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Abstract 

Rural educators face many barriers when trying to participate in high quality professional 

development, including isolation, funding issues, distance, and lack of temporary 

replacements. Technological solutions can assist rural educators in overcoming these 

barriers. Participating in on-line professional learning communities can provide New 

Hampshire's rural educators opportunities for professional development that might be 

otherwise unavailable to them. The purpose of this study is to begin to develop a 

framework for understanding why rural New Hampshire educators chose not to join 

newly developed on-line professional learning communities. This research can lead to 

further investigation regarding the choices New Hampshire's rural educators make with 

regard to participation in technologically mediated professional development 

opportunities. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

Background 

New Hampshire (NH) is considered a rural state (Johnson & Strange, 2009). 

While there are an abundance of high quality professional development opportunities for 

NH teachers, many, because of their rural location, are prevented from taking advantage 

of these opportunities due to constraints such as time, geography, and limited 

professional development funds (Arnold, Biscoe, Farmer, Robertson, & Shapley, 2007). 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative (RSEEC) was developed to help 

address this issue in NH. 

RSEEC is composed of four NH institutes of higher education and two 

professional development centers. Granite State College, Keene State College, New 

England College, North Country Education Services, Plymouth State University, and the 

Southwest New Hampshire Educational Support Center at Keene State College 

responded to a request for proposals offered by the New Hampshire Department of 

Education (NHDOE) in the spring of 2010. Together, this group interviewed stakeholders 

in several rural schools and used that information to develop a collaborative model to 

provide integrative professional development to rural schools in NH. The model includes 

the following opportunities for NH’s teachers:  

 counseling educators in the processes available to them to obtain high quality 

teaching status as defined by the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 

2001, better known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB);  

 providing content area consultants in schools to share research-based 

instructional strategies;  
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 sending technology integration specialists to schools to help educators 

improve their use of technology in the classroom;  

 creating content-related seminars shared in face-to-face, video, and electronic 

formats; and  

 developing on-line professional learning communities (OPLC) for educators 

to continue their professional development with like-minded colleagues.  

A model illustrating the work of RSEEC is available in Appendix A. 

RSEEC was funded by a State Agency for Higher Education grant offered 

through federal Title II money. Several factors identified by federal guidelines were 

reviewed to determine if NH was eligible to obtain this grant. Only one school in NH 

qualified as a participating school per federal guidelines. Bluebird School in Bluebird, 

NH was a small K-12 school with 115 students and 24 teachers. While a large portion of 

RSEEC’s services needed to serve Bluebird School, the grant required that benefits be 

geographically dispersed. An additional 20 schools were included, all considered rural, 

with approximately 1200 educators. Participating schools were located in the North 

Country and the Southwest corner of NH. Appendix B lists RSEEC’s participating 

schools. 

In December of 2010, RSEEC created and conducted a needs assessment to 

determine what types of individualized content-related professional development NH’s 

rural educators wanted. The survey resulted in 530 responses, which represented a 44% 

response rate. The needs assessment focused on educators’ perceived content knowledge 

and ability to teach that content to their students. Demographic information was 

collected, as well as a small amount of data regarding the respondents’ willingness to 
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participate in the RSEEC proposed initiatives. The assessment that was conducted is 

shared in Appendix C.  

Assessment results were analyzed by the various partner organizations. To help 

distribute the work, each organization chose an area of strength upon which to focus. 

Keene State College focused on the science content areas, Plymouth State University 

concentrated on the mathematics section, and Granite State College collaborated with 

New England College to review the English/Language Arts portion. The content area foci 

for seminars and specialist work in schools were derived from this assessment. 

While the focus of the assessment was determining educators’ needs for content 

and pedagogy assistance, additional attention was paid to two concluding questions asked 

of respondents. These two questions were developed to inform the group of the value of 

focusing on two very specific areas identified in the grant proposal. One question was 

created to determine the willingness of educators in participating schools to have content 

specialists visit their classrooms. Out of 529 respondents, 32% indicated an interest in 

having English/language arts visits and 25% were interested in obtaining assistance in 

math. The RSEEC group began the work of sending consultants to schools in response to 

this question. The other question gauged interest in participating in content-specific state-

wide professional learning communities (PLC). The majority of participants, 46%, 

responded positively and 44% chose “not sure” as a response. Based on this response, 

OPLCs were developed for mathematics and English/language arts.  
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Conceptual Underpinnings of the Study 

There is a large body of research focusing on the importance of educator 

professional development and its relationship to student learning (Blank & De las Alas, 

2009; Garet et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Wayne, Yoon, Zhu, Cronen, & 

Garet, 2008). Many leading educational organizations, including the US Department of 

Education (2010), Council of Chief State School Officers (2010), National Board for 

Professional Teaching Standards (n.d.), and Learning Forward (2001) emphasize the need 

for professional development in their standards. Ongoing professional development is 

considered an essential part of the recertification process for educators in the United 

States.  

One of the newer concepts in professional development is the PLC. Generally, 

PLCs are based within a school or district. A PLC is composed of educators with 

common goals who seek to improve their practice through collaborative dialogue aimed 

at improving student achievement (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). One of the 

hallmarks of a PLC involves improving student learning through a collaborative culture. 

The community examines student work through common understandings of research, 

curriculum, and assessment. The focus is on improving student learning by using data to 

drive decisions (Barth, 2006; DuFour, 2004; Hord, 1997; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995).  

Participation in PLCs has been shown to have a significant influence on teacher 

effectiveness and student achievement (Hord, n.d.; McCabe, 2007; Reichstetter, 2006; 

Salazar, Aguirre, Munoz, Fox, & Nuanez-Lucas, 2010). Developing an on-site PLC in a 

rural community may be achievable when dealing with school or district-wide initiatives 

such as curriculum mapping, differentiating instruction, or reading across content areas 
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because the entire faculty can participate. But whole school systemic reform is only part 

of the work of a PLC.  

According to DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008), content-related conversations 

are an integral part of a PLC’s work. In-depth conversations about specific concepts and 

delivery methods help educators improve their practice. A knowledgeable support system 

to assist educators in working through professional problems provides opportunities for 

educators to learn and grow. A collegial conversation in rural NH schools about student 

achievement with regard to standards, content, and delivery is hampered because many of 

the state’s teachers work in isolation. They do not have a rich cadre of local colleagues 

with specialized content knowledge with whom they can collaborate (Fulton & Doerr, 

2009). 

Statement of the Problem 

PLCs are reported to improve teacher effectiveness (DuFour et al., 2008; Hord, 

n.d.; Locke, 2006). If rural educators do not have opportunities to participate in content-

specific professional learning communities within their schools or districts, then it is 

reasonable to conclude that rural teachers may benefit from non site-based methods for 

creating PLCs. Technology can provide an option to help educators overcome the barriers 

of time, travel, lack of substitute teachers, and small numbers of content-specific 

colleagues.  

Several on-line professional development opportunities exist in NH to serve the 

state’s teachers.  The NHDOE sponsors the e-Learning for Educators program through its 

OPEN-NH forum (e-Learning in NH, 2007). According to Stanley Freeda, director of the 

program, hundreds of NH teachers were served during the five years the program has 
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been in operation (personal communication, August 5, 2010). The Granite State Distance 

Learning Network (2010) provides resources and training for educators through video 

broadcasts. NH Public Television’s Knowledge Network (2010) has an on-line presence 

to share information and professional development. The opportunities noted above 

provide content-specific information and build short-term communities for participants, 

but once the workshop, course, or event is complete, the formal community disbands. In 

NH there were no active state-wide, sustained, on-line, content-specific PLCs available.  

RSEEC was developed in 2010 to provide quality professional development 

opportunities to a select number of rural schools in NH. Funded by Federal Title II 

monies through the State Agency for Higher Education initiative, RSEEC surveyed 

participating schools and created five professional development options for participating 

schools. One of those options was the creation of on-line content-specific communities of 

practice. Two on-line communities of practice were established. Only 0.723% of the 

1100 eligible NH educators chose to participate. 

Purpose of the Study 

A needs assessment (see Appendix C) administered during the start-up period of 

RSEEC in December, 2010 showed that 243 NH educators responded “yes” to the 

question: 

The Collaborative [RSEEC] is planning to form regional and statewide 

professional learning communities (PLCs) for each content area addressed 

in this needs assessment. The purpose of the PLC is to facilitate the 

sharing of knowledge and teaching practices with colleagues. Would you 

be willing to participate in this type of activity? (See Appendix C). 
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The purpose of this study was to examine why NH’s rural educators chose not to 

join the newly developed OPLCs. Additional research questions included: (1) what do 

rural NH teachers perceive as barriers to membership in an OPLC? And (2) what will 

motivate rural teachers to become members of an OPLC? 

Methodology, Limitations, Assumptions and Design Controls 

Methodology 

An exploratory mixed methods research study (Creswell & Clark, 2007) was 

conducted to assist in beginning to identify issues involved in preliminary OPLC 

membership. The on-line survey tool Zoomerang® was used to anonymously survey all 

243 educators who responded positively to the specific question in RSEEC’s needs 

assessment noted above. A copy of this survey is available in Appendix D. This group 

was composed of educators working in NH’s rural schools partnered with RSEEC. 

Participants ranged in age from early twenties to mid-sixties and were primarily female. 

They worked in all aspects of K-12 public education including elementary, middle, and 

high school. 

A follow-up telephone interview with a sample of eight respondents was 

conducted. This sample was obtained by randomly selecting from a pool of those who 

participated in the study and shared their contact information as an indication of their 

willingness to be interviewed. The purpose of the interviews was to clarify and further 

explore survey findings (Creswell & Clark, 2007) in an effort to begin understanding why 

NH’s rural educators were choosing not to join the newly developed OPLCs.  
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Limitations  

There are limitations inherent to survey research. The proposed survey utilized a 

Likert scale. According to Isaac and Michael (1995), rating errors are common with 

Likert scales. For example, participants may tend to overrate, underrate, or neglect to use 

the extreme ends of the scale. The Halo Effect, another type of survey error, occurs when 

answers to the first question have an effect on the respondents’ answers to subsequent 

questions. For example, if the response is positive or negative to the first question, there 

may be a tendency to answer the following questions in the same manner (Czaja & Blair, 

2005).  

The specialized pool of participants limited the ability to generalize results. Only 

those who had previously indicated an interest in joining a state-wide PLC were queried. 

Any conclusions drawn from this study were relevant to this particular group, but not to 

the entire population of rural educators in New Hampshire. For example, those included 

in the proposed survey but who did not respond may be a different group from those who 

chose to respond (Hinton, Brownlow, McMurray, & Cozens, 2004). There is potential for 

a difference in opinion between responders and non-responders. The demographic 

information between the participants in the original needs assessment and the participants 

in this study are quite similar. However, those who did not indicate an interest in 

participating in state-wide PLCs were not surveyed. Therefore, conclusions should only 

be drawn for survey population and may not be generalized to the larger population of 

rural educators in NH (Czaja & Blair, 2005).  
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There was also the possibility of researcher bias. The researcher was the principal 

investigator in the overall project. She was actively involved in developing and 

implementing the mission of RSEEC. 

Assumptions 

An assumption of this research was that a large enough population of people 

would be interested in taking the time to complete the survey. It was also assumed 

participants provided honest answers to survey questions. Based on the fact that members 

of the sample were previously participants in on-line surveys, it was assumed that they 

had the appropriate tools and resources available to complete the survey. It was also 

assumed that participants had the proper vocabulary and background knowledge to 

understand and evaluate the survey statements. 

Design Controls 

The survey was validated by educators external to the RSEEC group through 

cognitive interviewing techniques to ensure that the survey statements were worded in a 

manner that was easily understandable. In addition, two professors who teach research 

design methods for Plymouth State University were asked to review the statements. 

Adjustments were made based on suggestions received from both groups. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Community of Practice 

A community of practice is a group of like-minded professionals with a common 

vision and goals who discuss common issues (Friesen & Clifford, 2003; Snyder, Wenger, 

& McDermott, 2002). This term is used interchangeably with the terms PLC, learning 

community, or faculty learning community. 
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Content-Specific PLC  

A learning community which focuses on one content area but adheres to other 

PLC tenets, such as continuous improvement of student learning outcomes within a 

specific content area. 

Exploratory Mixed Methods Research  

A research design beginning with quantitative data collection and followed up by 

qualitative methods to further explain quantitative results. This research utilized a survey 

to obtain quantitative data and interviews to gather qualitative data (Creswell & Clark, 

2007). 

Faculty Learning Community 

This term is used to refer to learning communities composed of faculty members 

in institutions of higher education (O’Meara & Terosky, 2010). 

High Quality Professional Development  

Educational professionals must have opportunities to learn more about their 

profession. Professional development is considered to be high quality if it is intensive, 

sustained, job-embedded, and content-specific (Birman et al., 2007; Hirsch, 2009; Wayne 

et al., 2008). 

In-Service Teachers 

Certified teachers who are actively teaching in public education K-12 classrooms 

are considered to be in-service. 

Likert Scale 

A rating scale used on surveys to allow participants to rate their responses to 

statements (Kaufman & Kaufman, 2004). 
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Mixed Methods Research 

Research utilizing both qualitative and quantitative techniques is considered 

mixed because more than one research technique is used (Creswell & Clark, 2007).  

On-Line Professional Learning Community (OPLC) 

A community of practice which uses on-line tools to communicate and 

collaborate, rather than participating in a face-to-face format, may be considered an on-

line community of practice. 

Professional Development 

Opportunities for in-service teachers to improve instructional practice (United 

States Department of Education, 2010). 

Professional Learning Community (PLC) 

 A professional learning community is a group of professionals convening to 

discuss and learn about common issues and student work with a goal of continuous 

improvement for student learning outcomes (Dufour, 2003; Hord, n.d.; Reichstetter, 

2006; Salazar et al., 2010). This term is used interchangeably with the terms community 

of practice, learning community, or faculty learning community. 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative (RSEEC) 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative is group of six 

organizations working together and providing strategic professional development to the 

rural teachers of NH.  

