6. The management’s skills brought by all members of the PLC and diversity.  With two of the veteran teachers, bringing in their previous experiences from corporate world and the two others the academics and schooling.  We are all different and our different styles of teaching.
7. I was not in the initial team, I came on board later but it was kept hush hush.
8. The six grade team teachers and principal who is behind the scenes.
9. Teachers sometimes have difficult teaching one subject cross training 
10. Community with in yourself and checking each other

Teacher H
1. Once a week will meet another day just to tie up ends.

2. Students are always the topic and how to best fit their needs together as a team.

3. Yes, the agenda.

4. Grouped and leveled academically we also follow the same discipline plan.

5. Academically have grown, discipline high expectations for all.

6. 5th grade teachers have worked the same age, working as a team; we learn to accept our disagreements.

7. Last year implemented 2008, 2008-2009  implemented supportive idea some reading and practice.

8. 6th  grade teachers/ administrator support

9. Moving students physically and not on paper it is a hassle.

10. Meeting the students needs

Teacher R 
1. Once a week we will meet and if needed will meet again after school.
2. Students are always the topic and how to best fit their needs together as a team.

3. Yes, the agenda.  

4. Grouped and leveled academically by learning style.
5. Not self contained, students scores increased significantly
6. The diversity of the group is well balanced.  
7. The program was to imulate a PLC school and was set up as a middle school for the sixth graders.  We each teach two subjects being that we have our multiple subjects credentials.
8. The sixth grade team and the principal.
9. It has been very successful at our school.
Appendix C

Students Responses to program

Student responses to new format of the sixth grade program.
One student mentioned, “It is not boring, we are not with the same teacher all day”

“We have a passing period”

“We get more one on one attention from the teacher”

“We spend more time in one subject, than before”

“I’m organized, I do not loose my homework anymore.”

“I moved to five, five different schools in one year. I’m happy now.”

“The teachers care here, about us our school and homelife.”

“The teachers here are kinder and have respect for us.”

“At my other school, my teacher would tear my homework and throw it in the trash, not here.”

“At my other school my teacher would pull my hand down when I would raise it.”