Rural School 

A school with a total average daily attendance less than 600 or in a county with a 

population density of fewer than 10 persons per square mile (Title VI, n.d.).  
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Summary 

High quality professional development is an important part of the educator 

recertification process (NHDOE, 2005). There are many opportunities for NH educators 

to participate in professional development, one of which involves the development of 

PLCs. Research (DuFour et al., 2008; Hord, n.d.; Locke, 2006; McCabe, 2007) suggests 

that the development of a PLC is a highly effective method for professional learning and 

has been correlated to improved student learning. Unfortunately, NH’s rural teachers do 

not have the opportunity to participate in content-specific PLCs as the number of 

colleagues in their buildings teaching the same content is often extremely limited. Other 

barriers such as time and distance may prevent rural teachers from extending their 

professional networks. 

RSEEC developed multiple means to provide quality professional development to 

NH’s rural educators. Appendix A illustrates the conceptual framework for RSEEC. A 

needs assessment was conducted, a portion of which asked about potential participation 

in a state-wide PLC. Forty-six percent of the (n = 240) respondents indicated an interest 

in participation. Consequently, content-specific OPLCs were developed for mathematics 

and English/language arts. Only 0.723% of the educators eligible to participate enrolled 

in the OPLCs.  

Beginning to identify why NH’s rural educators chose not to join the newly 

developed OPLCs will help inform the development of future technologically mediated 

professional development opportunities. Further study should be considered regarding 

facilitating the community to encourage active participation and the impact that active 

participation in an OPLC may have on perceived teacher effectiveness. Over time, it may 



 Beginning to Understand     13 

 

be possible to compare OPLC participation rates against state-wide standardized test 

results of public school students to determine possible correlations to student learning and 

achievement.  
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Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

The American educational system has been in place for centuries. Over the years, 

public education in the United States (US) has been in a state of continuous change. The 

development and implementation of many new practices and tools has transformed how 

US students are taught. Currently, there is much literature (Council of Chief State School 

Officers, 2010; Darling-Hammond, 1998; Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson, 

& Orphanos, 2009; Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, & Keeling, 2009) supporting the notion 

that the educational system needs to continue changing in order to enable students to be 

successful in the 21
st
 century. Skeptics note that many educational strategies that worked 

in the past are no longer effective, that pre-service teachers are not being prepared to 

engage students in new learning techniques, and that in-service teachers are too slow to 

embrace change.  

Educational leaders are working toward making decisions and implementing 

changes based on data obtained from high-stakes test scores and more local formative 

assessments (Means, Padilla, & Gallagher, 2010). Curricular adjustments are made based 

on action research information (McKernan, 1987). However, the existing research 

literature continuously suggests that that the single most important factor in student 

achievement is the practitioner in the field, the individual teacher (Taking Human 

Capital, 2009; Schooling, Toth, & Marzano, n.d.). 

The Importance of Professional Development to Educators 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 2001, better known as No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), requires that every public school teacher be considered highly 

qualified to teach in core academic areas (Spellings, 2005).  Birman, et al. (2007) noted 
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that implementing NCLB required states to develop a variety of methods to help 

educators understand what evidence they needed to provide to ensure they were highly 

qualified for their teaching assignments. Identified methods included participation in 

content-related coursework, creating a portfolio, or taking an approved standardized test 

in specific content areas.  

In order to assist states and school districts in complying with this legislation, a 

portion of entitlement funding from the government was earmarked for high quality 

professional development. The funding also required states to focus on recruiting and 

retaining highly qualified teachers (Birman et al., 2007; Salpeter, 2003). Appropriate 

professional development needed to be high quality, defined as long-term, relevant to the 

current condition, and content-driven (Birman, et al., 2007). 

While NCLB focused on content knowledge, the current reauthorization proposal 

of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) recommended by the United 

States Department of Education focuses on teacher effectiveness. The Blueprint for 

Reform (United States Department of Education, 2010) describes professional 

development for effective educators as experiences which  

foster and provide collaboration and development opportunities in schools 

and build instructional teams of teachers, leaders, and other school staff, 

including paraprofessionals; [and] support educators in improving their 

instructional practice through effective, ongoing, job-embedded, 

professional development that is targeted to student and school needs. (p. 

15) 
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While the proposed reauthorization has yet to be passed as of this writing, the 

change in focus from content knowledge to teacher effectiveness creates a new 

vision for education and student learning. 

Learning Forward, formerly known as the National Staff Development Council, 

has created a widely accepted set of standards for professional development. The 12 

professional learning standards focus on the big ideas of context, process, and content. 

Embedded within the standards are the concepts of collaborative learning, data-informed 

instruction, understanding the learner, and collaboration with all stakeholders such as 

administrators, students, and parents (Learning Forward, 2001). Many states, including 

New Hampshire (NH), have adopted policies informed by the standards described by 

Learning Forward (DeMeo & Sanchez, 2010; Jaquith, Mindich, Wei, & Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Killion, 2010).  

Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) core 

teaching standards supported by the Council of Chief State School Officers (2010) also 

emphasize the importance of professional learning and collaboration. One standard 

requires a commitment to reflection and continuous growth, while another is focused on 

collaboration. The core propositions for excellent teaching set forth by the National 

Board for Professional Teaching Standards also underscore the need for collaborative 

professional development (National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, n.d.). 

In NH, the New Hampshire Department of Education (NHDOE) is responsible for 

defining and implementing standards for educators wishing to continue working in the 

state’s public schools. In 2005, the NHDOE determined that NH educators must complete 

a minimum of 75 hours of professional development activities over three years in order to 
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be eligible for recertification. According to the NHDOE, professional development may 

be obtained by participating in job-embedded activities such as study groups, action 

research, or independent study. Formal professional development such as coursework, 

workshops, and seminars are also considered acceptable for NH recertification 

requirements. 

Educational research (Grant, 1996; Ismat, 1996; Marzano, 2003; McKenzie, 

1999) suggests that professional development which is continuous, relevant to the 

school’s curriculum, and is supported with adequate resources including time, money, 

and personnel should be an essential part of every school. Professional development 

models should include: (a) needs assessments, (b) specific sets of activities, (c) 

networking and collegial sharing, (d) reflections, (e) time for planning and practice, and 

(f) methods of evaluation. In addition, professional development activities should provide 

connections to student learning, hands-on activities, and a variety of learning experiences 

for teachers. The focus of professional development activities should be curricular, 

content-specific, and standards-based. Administrators should provide for continuous 

learning opportunities, appropriate technical support, and adequate resources (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & 

Yoon, 2001; Parsad, Lewis, Farris, & Greene, 2001; Silwon & Berne, 1999; Wayne et al., 

2008).  

Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss and Shapley (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of 

research that linked professional development to student achievement. The group 

reviewed over 1300 studies, but found that only nine met rigorous research standards set 

forth by the What Works Clearinghouse (2008). Results from these nine studies revealed 
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that the amount of time involved in participating in professional development positively 

impacted student achievement. While many studies reported that teachers participated in 

short-term workshops, the meta-analysis revealed that professional development 

occurring over a long period of time and involving at least 30 or more contact hours had 

the most potential for improving teacher effectiveness and impacting student learning. 

Time spent in professional development activities is not the only indicator of effective 

professional development. Research (American Educational Research Association, 2005; 

Blank & De las Alas, 2009; Yoon et al., 2007) indicates that longer professional 

development efforts are most effective if the experiences are content related, focus on 

student achievement, and are relevant to the participants.  

Teacher professional development has many positive outcomes. Researchers 

(Blank & De las Alas, 2009; Garet et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Wayne et 

al., 2008) note that high quality professional development which is continuous, focused, 

content driven, and relevant may be related to improving student learning. According to 

Berry, Daughtrey, and Wieder (n.d.), educators who receive their professional learning 

through collaborative practices more often implement new practices in the classroom as 

compared to colleagues who participate in other types of professional development. They 

also build expertise that can be leveraged into improved instructional practice (Berry et 

al., n.d.). Teacher retention rates are improved in school districts where there is a focus 

on quality professional development and the creation of communities of practice (Barley 

& Brigham, 2008; Berry et al., n.d.; O'Meara & Terosky, 2010).  
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Communities of Practice 

According to DuFour et al. (2008), creating a group of like-minded professionals 

with a common vision who are working toward collective goals is one type of long-term 

professional development that meets research-based criteria for effectiveness. The terms 

that describe this model of professional learning are often referred to as communities of 

practice (Friesen & Clifford, 2003; Snyder et al., 2002), professional learning groups 

(Kajander & Mason, 2007), learning communities (Cross, 1998), faculty learning 

communities (O’Meara & Terosky, 2010), or professional learning communities (DuFour 

et al., 2008; Reichstetter, 2006). The definitions are as varied as their titles; however, 

they share common characteristics.  

Collaborative professional groups meet on a regular basis to have reflective and 

meaningful dialogue about common issues, best practices, and data. Groups discuss 

methods to promote continuous improvement (Cross, 1998; DuFour et al., 2008; Friesen 

& Clifford, 2003; Kajander & Mason, 2007; O’Meara & Terosky, 2010; Reichstetter, 

2006; Snyder et al., 2002). Leading educational researchers and educationally focused 

professional organizations recognize the value of well developed learning communities as 

a practice which leads to improvement in student learning (DuFour et al., 2008; McCabe, 

2007). 

In the field of education, a collaborative group is most commonly referred to as a 

professional learning community (PLC). An educational PLC is comprised of educators 

focused on the common objective of improving professional practice with the ultimate 

goal of improving student learning (Annenberg, 2004; DuFour, 2004; Reichstetter, 2006). 

While there are many descriptors for PLCs, there are several universal indicators 
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including: common mission and goals, collective inquiry, collaboration, reflective 

practice, a student learning focus, and supportive leadership (DuFour et al., 2008; Fulton 

& Doerr, 2010; Hord, 1997; Reichstetter, 2006). 

Characteristics of PLCs 

Common mission and goals. When a learning community is formed, the 

members need to understand the purpose of the community and what types of outcomes 

are expected (DuFour et al., 2008). An agreed upon mission defines why the group is 

meeting (Hord, 1997). Goals determine how the group is going to address its mission.  

In addition, Dufour et al. (2008) reported that social norms need to be established. 

Norms help determine how the group is going to function. Organizing questions must be 

asked and answered to ensure that the membership understands the details and scope of 

the work. When will the group meet?  What format will the meetings follow? What types 

of conversations will occur? What resources are needed to move the agenda forward?  

The norms define how the group will work together. 

Focus on student learning. Research suggests that the most successful 

professional learning communities, as measured by student achievement and teachers’ 

self reports on changed practice, are those with an “intense focus on student learning and 

achievement” (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008, p. 88). This represents a paradigm shift 

from more traditional forms of professional development that stressed pedagogy. 

Changing the focus of professional development from evaluating teaching to assessing 

learning is a key concept in educational learning communities (DuFour et al., 2008).  

Collective inquiry. A community of learners with agreed upon goals can then 

focus upon learning best practices, comparing those practices against common processes 
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within their organization, and defining strategies to foster improvement. Through 

systematic, collaborative inquiry, educational professionals are able to focus on the issues 

and challenges related to student learning (Carroll, Fulton, & Doerr, 2010; Dufour, 2004; 

Reichstetter, 2006). When the focus of collaborative conversations is centered on 

research and data, the end result can be thoughtful dialogue. Together, educators create 

common understandings among all members of the group (DuFour et al., 2008; 

Reichstetter, 2006). 

Collaboration. Teaching is often an isolating experience (DuFour et al., 2008). 

Administrators, overburdened with responsibilities, are unable to spend as much time in 

the classroom collaborating with teachers as they would like. There is little to no 

common planning time among teachers with similar teaching responsibilities. 

Educational leaders and policy makers need to set the stage for collaboration by creating 

the time and space for collaborative practice to occur (DuFour & Berkey, 1995; Hord, 

1992).  

Snyder et al. (2002) note that the process of building a community allows 

participants to develop a shared rather than an individual understanding of their work. A 

well developed community of learners provides opportunities for collaboration and 

personal growth. A collaborative group provides its members with opportunities for 

insightful sharing, talking about student issues, discussing curriculum issues, and 

garnering feedback on choices and challenges that are made in the classroom (DuFour et 

al., 2008; Killion, 2010).  

A collaborative team of teachers also has the ability to motivate each other to 

improve their own practice while supporting the practice of their peers. Students become 
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the beneficiaries of this continuous cycle of improvement. Multiple viewpoints expressed 

within a community of learners increase the potential for all participants to incorporate 

new and interesting knowledge into existing schemas (Berry et al., n.d; Cross, 1998).  

Reflective practice. Teachers, as adult learners, need to have the time to think 

about what is working with their students and what is not. Adults need to experience, 

reflect, dialogue, and act on conclusions in order fully embrace learning and transform 

practice (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007). Adult learning theorists such as 

Mezirow (1981) write that transformational learning cannot begin to occur without 

personal reflection and the opportunity of sharing thoughts with others.  

Supportive leaders. According to the National Association of Elementary School 

Principals (2008), administrative leadership must foster the healthy development of a 

community of practice. Supports may start with very simple concepts such as creating 

opportunities and means for a group to meet. Managing a school day so that educators 

with similar responsibilities are available to have common conversations about student 

learning is quite difficult. An administrator committed to encouraging communities of 

practice will work to find ways to make common time within the school structure.  

Berry et al. (n.d.), working with the Center for Teacher Quality, report that 

communities of practice help teachers become leaders and decision-makers within their 

own domains. They further acknowledge that teacher leadership, and the empowerment 

that often accompanies leadership roles, has positive effects on student learning. 

Therefore, educational leaders must work to acknowledge and nurture the teacher 

leadership within their educational community.  
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Leaders need to provide the necessary resources to foster collaborative 

conversations. Resources may take the form of data, participating in common readings, or 

offering opportunities for quality professional development. Thoughtfully shared 

resources can provide a solid foundation upon which to build ideas and processes that can 

assist the group in achieving its mission and goals (DuFour, et al., 2008). 

Accountability is another important role leadership plays in the creation and 

sustenance of a community of practice (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). The tasks 

of the community must be aligned with the overall mission of the organization. Goals 

must be developed to support that work. Following a SMART goal model (O’Neill, 

2000), they must be specific, measureable, attainable, realistic and timely. Strategies need 

to be in place to evaluate progress against agreed upon goals. Leaders need to guide 

participants and help them put strategies in place to ensure that the community is focused 

on issues that really matter to the organization as a whole. 

Finally, leadership must both support and model the concept of life-long learning 

(National Association of Elementary School Principals, 2008). Educational leaders must 

attend to their own professional development needs and should participate in 

opportunities with a leadership focus. Activities could include meeting with others in 

similar positions, connecting with renowned researchers, networking with state officials, 

attending regional and national conferences, and participating in other activities that 

provide fresh information. School leaders need to share their professional learning within 

their local educational community to help all stakeholders  better understand what needs 

to be accomplished and what steps are needed to move forward (DuFour et al., 2008; 

Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, & Porter, 2006). 
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Constructivism and PLCs 

“Professional learning communities, because of the nature of the work in which 

they engage, are constructivist in nature” (McCabe, 2007). Learning is a social endeavor 

based first on interactive experience (Vygotsky, 1978). Learners compare what is already 

known against new understandings. If there is enough dissonance between what is known 

and the new information, then learners will accommodate and modify existing schemas to 

include new learning (McVee, Dunsmore, & Gavelek, 2005; Palincsar, 1998).  

Vygotsky’s constructivist theory focuses on being immersed in a social 

experience, thinking about it, 

discussing implications with others, 

then internalizing the learning 

(Vianna & Stetsenko, 2006). McVee 

et al. (2005) outline the concept of 

Vygotsky Space (see figure 1). The 

model identifies four-quadrants of 

learning characterized by two 

continua: the Public/Private and 

Individual/Social. Cyclical in nature, 

the Vygotsky Space outlines the 

process that is suggested when 

learning takes place. The first step is a social interaction where learners are exposed to 

new knowledge. Learners transform their experience privately and then share their 

learning in a more public setting. After collaborating socially with others, the learning is 
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conventionalized and the cycle begins again. The Vygotsky Space model mirrors the 

continuous cycle of improvement that is indicative of professional learning communities 

as explained by Hord (1997). 

Hord (1997) describes the work of a community of practice as one of continuous 

improvement. Group members engage in the collaborative process of identifying known 

information, reviewing best practices in education, and identifying gaps between actual 

practice and the existing research base. The community develops a plan to implement 

strategies to move the community toward fulfilling its mission. Finally, the community 

must evaluate how effective the agreed-upon interventions have been with regard to the 

overall mission and begin the improvement cycle again. 

The Impact of PLCs on Student Achievement 

Caroll et al. (2010) suggest that student achievement increases when teachers 

have the opportunity for collaborative practice. Vescio et al. (2008) reviewed eight 

studies which focused on PLCs and their impact on teaching and learning. Each of the 

studies indicated a relationship between participation in a learning community and gains 

in student achievement. In particular, communities of practice with a strong focus on 

student learning are associated with significant gains in student achievement. The results 

are attributed to participants’ transitioning their thinking from teaching to student 

learning, empowering the teacher to make curricular decisions and develop leadership 

abilities through the collaborative process.  

Students tend to achieve better scores on standardized tests when their teachers 

are part of a PLC (Berry et al., n.d.). Teachers participating in content-specific PLCs tend 

to experience greater gains in knowledge than in those PLCs populated by educational 
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generalists discussing less specific, less focused topics (Fulton & Doerr, 2010). More 

study needs to be completed before researchers can draw strong conclusions, but early 

research (Vescio et al., 2008) suggests that math students with teachers who have 

participated in math-specific PLCs have experienced gains in standardized test scores. 

On-Line Professional Learning Communities (OPLC) 

The rapid development of robust technology tools has provided an opportunity for 

educational leaders to change the most commonly accepted paradigm for a PLC, the face-

to-face format. Given the social constructivist nature of on-line teaching and learning, an 

on-line community of professionals can leverage the knowledge and experience of many 

participants to work through common problems with concepts or students just as they 

would in a face-to-face format (Jacobsen, 2002). Technology can provide an alternative 

space for people to gather, allowing them to eliminate the barriers of time and space in 

order to interact (Locke, 2006).  

Teacher networks in both face-to-face and on-line formats have been shown to 

improve teacher effectiveness and student achievement (Berry et al., n.d.). OPLCs have 

the ability to emulate many of the characteristics of face-to-face communities. As Bonk 

& Zhang describe (2008), there are multiple options for creating technologically 

mediated collaborative spaces. There are opportunities for both synchronous 

communication through on-line chats and asynchronous methods via discussion forums, 

wikis, or blogs. Participants have the ability to share audio or video files, collaborate on 

documents, and archive resources.  

New technologies continue to emerge which can be leveraged into a community 

experience for educators. Options such as FaceBook (facebook.com), Twitter 
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(twitter.com), LinkedIn (linkedin.com), TakingITGlobal (tigweb.com), and Ning in 

Education (education.ning.com) are current examples of technology-enhanced 

opportunities for professionals to connect regardless of geographic or time boundaries. 

These technology tools can be explored to provide opportunities for developing 

communities of practice with characteristics that mimic to face-to-face options. 

Common mission & goals. According to Duncan-Howell (2010), members of an 

on-line community can learn from each other through subject-specific professional 

conversations, sharing joys and challenges of the educational profession, while keeping 

up with research-based best practices. As with a face-to-face model, the mission and 

goals need to be negotiated and communicated through on-line discussion forums to 

provide cohesiveness and common understandings within the group. Providing a 

consistent focus and a means by which to measure success gives members a solid 

framework within which to operate (DuFour et al., 2008; Hord 1997). 

Focus on student learning. On-line communities can provide an even richer 

environment to discuss student learning than face-to-face options (Duncan-Howell, 

2010). One benefit of an on-line format is the wider array of professionals from which to 

gather information. Because the diverse membership is not intimately involved with an 

individual student issue or responsible for student learning at locations other than their 

own, it is likely educators will be able to review issues more objectively and provide 

appropriate feedback based on their experiences. According to Snyder, et al. (2002), a 

diversified membership also helps reduce the phenomenon of groupthink which may 

characterize a more limited and local community of practice. This notion is supported by 

the work of Brooke & Tyler (2011): 
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Psychological research has examined how isolated organizations may become 

insular over time, resulting in homogeneity of opinion and habit. In extremes, this 

homogeneity of opinion may become groupthink, or the tendency of group 

members to value unanimity at the expense of rational debate. (p. 730) 

Because of the isolation of rural schools and the professionals who work in them, group 

think is a real threat. Diversifying membership through technological means can help 

mitigate the problem. 

Collective inquiry. Participants can gather on-line to discuss and research 

common issues that are relevant to the group. Feger and Arruda (2008), in collaboration 

with the Education Alliance at Brown University, note that “Research on communities of 

practice is cited as a primary source for designing online [sic] environments where social 

processes are viewed as constitutive of learning” (p.6). Opportunities to share concerns, 

discuss strategies for improving student learning, and discuss new pedagogical 

techniques all contribute to the overall professional development of the group (Conrad, 

2005). Educators with opportunities to engage in dialogue involving other professionals 

with similar experiences can build collective expertise. They are also likely to consider 

themselves to be more effective teachers (Berry et al., n.d.). In a study conducted by the 

Center for Teaching Quality (Berry et al., n.d.) teachers were surveyed about their 

network participation. Of the respondents, 94% indicated that they gained knowledge and 

skills, and 90% reported an improvement in their teaching and professional growth which 

they attribute directly to educational networking. The on-line arena provided extended 

opportunities for educators to collaborate effectively with one another through ongoing 

dialogue (Feger & Arruda, 2008).  
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Collaboration. The technological platform offers opportunities for professional 

collaboration and conversation that transcend distance and time constraints normally 

considered barriers to face-to-face communities. There are opportunities to collaborate 

with an extended group. Characteristics such as shared problem-solving, frequency and 

time, and participating in a supportive and trusting environment are all components that 

describe a successful on-line community of learners. Technological spaces can be created 

for smaller group collaboration. The development of more private spaces can encourage 

deeper dialogue that is relevant to only a portion of the group (Locke, 2006; Woods & 

Ebersole, 2003).  

Reflective practice. Critical reflection is directly related to improved learning 

outcomes (Salazar et al., 2010). According to Ross (2011), on-line forums provide ample 

opportunity for reflection. However, asynchronous communication and the permanence 

of postings can interfere with reflective practices as participants pause to evaluate the on-

line situation and determine the level of interpersonal evaluation that might occur as the 

result of their writing. Proper facilitation of an on-line learning community by 

establishing appropriate norms and providing relevant questions for dialogue can assist 

the reflective process in an on-line forum (Locke, 2006).  

Supportive leadership. Many strategies are available for building an effective 

on-line community (Sherer, Shea, & Kristensen, 2003). Conrad (2005) studied the 

development of an on-line cohort of learners over two years. Her findings indicated that 

the most successful groups have leaders who are adept at facilitating in the on-line forum. 

Participants should sense that facilitators are present to address the questions and 

concerns of the group. Facilitators should be knowledgeable in the field of concern and 
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exhibit a high degree of passion for the content area. Additional characteristics that 

contribute to on-line community success include personalized and immediate 

responsiveness on the part of the facilitator, a sense of facilitator presence, timely 

feedback, honesty, and a focus on content delivery (Conrad, 2005). 

Additional Benefits. Many participants choose on-line environments for 

opportunities to network, to provide and receive emotional support, and to fulfill 

recertification requirements (Salazar et al., 2010). On-line spaces can be created to 

provide support for teachers which cannot be easily duplicated in a face-to-face 

environment. Conversations among people are fleeting whereas participation in an on-

line discussion forum may be archived for future use.  

According to Conrad (2005), an on-line environment serves as a repository, with 

members cataloging best practices, providing on-line resources, creating connections 

with leading universities, and providing calendars of events relevant to the content of the 

community. Connections to experts can be facilitated by on-line forums, reducing costs 

by eliminating travel expenses. In fact, it is suggested that including external experts 

helps an on-line community develop (Conrad, 2005). 

Many opportunities evolve from an on-line presence. Sherer et al. (2003) 

described the development of a faculty learning community portal. Tools incorporated 

within the portal included both internal and external resources. These consisted of on-line 

workshops, targeted professional development, discussion forums, chat spaces, access to 

professional associations, and community-specific newsletters were all professional 

development opportunities within the portal environment. All of these benefits can be 

hosted through one location providing easier access for community members.  
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Duncan-Howell (2010) studied three on-line communities in Australia. Her 

research described the benefits of participation in an on-line professional community. The 

asynchronous aspects of discussion forums and resource sharing allowed educators to 

participate at a time that was convenient for them. Information shared in an on-line 

environment was archived. On-line discussions were available for review long after the 

conversation occurred. Inventories of best practices could be catalogued for future use. 

Collections of on-line resources can be created and shared. Participants could use the 

community as a repository for just-in-time learning. Access to the on-line community 

could happen anytime and anywhere there was connectivity. Educators had the 

opportunity to ask questions and received immediate answers to help them in their work. 

Participants in Duncan-Howell’s research revealed that OPLCs were considered 

important forms of professional development. 

On-line communities of practice have been shown to transcend barriers of 

geography, time, and distance. Teacher retention rates may even be improved as the 

result of participation in an on-line community of practice (Berry et al., n.d.; Fulton, 

Yoon, & Lee, 2005). Teachers report a reduced feeling of isolation when they participate 

in on-line communities (Salazar et al., 2010). 

Change processes, which can be challenging to implement, may be enhanced 

through participation in an OPLC. “An ongoing discussion among teachers who confront 

similar issues can facilitate change by encouraging the sharing of solutions to problems, 

as well as by reinforcing the sense that, with time, improvement is possible” (Garet et al., 

2001, p. 928). Rural educators participating in OPLCs can find support from others in an 

extended collegial community (Thorburn, 2004).  
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Challenges. Challenges to on-line learning communities are similar to those 

experienced by participants in an on-line course. Time management is especially 

important when working in an on-line environment. By definition, the environment is 

always available, making procrastination a concern for many people. Duncan-Howell 

(2010) suggests that facilitators of the community should have strategies in place to 

address discussion forum dominators, enable the group to stay on task, and to prevent 

misunderstandings.  

OPLCs in the United States 

 Examples of current and developing OPLCs in the US are available. The National 

Commission on Teaching and America’s Future developed an OPLC called Teachers 

Learning in Networked Communities (TLINC™). TLINC™ was established to develop a 

link between pre-service teachers, in-service teachers, and higher education faculty as 

teachers transitioned from their baccalaureate classroom work to student teaching and 

then working in the field. The program’s intent was to reduce teacher attrition during the 

first years of teaching by providing appropriate support mechanisms (Fulton & Doerr, 

2009).  

TLINC™ has multiple avenues for community development. A communication 

forum, blogs, discussion threads, public or private grouping spaces and connections 

provide access across all TLINC™ sites. Strategies are combined to create robust 

communities of practice for new and aspiring teachers (Fulton & Doerr, 2009).  

According to Kathleen Fulton, Director of Reinventing Schools for the 21st 

Century (personal communication, May 26, 2011), substantive findings related to the 

goal of reducing teacher attrition cannot be reported at this point in the evolution of 
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TLINC™ because, while there is active participation by pre-service student teachers, 

there is a lack of continued membership once students become certified and begin their 

teaching careers. Fulton suggested that there should be a focus on understanding the 

incentives that could be put in place to encourage in-service teachers to participate. 

Incentives for pre-service teachers included making participation a requirement during 

their time as student teachers. That incentive disappears when students earn their 

certifications and begin their teaching careers. Questions focusing on how to make the 

content richer and engaging, how to facilitate training, and what kinds of incentives need 

to be put in place will be emphasized as the project continues.  

Project TEACH is another on-line community developed to provide professional 

development opportunities for teachers of English language learners. The program was 

created to help mitigate issues of isolation that teachers experienced in rural Texas. The 

Project TEACH on-line community uses blogs to share and discuss concept maps they 

create to illustrate understandings of related content and pedagogy. The maps provide a 

mechanism to determine knowledge gaps and to illustrate new understandings. 

Researchers, by reviewing the developing concept maps, identified positive professional 

growth of participants. Additional research will be conducted regarding the project 

(Salazar et al., 2010). 

 South Carolina (SC) has implemented an on-line networking community, 

SCTeacherVillage.com. According to SC’s Deputy Superintendent, Mark Bounds 

(personal communication, January 31, 2011), the community was created to help improve 

teacher recruitment, retention, and connectedness. SC’s schools of higher education do 

not supply enough new teachers to fulfill state needs. Therefore, SC must recruit up to 
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20% of its teachers from other states. With 44% of SC’s schools defined as rural 

(Johnson & Strange, 2009), teacher isolation is considered one of the main factors in the 

high educator turnover rate. By providing opportunities for teachers to connect on-line, 

Deputy Bounds hopes that SC can attract and retain qualified personnel. Bounds and 

developers think that younger teachers might be most attracted to SCTeacherVillage.com 

because they are familiar with social networking sites and use them extensively in their 

personal life (personal communication, January 31, 2011).  

Membership in SCTeacherVillage.com is considered a benefit for SC’s teachers. 

Certified educators employed by SC are eligible to join. The program has been piloted for 

18 months and approximately 2% of SC’s educators have joined (Bounds, personal 

communication, January 31, 2011).  

SCTeacherVillage.com is modeled after the popular social networking site 

Facebook. There are opportunities for casual conversation and professional dialogue. 

Members have the freedom to create neighborhoods with SCTeacherVillage.com 

focusing on any topic they choose. Participants have chosen to concentrate their 

networking on education-related issues by using focus groups, sharing videos, and talking 

about what is working in their classrooms. SCTeacherVillage.com will be enhanced and 

more strongly marketed after two challenges have been fully addressed: the developers 

must create a robust technological security system, and South Carolina needs to obtain 

additional funding to scale the project for all the state’s teachers, especially in the rural 

areas (personal communication, M. Bounds, January 31, 2011). 
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New Hampshire’s Rural Schools 

According Johnson and Strange (2009), 51.9% of NH’s schools are considered 

rural with fewer than 600 students reporting daily (as cited in Arnold et al., 2007). NH’s 

rural schools provide many benefits for students. They often boast small student-to-

teacher ratios. The school populations are small, allowing for more personal interaction 

among staff and students. Rural educators are often members of the local community, 

providing opportunities for positive relationships with parents and community members 

(Barley & Brigham, 2008; Monk, 2007).  

However, there are specific issues facing rural schools, including those in NH,  

that contribute to the problems associated with teacher recruitment and retention. There 

are fewer teaching positions available. Educators are often required to teach in multiple 

disciplines and may not have the appropriate content knowledge to do so. One teacher 

may be the only specialist in the district serving several buildings in a particular domain. 

They may have preparations in multiple subject areas in contrast to their non-rural 

counterparts who may teach one subject at one level to different student groups 

throughout the day (Harmon & Smith, 2007). For example, Bluebird Public School in 

Bluebird, NH serves 117 students and employs one mathematics teacher, one science 

teacher, one social studies teacher, and one English/language arts teacher. In this case, 

four professionals must be prepared to teach all the content a high school student must 

learn prior to graduation. There are no other teachers with specific content knowledge in 

the Bluebird School system. According to the superintendent of schools, Dr. Bluebird, the 

school’s teachers have only themselves to rely on to deliver what their students need to 

succeed (personal communication, January 28, 2011).  
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Rural teachers often must master teaching in multi-age classrooms, differentiating 

instruction for students’ developmental, academic, and social levels (Harmon & Smith, 

2007; Monk, 2007). Cardinal School is a public elementary school located in Cardinal, 

NH. The school serves 19 students in grades K-3. There is one principal/teacher, Mrs. 

Cardinal, serving the district. Mrs. Cardinal teaches the main content areas, as well as 

music and art. There are other supports in place for nursing, guidance, and physical 

education, but the main responsibility lies with the teacher/principal. While Mrs. Cardinal 

embraces the work, it is often difficult for her to find the time to interact with other 

educators given the scope of responsibilities and lack of back-up personnel (personal 

communication, April 20, 2009).  

Other factors contribute to recruitment and retention challenges in NH’s rural 

schools. Fewer services are available for special needs students. Compensation rates lag 

behind those in larger communities. Teachers work in isolation. Time and distance 

represent significant barriers when considering quality professional development (North 

Country Education Services, 2011). There are community issues as well. There may be 

only one grocery store. Medical facilities might require traveling long distances. There 

may be few choices for entertainment and little opportunity to meet new people (Harmon 

& Smith, 2007). Teachers who grew up in rural areas tend to stay for long periods of 

time, whereas those not used to rural communities tend to leave rural teaching 

assignments fairly early in their careers (Barley & Brigham, 2008; Monk, 2007).  
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Professional Development Challenges for NH’s Rural Schools 

The needs of NH’s rural teaching professionals are difficult to meet. Teachers 

face isolation, inadequate and ineffective professional development efforts, and lack of 

collaborative opportunities (Carroll et al., 2010). Harmon and Smith (2007) reported on 

the Rural Systemic Initiative (RSI) project, a National Science Foundation effort to 

improve professional development for math and science educators in rural schools. 

Beginning in 1994 and ending in 2008, RSI brought a variety of professional 

development opportunities to rural educators throughout the country. The program 

evaluation results suggested that educators’ needs for social interaction may be magnified 

in the country’s rural schools where there are fewer professional development 

opportunities available, smaller numbers of professionals with which to work, longer 

distances between schools, and extreme travel times to attend professional learning 

opportunities. The report suggests that need for social interaction could be satisfied by 

developing educator leadership potential: 

The models and methods used by the RSIs varied from location to location, but 

they all found ways to be successful in developing leadership capacity; building 

support for program improvement within the administrative structure of the 

school system; and leveraging the successes of other systemic initiatives, 

programs, and materials developed through NSF. (Harmon & Smith, 2007, p. 39) 

The emphasis RSI placed on improved professional development and teacher leadership 

resulted in positive changes in student achievement in math and science. 

Teacher retention has been shown to improve when teachers have access to 

research-based resources, experts in the field, and peer support (Fulton et al., 2005). On-
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line communities of practice can be developed to provide all three supports to teachers. In 

addition, the ability of on-line course management systems to accommodate both 

synchronous and asynchronous dialogue provides a variety of contact options for 

teachers. The on-line community also allows educators to participate in more thoughtful 

dialogue with the added benefit of time for reflection that is helpful for many adult 

learners (Fulton et al., 2005). 

PLCs in Rural Schools 

PLCs have been shown to reduce teacher isolation and improve job satisfaction, 

leading to lower turnover (Annenberg, 2004). A simple Google search reveals that many 

NH school districts report they are implementing PLCs. However, the rural nature of 

NH’s schools may prevent the development of robust content-related communities simply 

because there are not enough professionals to participate. 

Using technology to create OPLCs can provide possible solutions to some of the 

professional development access problems in rural NH schools. Technology can expand 

the available pool of educators who can participate in a community by eliminating the 

challenges of distance, time, and money. Teachers who are the only content provider in 

their schools can connect with other teachers in similar situations without having to leave 

their classrooms. Those who need resource support can join their colleagues on-line to 

discuss issues of content, pedagogy, and assessment. Content experts can access the on-

line community to share knowledge and skills. On-line communities can contain 

repositories of information accessible any time an educator needs to reference it. Early 

indications in efforts such as Project TEACH and SCTeacherVillage.com suggest that 
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communities of practice may have an impact on teaching and perhaps learning (personal 

communication, M. Bounds, January 31, 2011; Salazar et al., 2010).  

RSEEC created OPLCs in English/language arts and mathematics in the spring of 

2011 as part of a State Agency for Higher Education grant sponsored by the NHDOE. 

However, membership in the OPLCs was extremely low with only 0.723% of the eligible 

educators choosing to join the on-line forum. The purpose of this study was to examine 

why NH’s rural educators did not choose to join the newly developed communities.  

Summary 

Research suggests that quality professional development has a significant impact 

on student achievement when it is sustained, relevant, and content-based (Garet et al., 

2001). PLCs that  

 have defined missions and related goals,  

 are focused on student learning, 

 provide opportunities for collective inquiry,  

 are collaborative, and  

 are reflective in nature  

appear to be particularly effective forms of professional development (DuFour et al., 

2008). PLCs also provide opportunities for educators to connect, develop leadership 

potential, and improve their instructional practice, all factors that are important to 

educator job satisfaction and retention (Berry et al., n.d.). 

Rural schools have challenges providing educators with effective professional 

development opportunities. Geography is a major barrier which increases costs in time 

and money (Harmon & Smith, 2007). Rural educators may not have opportunities to 
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participate in effective content-based PLCs because there are few local practitioners with 

whom to communicate. Technology offers a solution to the geographical and time 

barriers facing most rural teachers. Strengths of on-line professional learning 

communities include the permanence of the discussions that occur, a centralized location 

for teacher-generated resources, and opportunities to network with like-minded 

individuals (Locke, 2006). 

In the spring of 2011, RSEEC developed NH’s first OPLCs for rural teachers in 

mathematics and English/language arts. This research was developed to begin to 

understand why NH’s rural educators chose not to join the newly developed 

communities. In addition, perceived barriers to membership and incentives to encourage 

educators to join the newly developed OPLCs were examined. 
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Chapter 3 – Research Design and Methodology 

Educators in the United States (US) are required to periodically renew their 

licenses in order to teach in the public school system. The requirements and processes for 

license renewal vary from state to state. A key component of licensure in all states is 

participation in professional development (Stillman & Blank, 2008). The New Hampshire 

Department of Education (2005) allows recertification requirements to be fulfilled in 

many ways including coursework, attending conferences, participating in workshops, 

taking advantage of job-embedded opportunities, performing action research, or 

participating in a professional learning community (PLC).  

The proposed reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) includes specific language regarding professional development. A Blueprint for 

Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, published 

by the US Department of Education (2010), outlines proposed changes to the current 

version of ESEA. A key component is the concept of teacher and leader effectiveness. 

The Blueprint outlines a vision which involves the improvement of current educator 

evaluation systems. The reform effort suggests that evaluation systems will, in turn, help 

define the professional development needs of educators. The document includes a 

description of quality professional development. Current research (Darling-Hammond, et 

al., 2009; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Garet et al., 2001;Wayne et al., 2008) emphasizing that 

opportunities for professional growth need to be sustained, job-embedded, relevant, and 

geared toward improving student learning, is confirmed in the report.  

With the Blueprint’s definition of high quality professional development in mind, 

a PLC can be considered a form of high quality professional development. A PLC is 
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described as a collaborative group of professionals with a common vision and goals. The 

vision for educational PLCs is the improvement of student learning (Vescio et al., 2008), 

which is a consistent message in proposed ESEA reauthorization language (US 

Department of Education, 2010).  

Research regarding PLCs suggests that there are connections between 

participation in a PLC and student achievement (Carroll et al., 2010; Vescio et al., 2008). 

A PLC is constructivist in nature, allowing participants opportunities to interact socially, 

reflect on new information, transform information into new schemas, and share newly 

formed understandings (McVee et al., 2005; Vygotsky, 1978). Participation in a PLC has 

been shown to result in deeper understandings of teaching and learning (Fulton & Doerr, 

2010) and assists in the transition of focus from teaching practice to student learning 

(Vescio et al., 2008).  

While there is research supporting the use of PLCs as an effective professional 

development method, it is not always possible to develop a PLC. According to Johnson 

and Strange (2009), just under one third of the nation’s schools are considered rural with 

a median student enrollment of 535 students. Over 51% of New Hampshire’s (NH) 

schools are considered rural (Arnold et al., 2007; Johnson & Strange, 2009). Rural 

schools are required to provide educational opportunities in the same content areas and 

contexts as larger suburban or urban schools. Rural educators must accomplish just as 

much as their counterparts in bigger schools with fewer resources. They must often teach 

a wider range of courses both within and among content areas. Many times there is only 

one teacher in each content area for the district, limiting opportunities for collegial 
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conversation (Harmon & Smith, 2007). The development of effective, content-related 

PLCs in rural schools is constrained by lack of personnel, funding, distance, and time.  

Technology can provide a solution to the dilemma of rural teachers not being able 

to experience quality professional development through a learning community paradigm. 

NH’s Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative (RSEEC) developed NH’s first 

OPLCs. However, membership in the on-line forums is extremely low. This research was 

developed to begin to understand why NH’s rural educators are choosing not to join the 

newly developed OPLCs. 

Problem and Purposes Overview 

Through its State Agency for Higher Education (SAHE) grant process, the New 

Hampshire Department of Education (NHDOE) provided funds to support the creation of 

RSEEC. One portion of RSEEC’s work in 2011 was to implement content-specific 

OPLCs for the NH’s rural educators. The communities focused initially on three main 

content areas: mathematics, science, and English/language arts.  

Two of the three OPLCs were developed. However, few educators chose to 

participate. An exploratory mixed methods study (Creswell & Clark, 2007) was 

conducted to begin to identify why preliminary OPLC membership was so low. This 

research will help inform future inquiry regarding active participation in an OPLC and 

the impact participation in an OPLC has on teacher effectiveness and improved student 

learning. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to begin to understand why NH’s rural educators 

chose to not participate in RSEEC’s OPLCs. Additional research questions included: (1) 
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what do rural NH teachers perceive as barriers to membership in an OPLC? And (2) what 

might motivate rural teachers to become members of an OPLC? This study will help 

inform OPLC developers as they address the problem of membership within 

technologically mediated professional development spaces. 

Population and Sample 

RSEEC created a needs assessment as part of the initial program development 

(see Appendix C). The needs assessment was sent out in December 2010 to 1194 

educators, all employed by rural NH school districts choosing to participate in the 

original SAHE grant. There were 530 complete responses, a 44% response rate. Just 

under half of those respondents indicated that they were interested in participating in a 

state-wide PLC. This group, representing a total population sample of 243 NH educators, 

was surveyed for this study. A random sample composed of 10% of the respondents was 

selected from the original pool of positive respondents for an in-depth interview.  

Data Collection and Instrumentation Survey 

Quantitative information was collected in an electronic survey format using 

Zoomerang®, a commercially available web-based software tool. Zoomerang® was 

chosen as the survey vehicle because it boasts flexibility in question delivery, provides 

some data analysis tools, and allows raw data to be exported for further review. 

Additional features important to this study included limiting opportunities for participants 

to respond more than once to a survey and multiple deployment methods. 

There are PLCs in existence in NH (McCabe, 2007). However, there were no 

content-based OPLCs in the state. Since the on-line vehicle for learning community 

activities represented a change in delivery format, survey statement development was 
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informed by Lippitt’s Leading Complex Change (1987) model. Survey statements were 

created to elicit answers regarding educators’ decisions when considering membership in 

an OPLC.  

Leading Complex Change (Lippitt, 1987) provides a simple and clear explanation 

for difficulties experienced when change occurs. Lippitt suggests that there are seven 

stages inherent to change initiatives which are influenced by six individual attributes. If 

one or more of the six attributes are missing, the result can be a barrier to change. RSEEC 

launched two OPLCs which resulted in very low membership. According to Lippitt’s 

model, this false start could be the result of the missing attributes of vision, skills, 

incentive, and/or resources. Accordingly, survey statements were developed to focus on 

determining if these missing attributes contributed to the decision-making of potential on-

line professional learning community participants. A statement analysis grid illustrating 

which statements were designed to explore specific missing attributes as described by 

Lippitt may be reviewed in Appendix E.  

Survey statements were validated using a retrospective interview technique, also 

referred to as a cognitive interview (Czaja & Blair, 2005; Dillman, 2000). This technique 

involved finding people who reflect the composition of potential respondents and are 

willing to pretest survey statements. A small group was asked to read survey statements 

and provide answers. In addition, the individuals were asked to share their thoughts as 

they determined their answers. This method of validation ensured that survey statements 

were written appropriately and were eliciting the intended thought process for answers. 

Through this process, it became apparent that the original draft of statements, while 

meeting the theoretical objectives listed above, were too global in nature and needed to 
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be drafted in a first person rather than third person voice. Further pretesting assisted this 

researcher as the fine tuning process continued. A finalized copy of the survey statements 

is available in Appendix E. 

 A multi-stage contact sequence, as suggested by Dillman (2000), was utilized to 

administer the survey. A preliminary letter (see Appendix F) was emailed to all potential 

respondents in the sample pool. This letter described the purpose of the survey. This 

preliminary email also contained language required by Plymouth State University’s 

Institutional Review Board. 

According to social exchange theory (Dillman, 2000), there are three elements 

which will encourage people to respond to surveys: rewards, cost, and trust. In order to 

satisfy these three elements, the preliminary email emphasized a request for support. It 

also stressed the ease with which the survey could be completed and the association of 

this survey with the RSEEC project, endorsed by the NHDOE.  

Two days after the preliminary email was sent, the actual questionnaire link 

(Appendix D) was sent to potential respondents. The email system within Zoomerang® 

was used for this purpose because the system automatically collected invitation 

information such as numbers of emails sent and numbers of incorrect emails bouncing 

back. The questionnaire included an introductory section which parroted the email 

previously sent to potential respondents. Consent to participate language was embedded 

in the introductory section, including a statement signaling that clicking on the NEXT 

button indicated a willingness to become part of the study. 

Reminder emails (Appendix G) were sent periodically, asking people within the 

sample to complete the survey if they had not already done so. Different sets of social 
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exchange theory elements were used to encourage participation (Dillman, 2000). These 

included a thank you in advance for participating, the emphasis on the brevity of the 

survey, opportunities to enter a gift certificate drawing, the opportunity to assist a 

doctoral student, and a focus on the importance of respondents’ answers in future 

development of RSEEC’s OPLCs.  

The survey was closed after 25 days. The end of the academic school year for K-

12 public educators provided a natural deadline for survey participation. There was a 

35% response rate with 84 educators participating in the survey.  

Interviews   

A random sample composed of eight people, or 10% of the respondents, was 

identified for follow-up telephone interviews. The purpose of these interviews was to 

validate and learn more about initial data resulting from the previously described survey. 

A standardized open-ended interview protocol (Patton, 2002) was developed (Appendix 

H).  Follow-up questions were based on interviewees’ responses and were asked to elicit 

additional information. As suggested by Patton (2002), reinforcing statements and 

feedback were shared during the interviews to assure respondents that the answers they 

were providing were helpful to the overall research project. 

Limitations 

There are limitations inherent in any research study. The sample size represents only 

a portion of the rural teachers of New Hampshire. Care needs to be taken when 

considering the generalization of results from this study as only teachers  

 in rural NH schools which are part of the RSEEC program and 

 who answered positively to a query about participating in a state-wide PLC  
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had the opportunity to participate in the study. In addition, the non-responders in the 

survey population may have particular characteristics that may be important to the study, 

but have not been measured simply because this group did not respond (Czaja & Blair, 

2005).  

There are also potential errors associated with survey research using Likert scales. 

According to Isaac and Michael (1995) the most common errors are  

 the halo effect, where early ratings on a Likert scale have an impact on 

how respondents will rate following items;  

 over-rater or under-rater error, when respondents tend to rate all items 

either positively or negatively; and 

 central tendency errors, which occurs when respondents are not inclined to 

use either extreme end of the scale. 

Data Analysis 

Data collected from the survey was a combination of Likert scale and closed 

question responses. Descriptive statistics were determined using the Likert scale results 

and the demographic information requested in the survey. Frequency distributions were 

calculated. The mean, median, and mode were calculated for each statement answered on 

the Likert scale. An item analysis resulting in percentages was conducted for each 

statement. Information was crosstabulated to examine the associations between questions 

using SPSS
®
 v.17 software (Hinton et al., 2004).  

               Data from the Likert scales were analyzed using parametric statistical 

procedures (Cohen & Lean, 2004). A factor analysis was conducted to examine the 

associations among statements. In order to consider a factor analysis, a Kaiser-Meyer-
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Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was conducted to see if the sample was appropriate 

(Hinton et al., 2004). A Bartlett test of sphericity was performed to determine if there 

were relationships to study (Hinton et al., 2004). Pearson correlations were performed to 

determine where relationships existed among the statements and participant demographic 

information (Hinton, 2004).  

Interview participants were identified using codes names to protect anonymity. 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed. Transcriptions were imported into 

HyperRESEARCH™ and then were coded to identify trends. Trends were compared with 

quantitative data to enhance the qualitative results. 

Summary 

PLCs are a proven method of quality professional development. However, rural 

educators may not be able to participate in face-to-face communities for a variety of 

reasons. OPLCs might be able to fill this void. Change theory suggests that many factors 

need to be in place in order to successfully introduce an innovation such as technology 

into a PLC paradigm. This mixed methods quantitative-qualitative research explored why 

educators chose to not join on-line professional learning communities through the 

Leading Complex Change (Lippitt, 1987) lens.  
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Chapter 4 – Analysis of Data 

New Hampshire’s (NH) Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative 

(RSEEC) developed two state-wide on-line professional learning communities (OPLC) 

focused on mathematics and English/language arts. Teachers from RSEEC’s member 

schools were invited to participate. Only 0.723%  of the possible pool of 1100 educators 

took advantage of the opportunity. 

The purpose of this study was to begin to understand why so many of NH’s rural 

educators chose not to join the newly developed OPLCs. An on-line survey was emailed 

to 240 NH educators, all of whom had indicated on a previous survey conducted by 

RSEEC that they would be interested in joining a state-wide professional learning 

community (PLC). In addition, a follow up qualitative interview was conducted with a 

random sample (n = 8) from the respondent pool.  

Organization of Data Analysis 

Information was collected to begin to answer the primary research question 

regarding why NH’s rural educators chose not to join an OPLC as well as the following 

two sub-questions: 

1. What do rural NH teachers perceive as barriers to membership in an 

OPLC?  

2. What will motivate rural teachers to become members of an OPLC? 

Results are presented by reviewing the data obtained from an on-line survey 

administered to 240 NH educators. Results of a factor analysis, along with reliability 

information, are discussed. The results are followed by a report of additional findings 

from in-depth interviews.  
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Demographic results were reviewed to confirm that a wide variety of people and 

their teaching assignments were represented within the group of respondents. It is 

important to understand the characteristics of the respondents and their work situations to 

ensure that generalizations from the research literature may be applied to this group. 

Therefore, demographic information will begin the data analysis. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Demographics  

An on-line survey was developed using Zoomerang®, an on-line survey tool 

created by MarketTools, Inc. The electronic survey was emailed to 240 educators whose 

schools and districts are members of RSEEC. The group represented 100% (N=240) of 

the respondents who answered positively to a question in a previous survey regarding 

interest in joining a state-wide professional learning community (PLC). Of the 240 email 

addresses, three bounced back, leaving 237 potential respondents. A response rate of 35% 

was achieved, with 84 educators completing the survey. 

The most common age range reported for participants was 41 – 50 years old with 

30% choosing that response. The next most reported age range was 31– 40 years at 26%, 

followed by the 51-60 year age group representing 24% of the respondents. Table 4.1 

outlines the distribution of reported ages for the survey. It is apparent from this mix that 

most age groups were well represented. The exception is the oldest age group, 61 or 

older. The smaller response rate from this category may be explained by the fact that 

retirement ages fall within this category and many who might have fallen within this age 

group may no longer be teaching. 
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Table 4.1 

Age Ranges of Survey Respondents 

Age Number of Responses Percentage 

21-30 years old 13 15% 

31-40 years old 22 26% 

41-50 years old      25* 30% 

51-60 years old 20 24% 

61 or older 4 5% 

Note. * indicates the mode for this response set. 

The survey broke down number of years teaching into several different groups. 

The first group, less than one year, identified first-year educators with little experience. 

The second group was for those who had taught between two and three years, which 

represents a greater degree of professional experience. However, they are still considered 

beginning educators by the NHDOE. An experienced educator certification is awarded by 

the NHDOE after three years of teaching experience.  

The number of years which respondents reported teaching was diverse (see Table 

4.2), with a mode of 11-20 years (30%), indicating educators with a significant amount of 

experience in the field. The next most frequent response was 6-10 years (20%), followed 

by 21-30 years (18%) and 1-3 years (14%). The least frequently reported levels of 

teaching experience were 4-5 years (8%), 30 or more years (6%), and less than one year 

(4%). It is interesting to note that 18% of the respondent pool is currently considered 

beginning teachers by the NHDOE, having taught less than three years.  
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Table 4.2 

Number of Years Respondents Have Been Teaching 

 

Years Number of Responses Percentage 

Less than one year 3 4% 

1-3 years 12 14% 

4-5 years 7 8% 

6-10 years 17 20% 

11-20 years 25* 30% 

21-30 years 15 18% 

More than 30 years 5 6%   

Note: * indicates the mode for this response set. 

The level of education attained was also varied, indicating diverse educational 

backgrounds. The majority of respondents had graduate degrees (60%). The most 

frequently attained degree was the Master’s degree (30%). Many participants had 

completed coursework beyond their degrees, with 21% reporting additional post-

bachelor’s work, 33% reporting post-master’s work, and 7% indicating that they had 

attained degrees beyond the Master’s level. Table 4.3 illustrates the educational 

attainment breakdown. The survey did not measure the focus of the graduate degrees, 

which could be a limitation. For example, respondents may have obtained a Master of 

Science degree in a specific field not related to education and then taken additional 

coursework to become certified. A person earning a graduate degree may have obtained 

their teaching certification through alternative means or earned their teaching certification 

during their bachelor’s degree and earned additional credentials through the advanced 
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degree program. The survey simply asked the level of educational attainment. Further 

study is indicated regarding the importance of the type of advanced coursework pursued 

and the tendency to join an OPLC. 

Table 4.3 

Educational Attainment of Survey Respondents  

Education Number of Responses Percentage 

Bachelor’s degree 17 20% 

Bachelor’s plus 15 8 10% 

Bachelor’s plus 30 9 11% 

Master’s degree 25* 30% 

Master’s plus 15 10 12% 

Master’s plus 30 9 11% 

CAGS/EdS 5 6% 

Doctorate 1 1% 

Note: * denotes the mode for this response set. 

Teaching assignments reported by survey participants were varied (See Table 

4.4). Special education and elementary education were well represented with 21% and 

20% respectively. There were also educators working in the four core content areas: 

English/language arts (19%), social studies (14%), mathematics (17%), and science 

(15%). Other educational areas represented by survey participants included the arts, 

physical education, technology, world languages, vocational education, health, library 

media, preschool, reading, and adult education. It is important to note that respondents 

were encouraged to select all the teaching assignments that applied to their particular 
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situation. Therefore, the number of responses exceeds the total number of participants in 

this data set. A closer look at the data reveals that 27% of the respondents indicated that 

they fulfilled multiple roles within their schools. Examples include middle school 

teachers who teach social studies and English/language arts, library media specialists 

responsible for teaching technology education, and special education teachers who also 

teach physical education. 

Table 4.4 

Respondents’ Reported Teaching Assignments 

Assignment Number of Responses Percentage 

Special education 18 21% 

Other 28* 21% 

Elementary – all subjects 17 20% 

English/language arts 16 19% 

Mathematics 14 17% 

Science 13 15% 

Social studies 12 14% 

Technology 12 14% 

Vocational education 5 6% 

World languages 4 5% 

Unified arts 3 4% 

Physical education 2 2% 

Note. Numbers of responses are greater than the number of participants because many 

teachers reported fulfilling multiple assignments. * denotes the mode for this response 

set. 
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A similar situation exists when inquiring of the grade levels respondents teach. 

Many rural educators are responsible for teaching multiple grades (Harmon & Smith, 

2007; Monk, 2007). This paradigm is clearly replicated with the rural NH educators 

represented in this group. Table 4.5 outlines teaching assignments by grade level.  

Table 4.5 

 

Grade Level Teaching Assignments  

Grade Level Number of Responses Percentage   

Kindergarten 21 25% 

1
st
 grade 25 30% 

2
nd

 grade 28* 33% 

3
rd

 grade 25 30% 

4
th

 grade 24 29% 

5
th

 grade 26 31% 

6
th

 grade 21 25% 

7
th

 grade 23 27% 

8
th

 grade 21 25% 

9
th

 grade 22 26% 

10
th

 grade 24 29% 

11
th

 grade 24 29% 

12
th

 grade 22 26% 

Other 9 11% 

Note. The number of responses exceeds the number of respondents because many 

educators reported multiple grade level assignments. * denotes the mode for this response 

set. 
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Two final questions were asked regarding the number of colleagues respondents 

had within their buildings. It was important to ascertain how isolated educators were from 

other educators who might share membership in a building-based professional learning 

community. The first question (see Table 4.6) asked people to report how many teachers 

worked within their buildings. The majority of respondents had more than 20 teachers in 

their buildings (64%). It is important to note that the largest school in the sample employs 

54 teachers, not including paraprofessionals and assistants (personal communication, 

school secretary, July 12, 2011).  

Table 4.6 

Number of Colleagues Survey Participants Had in School Buildings 

Building Colleagues Number of Responses Percent 

Less than 5 2 2% 

5-10 8 10% 

11-20 21 25% 

21-30 24* 29% 

31-40 20 24% 

41-50 5 6% 

More than fifty 4 5% 

Note: * denotes the mode for this response set. 

The second question asked, “How many teachers, not including paraprofessionals, 

teach the same grade level(s) and content as you?”  Table 4.7 breaks down the responses 

elicited by that question. Most had fewer than four colleagues with the same teaching 
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assignment (77%). A large percent (44%) responded that there was no one else in the 

building with the same teaching responsibilities.  

Table 4.7 

Number of Colleagues with the Same Teaching Assignment (Grade Level & Content) 

Colleagues with  Number of Responses Percent 

Same Assignment 

0 37* 44% 

1-3 28 33% 

4-5 8 10% 

5-10 10 12% 

More than 10 1 1%  

Note: * denotes the mode for this response set. 

Qualitative data was collected using a standardized open-ended protocol with 

follow-up conversational methods (Patton, 2002). A random sample of eight respondents 

from the main survey respondent population was generated. A comparison of the sample 

interviewed with the entire survey respondent pool indicated that there were no major 

deviations in demographics or survey statement responses between the two groups. It is 

reasonable to assume that the qualitative data derived from the subgroup interviews may 

be generalized to the overall population of educators who participated in this study 

(Ravid, 2005). 

Frequency Statements 

The electronic survey contained 16 statements developed to begin to understand 

factors which educators consider when deciding whether or not to join an OPLC. 

Respondents were asked to answer the statements using a Likert scale composed of 



 Beginning to Understand     59 

 

numbers from one (strongly disagree) to five (strongly agree), with three being neither 

agree nor disagree (neutral). Mean responses ranged from a low of 2.369 (statement 9: I 

know where I can share my educational resources on-line with other NH educators) to a 

high of 4.654 (statement 16: I have regular access to the Internet). Descriptive statistics 

for the frequencies may be obtained from Appendix J.  

Data Analysis 

Reliability and Validity 

Reliability and validity are both cornerstones of research. According to Dillman 

(2000), validity of survey statements can be addressed through cognitive interview 

techniques. The proposed survey statements were vetted by asking educators with various 

teaching assignments and level of experience to respond to the statements and share their 

thoughts as they considered their response. This activity helped ensure that the statements 

were measuring the intended variables. Statements were adjusted based on results of the 

cognitive interviews. 

 Hinton et al. (2004) suggest using the Cronbach’s Alpha test to determine the 

reliability of survey data. Accordingly, the test was conducted using SPSS
®
 Version 17 

(SPSS
®
 v.17) software to determine the degree of correlation among statements. 

Cronbach’s Alpha resulted in a 0.845 score, where 1.0 is the highest score of reliability. 

A score of 0.845 suggests a high level of internal consistency.  

Factor Analysis 

An exploratory factor analysis is a method of investigating whether a survey 

measured what it was created to measure and identifying relationships among survey 

items. Results of a factor analysis can provide a rationale for grouping data into more 
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manageable sets for analysis. According to Field (2005), certain conditions must be met 

prior to conducting a factor analysis. First, it is important to determine the presence of 

correlations in the data. A correlation matrix run through SPSS
®
 v17 software generated 

many values that exceeded the 0.05 level. Appendix I contains the correlation results. 

This result indicated that there were potential inter-correlations to explore. However, it is 

also important to ensure that the data is not too closely correlated. The correlation matrix 

generated a determinant of 0.0000221, exceeding the minimum level of 0.00001.  

In addition, Hinton et al. (2004) recommends that the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) 

measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity be conducted to further 

ensure the data is appropriate for analysis. Results from a KMO test can range from zero 

to one, with one being the best. This data set resulted in a KMO value of 0.815 exceeding 

the minimum 0.5 level. This result confirmed that the data are not so correlated that there 

are no differences. The Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity results were significant, yielding a p-

value less than 0.05. Therefore, the data set met the requirements to conduct a factor 

analysis based on the following criteria: 

 an adequate amount of differentiation among the data, and 

 an appropriate level of correlations as defined by the correlation matrix. 

Eigenvalues were computed as part of the factor analysis. Researchers use 

Eigenvalues when examining data to identify variance among the variables involved in 

the study (Hinton et al., 2004; Field, 2005). For this data set, the variables for the factor 

analysis were defined as the 16 statements in the on-line survey.  

The resulting eigenvalues (Table 4.8) provided support for the existence of five 

separate components (E > 1.0). Component 1 accounted for 31.120% of the variance in 



 Beginning to Understand     61 

 

the data. Factor 2 accounted for 17% of the variance. Components 1 and 2 combined 

resulted in the strongest eigenvalues and together account for 48.169% of the variance. 

Factors 3, 4, and 5 resulted in weaker eigenvalues and were examined to determine if 

they were appropriate to include in the analysis. One variable (statement 7: I am willing 

to share my writing in an on-line professional learning community) loaded onto two 

factors. In order to avoid confounding the factors, statement 7 was eliminated from this 

part of the analysis.  

Table 4.8 

Eigenvalues Calculated as the Result of the Factor Analysis 

Component Eigenvalues % of Variance Cumulative % 

1  4.979  31.120  31.120 

2  2.728  17.049  48.169 

3  1.706  10.664  58.832 

4  1.655  10.346  69.178 

5  1.214  7.588  76.766 

Note: Eigenvalues less than 1.0 were omitted from this table. 

Table 4.9 shows the factor loadings for the first component identified by the 

factor analysis. Cronbach’s alpha test of reliability was conducted for this factor. A value 

of 0.890 was obtained, which is considered a high degree of reliability (Hinton et al., 

2005). Of the eight statements loaded onto factor one, two were intended to help 

understand the vision of an OPLC. The rest of the statements were written to focus on 

incentives for joining an OPLC. Because the factor analysis supported the grouping of 

these statements together as highly correlated, an argument can be made that all of these 
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statements measured incentives related to using the Internet. However, it is important to 

note that incentives can be closely related to vision. For example, the OPLCs were 

developed to provide a forum for NH’s rural educators to discuss teaching and learning. 

Hence, the two original categories that served as the question development framework 

were collapsed into one category for this analysis and study. This review and evaluation 

process continued for the other four components identified in the factor analysis.  

Table 4.9 

Statements Grouped by Component 1 in the Exploratory Factor Analysis with Varimax 

Rotation 

 

Statement Factor 

Load 

I believe an OPLC can help reduce teachers’ feelings of isolation. .621 

I am comfortable using the Internet for professional purposes. .576 

I would find it helpful to have access to educational resources in a centralized 

on-line location. 

.643 

I would join an OPLC to discuss teaching and learning with other NH 

educators. 

.796 

I would join an OPLC if I could apply my on-line work toward recertification. .690 

I would join an OPLC to expand my professional network. .813 

An OPLC is convenient. .812 

The opportunity to participate any time in an on-line professional learning 

community is attractive to me. 

.881 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Eigenvalue = 4.979, 

accounting for 31.12% of the variance; α = 0.890. 

 

Component Two groupings were also highly correlated. Statement 5, “I have 

confidence in my professional writing skills,” resulted in a factor load of 0.719. 
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Statement 6 , “I am willing to share my writing with others in my profession,” loaded 

onto the factor with a value of 0.770. The eigenvalue for the factor was 2.278, accounting 

for 17.049% of the variance among variables. A Cronbach alpha was calculated for this 

factor which resulted in a score of 0.886, indicating a high degree of reliability. The two 

statements focused on writing and measured confidence in writing in two different ways.  

Table 4.10 illustrates the rest of the groupings defined by the factor analysis. The 

third component contained two statements related to knowledge regarding the Internet. 

One of the statements in this category was linked to available resources, the other to 

skills. With the statements combined, both may be categorized as knowledge about the 

Internet.  

Table 4.10  

Statements Grouped by Components in the Factor Analysis with Varimax Rotation. 

Component Statements Correlation 

3 I know how to share my educational resources on-line with 

other NH educators. 

 

 0.789 

3 I know where to share my educational resources on-line 

with other NH educators. 

 

 0.805 

Eigenvalue = 1.706, accounting for 10.664% of the variance; α = 0.747. 

4 I often feel isolated from others in my profession.  0.706 

4 I have regular access to the Internet.  0.555 

Eigenvalue = 1.655, accounting for 10.346% of the variance; α = 0.283. 

5 I believe an on-line professional learning community can 

help reduce teachers’ feelings of isolation. 

 0.482 

 

Eigenvalue = 1.214, accounting for 7.588% of the variance; α = not calculated. 

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  
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The purpose of conducting the factor analysis was to identify variables which 

were correlated and then group them for further analysis. Component four resulted in a 

Cronbach’s alpha of .283 indicating a lack of reliability, providing support for the 

decision to eliminate this factor from continued analysis. The single statement in 

component five resulted in a low correlation, also a reason for elimination. Consequently, 

components four and five were eliminated from this part of the analysis because 

combined they only accounted for 17% of the variance in a small sample size and they 

lacked internal reliability. Therefore, three components were identified, all with strong 

eigenvalues and a good degree of reliability.  

To group the data into the factors, response means were calculated for every 

participant relative to each component identified in the factor analysis. Descriptive 

statistics were generated from this revised data. Table 4.11 shows the mean, median, 

mode, and standard deviation for the grouped data.  

Table 4.11 

Descriptive Statistics for Grouped Variables  

Factor Mean Median Mode SD 

1 3.981 4  4.125  0.665 

2 4.018 4  4  0.823 

3 2.708 3  3  1.039 

 

Pearson correlations were calculated to determine if significant relationships were 

present between the newly identified variables (Table 4.12). There was a weak but 
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significant correlation (r = 0.311, p < .01, two-tailed) between factor 1: Internet use and 

incentives, and factor 2: writing confidence.  

Table 4.12 

Pearson Correlation Results Between the Three Factors Identified by the Factor Analysis 

 Factor 1 

Internet use and 

Incentives 

Factor 2 

Writing  

Confidence 

Factor 3  

Knowledge of 

Internet 

Factor 1 – Internet Use 

and Incentives 

-   

Factor 2 – Writing  

Confidence 

.311* --  

Factor 3 – Knowledge 

of Internet 

.091 .105 -- 

 

Note: * Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed). 

 Pearson correlations were also calculated to determine if significant relationships 

existed between the newly identified variables and demographic information collected in 

the on-line survey. There were no significant correlations found between any of the 

factors and the demographics of age, years of teaching, or level of education.  

Table 4.13 

Pearson Correlation Results between the Three Factors and Three Areas of 

Demographic Information. 

 

 Age Range Years of Teaching Level of Education 

Factor 1 – Internet Use 

and Incentives 

 -0.014  0.061  0.074 

Factor 2 – Writing 

Confidence 

 -0.008  0.070  0.051 

Factor 3 – Knowledge 

of Internet 

 -0.209  -0.151  -0.049 

Note: There were no significant correlations (two-tailed). 
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Comparing demographic information with individual statements yielded two 

interesting and significant correlations. There was a significant negative correlation (r =   

-0.335, p = 0.002, two-tailed) between the number of years teaching and statement 12: “I 

would join an on-line professional learning community if I could apply my on-line work 

toward recertification.”   Figure 4.1 illustrates the relationship between statement 12 and 

number of years teaching. The largest percentage of educators with the least experience 

chose “strongly agree” more often, compared to the percentage of those with the most 

experience who tempered their agreement to statement 12 by choosing agree or neutral. 

This relationship is indicative of possible importance of extrinsic incentives in 

relationship to the number of years of teaching and warrants further investigation and 

discussion. 
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Figure 4.1. The relationship between number of years teaching and survey 

statement 12, “I would join an on-line professional learning community if I could 

apply my on-line work toward recertification.” 
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The second correlation calculation resulted in a weak relationship (r = 0.241; p = 

0.027) between level of education and statement 10: “I would find it helpful to have 

access to educational resources in a centralized on-line location.” Those with more 

advanced degrees tended to choose “strongly agree” more often than those with 

bachelor’s degrees (n=17). Figure 4.2 illustrates this relationship. 
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Figure 4.2. The relationship between survey statement 10, “I would find it helpful to 

have access to educational resources in a centralized on-line location,” and level of 

education. 



 Beginning to Understand     68 

 

 time (29 mentions),  

 relevance (23 mentions), and  

 Internet access (11 mentions).  

Time – a resource. Time was a considered a factor in all the interviews 

conducted. Although the word time was never used by the interviewer, every interviewee 

expressed a concern for committing to additional responsibilities because of time. Mrs. 

Bobolink, a third grade teacher, remarked, “I think that time is the major factor and it's 

hard to fit in any kind of intense professional development during the school year. It's 

getting to be hard to fit it in during the summer because we have a lot of professional 

development that we’re doing for the summer.” Special education teacher Mrs. 

Woodchuck stated, “I don't think I'd have the stamina to carve out the time to do it - just 

because you get so swamped, up to your eyeballs, trying to do everything and do the best 

job we can for the children.” Mrs. Trout works in elementary guidance. When thinking 

about what would be important considerations when joining an OPLC she noted, “time as 

to when, you know, when you're available to do this - if it's going to be during the school 

day. School days are tight so it makes it difficult. Evening’s our time for relaxing. So 

when exactly, you know, do you login and be involved?”  

Relevance – an incentive and an element of vision. Interviewees further 

indicated that relevance has a direct effect upon the time an educator is willing to spend 

on a professional development opportunity. Mrs. Bear teaches educational technology at 

the high school level. She wanted to know, “How productive is the online environment 

community? What are the goals? What can be accomplished? How much of my time is it 
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going to take? How valuable is that information going to be?” Mrs. Turtle, an elementary 

special education teacher, was more explicit:  

I think it would be helpful for me to know the specifics -- a specific aim or goal of 

that particular community. Although it would be nice to chat with people who 

work in high school, science teachers, or PE teachers in other districts, for me 

personally, those conversations would be less helpful. So subject materials in 

those areas would be less useful to me than what I specifically do on a daily basis. 

So to me the relevance of a professional learning community would . . . be best if 

you could match not only with my daily job performance and job function but 

with overall . . . school type. You know, I probably would benefit somewhat more 

from conversations with other staff in small poor rural schools not necessarily 

larger urban . . . schools.  

Internet Access – an inequitably distributed resource. The final common issue 

raised by seven of the eight interviewees was technology access. In response to the 

question, “What factors do you think others might take into account if they were deciding 

to join an online professional learning community?” Mrs. Bear responded,  

The technology. Is the technology accessible for others? Is it convenient for 

them? I know an educator who tried to join a webinar, for example, with other 

educators and the technology of the school just wouldn't work and it was very 

frustrating for that person. So they decided to not do the next one.  

Mrs. Deer added at the end of her interview,  

I am also concerned about Internet access . . . there are pockets, at least in my 

town, where there are certain options for satellite Internet and so forth but they’re 
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so cost prohibitive that it's very expensive to get it fast enough to be able to have 

the kind of access that you need to communicate with people like that. Will I have 

access to the technology that I need in order to be able to participate and do I have 

enough time?  

Mrs. Trout’s statement confirms Mrs. Bear’s thoughts on Internet access: “Some rural 

communities, you know, they don't have Internet so that makes it difficult.” 

The second research question focused on the barriers which may prevent rural NH 

teachers from joining an OPLC. A major obstacle that is supported by survey results 

involved knowing where to share resources on-line with other NH educators. This can be 

considered an issue related to both knowledge and resources. Participants may have 

responded to the statement because they did not know where to share resources. An 

alternative interpretation could involve the fact that there is no place to share information 

on-line that is specific to NH teachers. Of the respondents, 63% chose either “disagree” 

or “strongly disagree,” while only 16% chose to “agree” or “strongly agree” to statement 

9, “I know where I can share my educational resources on-line with other NH educators.” 

This statement received the lowest ratings in the study, resulting in a mean of 2.369. 

A second potential barrier involved the knowledge statement regarding how to 

share resources on-line. In response to statement 8, “I know how to share my educational 

resources on-line with other NH educators,” the responses “Agree” and “Strongly Agree” 

were chosen by 42% of the respondents; 38% chose “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree.” 

In contrast, even though survey results support the notion that respondents are challenged 

by knowing where and how to share resources on-line, respondents indicated a high 

degree of comfort using the Internet, with 92% either agreeing or strongly agreeing with 
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the statement “I am comfortable using the Internet for professional purposes.” Figure 4.3 

illustrates the difference in response rates to the three statements related to knowledge 

and use of the Internet. 

 

 

 

 

Another area of concern supported by survey results focused on writing. While 

85% of the respondents overwhelmingly agreed with the statement “I have confidence in 

my professional writing skills,” only 75% agreed that they were willing to share their 

writing with others, which seems to run counter to the concept of writing confidence. 

Further, only 64% agreed that they were willing to share their writing on-line. It is 

important to note that there was no statement regarding the actual process of writing on-

line or the confidence in doing so, which may represent other levels of writing not 

measured in the survey. Figure 4.4 illustrates the difference in response rates to the three 

statements related to writing. 
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Figure 4.3. Comparison of responses to statements 4, 8, and 9 related to levels 

of Internet use. 
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Interviewees indicated that both time and access are barriers to participation for 

NH’s rural educators. As noted earlier in this chapter, time issues received 29 mentions 

by 100% of the interviewees and access was mentioned by seven of eight respondents a 

total of 11 times. When asked about thoughts concerning the concept of an OPLC, Mrs. 

Heron remarked, “What do I think about? I think about the feasibility. Will I have access 

to the technology that I need order to be able to participate and do I have enough time?” 

The survey had eight statements, combined in Factor 1, related to Internet use and 

incentives. All statements yielded overwhelmingly positive responses, with no significant 

correlations with the demographics of age, educational attainment, or years of experience. 

Interview results supported the notion that incentives are important to NH’s rural 

educators. 
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Figure 4.4. Comparison of survey statements 5, 6, and 7 regarding writing confidence 

and willingness to share writing with colleagues and on-line. 
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When asked “What do you think RSEEC could do to encourage NH’s rural 

educators to join OPLCs in English/language arts, math, or science?” Mrs. Heron noted 

that educators might join “if there was some sort of payback for the teachers ‘cause their 

time is so stretched.” Further exploration with Mrs. Heron yielded the following 

response: “Some free professional development resources. Something, buy just anything 

you would purchase at one of these conferences. You know, the book tables. Free books, 

we love free books for the classroom.” Mrs. Bear sums it up this way:  

I think the quality of information needs to be up-to-date. It needs to be useful. It 

needs to be helpful. It needs to range from the beginner educator to the educator 

who has 20 or 30 years under their belt. It needs to really target different 

disciplines, different subject areas, but also in terms of how many years 

experience teachers have. Because for some educators it's repetitive and for other 

educators it's not great information. So I think there needs to be something there 

for everybody.  

Summary 

This study resulted in valid and reliable data to begin to answer the research 

questions related to the lack of membership in newly developed OPLCs for educators in 

rural NH. Educators consider scarce resources such as time very important when 

considering any professional development opportunity. Internet use is not reported to be 

an issue. The benefit of having resources in a centralized location was deemed attractive 

to participants, as was gaining recertification hours for participation. There are specific 

challenges that need to be overcome in addition to time, including knowing how and 

where to share resources on-line, and the willingness to share writing on-line.  
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An interesting conflict in the survey data and interviews involved access to the 

Internet. When participants were asked in the survey to rate their level of agreement with 

statement 16 (S16): “I have regular access to the Internet,” 98% responded either agree or 

strongly agree. However, interviewees indicated that access to the Internet is a barrier to 

participation. This issue and others will be explored in the next section on findings, 

conclusions, and implications. 
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Chapter 5 – Findings, Conclusions, and Implications for Further Study 

The following sections relate the data that was obtained through an on-line survey 

and qualitative interviews to begin to answer the research question, “Why are New 

Hampshire’s (NH) rural educators not choosing to join newly developed on-line 

professional learning communities (OPLCs)?” A summary of the study is followed by an 

overview of the research results. Conclusions drawn from the project are shared through 

the perspective of self-directed learning theory as described by Garrison (1997). Finally 

suggestions for future research are shared. 

Summary of the Study 

The proposed reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) emphasizes that high quality professional development (PD) is one of the 

cornerstones of highly effective teaching (United States Department of Education, 2010). 

Experts (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2009; Marzano, 2003; Yoon, et al., 2007) agree that 

high quality PD has several characteristics including 

 continuous opportunities for professional growth, 

 relevance to the needs of educators, 

 time for collaboration,  

 data-driven decision-making, and 

 a focus on student learning.  

According to DuFour et al. (2008), the structure of formal professional learning 

communities (PLC) includes several factors that make participation a quality PD 

experience: 

 A focus on student learning, 
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 collective inquiry based on data and research,  

 collaboration with each other over time, and 

 reflective practice. 

In addition, educators in PLCs have common missions and develop goals which are 

important to group success. Vescio et al. (2008) reviewed several studies which 

illustrated that PLCs focusing on student learning improve teaching practice and student 

achievement. This finding is further documented by the work of Dufour et al. (2008) and 

McCabe (2007). 

Harmon and Smith (2007) note that professional development opportunities, 

including the development of PLCs, are more limited in rural areas. Rural schools, and 

the educators working for them, are often isolated. Small numbers of colleagues result in 

social isolation. Geographic isolation increases the time that it takes to travel to PD 

offerings. Rural schools lack the financial and personnel resources to offer high quality 

PD experiences locally (Carroll et al., 2010).  

Technology can help provide an answer to the geographic and social isolation 

experienced by rural educators. Examples of OPLCs exist, including Teachers Learning 

in Networked Communities (TLINK™) created by the National Commission on Teaching 

and America’s Future (Fulton & Doerr, 2009), Project TEACH (Salazar, et al., 2010), and 

SCTeacherVillage (personal communication, M. Bounds, January 31, 2011). 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative (RSEEC) is a group of 

organizations tasked by the NH Department of Education (NHDOE) to provide quality 

professional development opportunities to the state’s rural educators. With the 

professional development issues facing rural teachers in mind, two OPLCs were 
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developed by the group. The OPLCs were part of a five-pronged approach to rural 

professional development. The other four methods involved  

 mentoring in the classroom by content and technology integration 

specialists,  

 content-specific seminars offered in face-to-face and distance formats,  

 opportunities to discuss how to become considered highly qualified as 

defined by No Child Left Behind, and  

 on-line support focusing on exceptionalities. 

The OPLCs were developed to be an important complement to the other forms of 

professional development.  

However, after alerting educators employed by rural NH schools participating in 

RSEEC of the opportunity to join the OPLCs, only 0.723% of the possible 1100 eligible 

educators chose to take advantage of the offer. The purpose of this study was to begin to 

explore why educators were not choosing to join the newly developed OPLCs. Additional 

points for the study included understanding the barriers educators perceive when 

considering joining an OPLC and the incentives which might encourage a positive 

membership decision. 

Information was collected with two approaches in an exploratory mixed methods 

quantitative/qualitative study. First, an electronic survey using Zoomerang
® 

(Appendix 

D) was created. Sixteen statements were developed informed by portions of Lippitt’s 

model of Leading Complex Change (1987) and focused on the vision, skills, incentives, 

and resources that educators might take into consideration as they made the decision to 

join or not join an OPLC. Respondents were asked to rate their agreement to the 
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statements on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly 

agree” (5). Demographic information was also collected. 

The respondent pool was determined from a previous survey administered by 

RSEEC. All educators who responded “yes” to a question regarding interest in 

participating in a state-wide PLC were invited to complete the survey. The response rate 

was 35% with 84 educators completing the survey.  

The second information collection method involved interviewing 10% of the 

survey respondents. Interview questions (see Appendix H) were developed to help 

understand educators’ views of PLCs, their perceptions of the differences between face-

to-face communities of practice and OPLCs, current PD practices, and what they consider 

as they weigh the option to join an OPLC. Eight educators, randomly selected from the 

respondent group (n = 84), participated in telephone interviews.  

Frequency counts from the survey statements were calculated and analyzed for 

trends. Demographic information was collated. Information was derived from the 

telephone interviews. A picture began to emerge as to why NH’s rural educators were not 

choosing to join RSEEC’s OPLCs. 

Findings 

Frequency results from the electronic survey were overwhelmingly positive, with 

the medians and modes appearing in the “agree” or “strongly agree” category for 14 of 

the 16 statements in the survey. The two statements with means less than 3 and appearing 

in the “neither agree nor disagree” or “disagree” categories were: 

 statement 1 (S1): I often feel isolated from others in my profession, and 
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 statement 9 (S9): I know where I can share my educational resources on-

line with other NH educators. 

Reliability and Validity  

A Cronbach’s Alpha test was conducted to ensure that the data received could be 

considered reliable. The resulting score of 0.845 exceeded the required threshold of 0.75 

(Hinton et al., 2004). Therefore, the data was considered reliable for this study. 

Survey validity was explored by conducting cognitive interviews (Dillman, 2000). 

Educator volunteers with demographic backgrounds representative of the research group 

shared their responses to the survey statements and described their thought processes as 

they considered their answers. Adjustments were made to the survey questions according 

to what was learned in the cognitive interviews. 

Demographics  

Demographic data yielded a description of the typical NH rural educator 

respondent from participating RSEEC schools. She is in her 40’s and has been teaching 

for over 10 years. She has earned her graduate degree and has a specific teaching 

assignment spanning many grade levels. Our archetypal teacher works in a building with 

less than 30 other teachers, often as the only person teaching her grade(s) and content 

matter.  

Although there is a typical demographic profile, the general population pool of 

respondents was quite diverse. Respondents represented educators of all ages, with 

varying levels of training, and assorted years of teaching. There were educators who 

taught one content area in one grade level. Some people reported having several 
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colleagues working in the same educational areas. The sample was varied in every aspect 

of demographic information collected.  

Data Analysis   

A factor analysis was conducted to support the notion that statement items were 

correlated and could be grouped into subcategories. According to Hinton et al. (2004), it 

is important when conducting a factor analysis to ensure that the sample size is adequate 

and that the data is suitable for analysis. There must be an appropriate number of 

relationships present among the data. The factor analysis results were positive in both 

respects.  

A component analysis was conducted as part of the factor analysis. Five 

components were identified and categorized. Of the five, three factors were included for 

continued analysis.  

The three factors considered for further analysis were: incentives related to using 

the Internet, writing confidence, and knowledge about the Internet. Correlations were 

calculated between the three factors and also with three demographic pieces of 

information: age, number of years teaching, and level of education. There was only one 

significant correlation between two factors: incentives using the Internet and writing 

confidence. There were no significant correlations between the factors and demographics.  

Interviews were conducted at the end of the school year following the survey. 

They yielded three broad issues related to rural NH educators’ decisions to join or not 

join an OPLC. Two were related to resources and consequently incentives: time and 

relevant quality professional development that is relevant. The third was also a resource 

challenge: access to the Internet. While rural educators report having regular access to the 
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Internet in the survey, interview responses indicated that access may not always be 

available.  

Limitations 

The number of participants (n=84) represents a 35% response rate from the group 

of 237 possible respondents. There is danger of a non-response bias that may impact the 

reliability of the results (Czaja & Blair, 2005). A comparison of the response rates 

between current survey respondents and the respondents of the original RSEEC needs 

assessment was conducted. Respondent profiles were very similar. However, while 

conclusions may be relevant to the general population of rural NH educators in districts 

who are cooperating members of RSEEC (N = 1100), care must be taken with 

generalizations.  

Conclusions 

The results of this study provide several insights and begin to provide answers to 

the primary research question regarding why NH’s rural educators are not choosing to 

join NH’s newly developed OPLCs. There are also some interesting implications with 

regard to the secondary research questions about barriers and incentives. The following 

discussion elaborates on the data analysis. 

Vision/Incentive  

The purpose of the OPLCs was to provide an opportunity for NH’s rural 

educators to connect on-line to discuss teaching and learning in mathematics, science, 

and English/language arts. Separate OPLCs were created for each area. Their availability 

was advertised during RSEEC’s content seminars beginning in late February, 2011. The 

launch date was coordinated with the seminars, with facilitators ready to begin crafting 
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the on-line community. Participants in the seminars were encouraged to join the OPLCs 

to locate the materials that were used in the seminars and continue conversations that 

were started. Several email announcements were sent to all teachers of participating 

school districts to announce the beginning of the program. Of the 1100 educators eligible 

to participate in RSEEC’s OPLCs, only 0.723% chose to join.  Issues related to this 

vision and implementation surfaced as the data was analyzed to begin to answer the 

primary research question. 

Demographic information illustrated that the teaching assignments of the survey 

respondents were quite varied, with many reporting multiple sets of responsibilities. 

OPLCs were created in two main areas, math and English/language arts (with the third in 

science still to be developed). With this sample, which includes the rural NH educators 

most likely to join an OPLC as defined by a previous needs assessment, a disconnect 

exists between the relevance of the OPLCs and the educators for whom they were 

developed. Why would busy educators (as noted by interviewees) with multiple content 

responsibilities choose to join numerous content specific OPLCs? When asked what 

factors educators might consider when deciding to join an OPLC, Mrs. Bear stated, “Too 

many teachers are jaded because they've attended low quality professional development 

seminars and participated in professional development that hasn't really helped them. So 

there's a little bit of a negative feeling out there for, ‘do I want to take the risk with my 

time to try this on-line seminar?’”  

Also part of the vision for the OPLCs was the effort to connect educators from 

geographically dispersed rural areas so that discussions could take place about best 

practices regarding teaching and learning. It was expected that positive networking, 
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connecting with other professionals, and having relevant discussions would be sufficient 

incentives to encourage membership. Survey results regarding incentives were 

overwhelmingly positive. However, the most positively correlated statement to any 

demographic was related to an extrinsic motivator, the possibility of earning credit for 

recertification, an incentive that is not currently available for joining and participating in 

NH’s OPLCs.  

Mrs. Bear’s concern about quality and relevance as conditions for participation in 

an OPLC is supported within the framework of self-directed learning theory for adults. 

Garrison’s (1997) collaborative constructivist model of self-directed learning emphasizes 

three interactive areas which need to be developed in order for adults to be invested in 

their learning:  

 self management, where the learner controls what is to be learned, how it 

is learned, and how the learning will be implemented; 

 self monitoring, which involves reflection and checking individually 

constructed meaning with others; and  

 motivation, focusing on the relevance and potential success of a learning 

effort.  

Garrison (1997) wrote, “Students will have a higher entering motivational state if they 

perceive that learning goals will meet their needs and are achievable” (Motivation, para. 

5).  

Wlodowski (2008) discussed the similar theory of integrative motivation. This 

concept is premised on the idea that adults experience motivations on multiple levels at 

the same time. Accordingly, the more motivational factors that are present during an 
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experience, the more motivated an adult will be to continue that experience. The highest 

level of integrative motivation occurs when adults experience success, volition, value, 

and enjoyment during an activity. If, as Mrs. Bear suggests, educators have experienced 

difficulties with less than positive professional development, choices for content in 

OPLCS are limited, and the value of participation is unclear, then an understanding of 

why educators have been not motivated to join NH’s OPLCs begins to emerge.  

The disparity between the vision of OPLC benefits and implementation, and the 

educators who are supposed to be served is further complicated by the overwhelmingly 

positive response to statement 10, “I would find it helpful to have access to educational 

resources in a centralized on-line location.” If 80% of the survey respondents with 

multiple teaching assignments are looking for a centralized location for resources, then 

providing them with three different content-specific on-line locations is 

counterproductive. In addition, many of the rural educators’ reported responsibilities 

which were not included in the original vision of OPLC development. Educators with 

partial roles in social studies, special education, art, or guidance counseling are not served 

within this model. As a result, the content-specific OPLCs may not be perceived as 

particularly valuable or convenient professional development opportunities for many of 

NH’s rural educators. 

Skills 

Frequencies results support the notion that educators who participated in this 

study were very comfortable using the Internet for professional purposes. However, when 

educators were asked to indicate their level of knowledge with how and where to share 

on-line, their level of agreement was much less positive, with 42% knowing how to share 
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resources and only 16% knowing where to share resources. This disparity may be related 

to the differences between Web 1.0 use and Web 2.0 interactive participation.  

According to Greenhow, Robelia, and Hughes (2009), the early Internet, or Web 

1.0, was primarily read-only. The challenge for users was to find resources and evaluate 

them for relevance and validity. The primary perceived purpose of the Internet was to be 

a repository of information which could be accessed for professional or personal use. The 

Internet has evolved into what is commonly referred to as Web 2.0. This iteration of the 

Internet includes active participation and collaboration in addition to the evaluation of 

resources required of Web 1.0. With Web 2.0 tools “knowledge is decentralized, 

accessible, and co-constructed by and among a broad base of users” (Greenhow et al., 

2009, p. 247).  

The disparity in agreement between the first question regarding using the Internet 

and the other two questions about interacting with the Internet may have been a result of 

educators being comfortable with the concept of Web 1.0, but uncomfortable when the 

statements were aimed more at interactive Web 2.0 concepts. NH’s OPLC vision is Web 

2.0 related, requiring technology proficiency regarding the knowledge and skills to 

interact on-line. It is recommended that this difference be examined more thoroughly 

with additional study. There may be a need for ongoing PD to help NH’s rural educators 

gain a degree of comfort in a more interactive on-line environment. It is important to note 

that both Wlodkowski’s (2008) concept of integrative motivation and Garrison’s (1997) 

collaborative constructivist model of self-directed learning emphasized that adult learners 

need to believe that they will be successful in their learning experiences in order to 

consider participation.  
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The concept of success is further challenged in the series of writing statements 

that were included in the survey: 

 I have confidence in my writing skills; 

 I am willing to share my writing with others in my profession; and 

 I am willing to share my writing in an OPLC. 

The first statement regarding confidence in writing skills produced an 85% agreement 

rate. The agreement rate declined slightly to 76% when asked if participants were willing 

to share their writing with their colleagues. The agreement rate declined even more 

sharply when people were asked about sharing their writing in an OPLC (64%). This 

decline warrants further study to determine if it is related to the lack of knowledge in how 

and where to share on-line, a reduction in confidence in their writing skills as the 

audience increases in size, the permanence of the writing when it is posted on the 

Internet, or some other issue.  

Resources  

One item not measured by the survey but mentioned in every interview conducted 

was the issue of time. When considering whether to join an OPLC or to participate in any 

professional development activity, time was considered very important. When Mrs. Deer 

commented, “I think time would be a factor. Everyone's schedules are so busy,” it was 

not an idle observation.  

The United States Department of Education’s National Center for Education 

Statistics (2005) reports that the top two reasons why educators leave teaching are:  

 not having enough time for planning and  

 having a work load that is too heavy.  
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Margolis and Nagel (2006) note that teachers were experiencing increased stress due 

to the fast pace of change in the educational system. Part of that stress is the result of 

balancing time issues related to teaching, change initiatives, meetings with a variety of 

constituents, and professional development. Bartlett (2002) suggests that teachers’ roles 

and responsibilities have changed over time from focusing solely on the classroom to 

being asked to take on leadership responsibilities such as curriculum reform and school-

wide assessment. These responsibilities are often add-ons with the teacher being expected 

to do more without additional compensation or experiencing a reduction in other tasks. 

With the advent of teacher leadership, there has been an increased focus on professional 

development, which again, creates a time challenge (Better Teacher Project, n.d.). Given 

that the most effective professional development must be relevant, ongoing, and focused 

on student achievement (Grant, 1996; Ismat, 1996: Marzano, 2003; McKenzie, 1999; 

Yoon, et al., 2007), it is easy to understand why the interviewees in this study were 

concerned about time. 

Also related to time is an interesting discrepancy between educators’ answers to 

statement 16 (S16) in the survey, “I have regular access to the Internet,” and information 

gleaned from the interviews. Of the eight interviews conducted, seven respondents 

indicated that Internet access was a significant barrier to participating in any on-line 

forum; however, 98% of the survey responses were either “agree” or “strongly agree” to 

S16. Part of this discrepancy can be explained by the statement wording: regular access 

is different from convenient access. In addition, regular access does not indicate the speed 

of access available to the respondents. Mrs. Bobolink shared her frustration: “When I was 

doing the tech leader cohort I wanted to come home and I start getting some energy at 
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7:30 at night. So I would get on-line and a video, for example, would be suggested that 

I'd have to sit there for an hour and wait for the video to completely download because of 

re-buffering over and over again.” With this statement, Mrs. Bobolink directly ties time 

to convenience by implying that the time she has available to participate in professional 

development is outside of the school day. Her challenge is that when she has the time, the 

appropriate Internet resources are unavailable. 

While broadband access exists in most of New Hampshire, there are many rural 

areas that still receive less than adequate service. Carol Miller (2010), the Director of 

Broadband Technology for the NH Division of Economic Development, wrote, 

“Broadband or access to broadband is a statewide problem. Our major centers have a 

panacea of providers offering broadband services at very competitive rates, but even 

those centers have pockets of unserved and underserved areas” (p.1). The New 

Hampshire Department of Resources and Economic Development, which encompasses 

Ms. Miller’s division, has partnered with several other organizations to create the New 

Hampshire Broadband Mapping and Planning Program (NHBMPP). The program’s 

mission is to map broadband access availability in the state. Current maps, available on 

the www.iwantbroadbandnh.org, clearly show many areas where quality Internet access 

is not available and supports the statements of the study’s interviewees (NHBMPP, 

2011). Therefore, while educators may have appropriate access in their schools, because 

of time issues experienced during the school day, convenient high-speed access at home 

when educators have more time to participate is a barrier to be overcome.  

There are plans in the state to help rectify this situation. The sister organization to 

NHMPP is Network New Hampshire Now (NHHN). NHHN is a three-year grant-funded 
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project with a mission to bring high-speed Internet access to rural NH and to ensure that 

“residents of ten counties in New Hampshire will be able to plug into a powerful future 

with Internet connectivity” (NHHN, 2011b). According to the organization’s newsletter, 

Connect (2011a), the work is scheduled to be completed by the end of 2012. Once in 

place, regular and convenient access will be more available to help eliminate Internet 

connectivity as a barrier to those rural NH educators wishing to join an OPLC.  

Implications 

This study contains information regarding the low membership of newly 

developed OPLCs in NH. Both survey data and interview results obtained from 

participants indicate that educators are willing to explore the OPLC option. The 

following are recommendations for future study. 

Vision/Incentives: Creative Opportunities  

Frequency results were clear that participants would like to have resources 

available on-line in a centralized location. Rather than three independent OPLCs, the data 

supports the idea of creating one on-line location that embraces not only the three content 

areas currently under consideration, but also expanding resources to all of the roles NH 

educators fulfill including social studies, guidance counseling, the arts, and special 

education. These additional populations of rural educators have important professional 

development needs which can benefit from an expanded on-line community of practice. 

Research needs to be conducted regarding the overall concept of an OPLC. Is a 

community of practice really the right model for expanding rural educator professional 

development? Caine and Caine (2010) note, “…a substantial amount of anecdotal 

evidence suggests that on-line communication is enhanced when people have met each 
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other in person as well. So using technology to supplement the PrLCs [process learning 

circles] can be quite effective” (p. 193).  

Skill Development: Part of Continuous, Lifelong Learning  

It is important that the OPLC developers re-examine the assumption that NH’s 

rural educators possess the skills they need to be successful in an on-line forum. Survey 

responses indicated that many educators do not know how or where to share resources 

on-line. Further research should be created to determine specific technological skill 

barriers. Professional development opportunities should be developed to address 

identified needs. Care should be taken to provide adequate information and instruction on 

the skill sets that educators need to participate in an OPLC.  

Resources: Time Always Matters  

While ensuring that educators have adequate Internet access at home when they 

have time to participate is in the planning stages for NH’s rural areas, it is essential that 

the researchers explore strategies to counter the argument that educators do not have 

enough time to participate in an OPLC. How can NH’s rural educators be convinced that 

joining and participating in an OPLC will save them time?  This research supports the 

notion that leveraging the convenience of finding and sharing resources in one place as a 

time-saving strategy. Locating all OPLC discussion forums in a central location, a 

concept supported by this research, may also be perceived as a time saver.  
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Future Research 

The results of this study suggest two main areas which require further study to 

determine how much of a barrier they represent to teachers considering whether to join an 

OPLC. The first involves the question of writing. This study asked three questions 

regarding educators’ confidence in their writing and their willingness to share their 

writing with their colleagues or in an on-line format. While a majority of respondents 

professed confidence in their writing skills, there was a noticeable decline in agreement 

when asked about sharing their writing in different ways. It would be beneficial to learn 

more about educators’ reluctance to share writing in general and the larger negative 

response to sharing writing on-line. Questions that arise include: 

 Was the less positive response the result of people not knowing how or 

where to share their writing? 

 Does confidence in one’s writing erode when asked to share writing 

privately or publicly? 

 What factors are considered when educators are asked to share their 

writing?  

 Is the sharing of writing considered relevant to participation in an OPLC? 

Further research is required regarding educators’ use of Web 2.0 tools for their 

own learning and development. In the past, educator use of technology tools has been 

measured by a survey called the LoTi (Levels of Technology Integration). Recently the 

LoTi has been revised to include educators’ uses of Web 2.0 tools for teaching and 

learning (Moersch, 2010). Researchers should take note of the NH schools that 

participate in the new LoTi and obtain information about participation by NH’s rural 
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educators. If NH educators do take the survey, the level of use of Web 2.0 tools for 

educator professional development can be defined. This action may help identify future 

professional development needs regarding Web 2.0 tools for NH’s rural educators’ own 

learning as well as the learning of their students. 

This research focused on why educators were choosing not to join newly 

developed OPLCs. Joining is only one part of the equation. While there were hints in the 

data, many questions remained unanswered. Once educators choose to join, how can 

ongoing, active, regular participation be nurtured in the on-line forums?  What aspects of 

the OPLC will most encourage educators to repeatedly return to the site, ask questions, 

share ideas, and collaborate on-line? How can OPLCs create a sustainable model of 

professional development for rural educators? Can the work be expanded to include all 

NH teachers or rural educators from areas outside of NH? 

Aside from the questions above, there remains the most important and relevant 

research question of all: Does active participation of rural NH educators in professional 

development focused OPLCs have an impact on student learning?  

Summary 

RSEEC created two OPLCs for rural NH teachers working in membership 

schools. However, of the 1100 educators qualified to participate in the OPLCs, only 

0.723% chose to become members. The purpose of this study was to begin to understand 

why NH’s rural educators chose not to join. Secondary considerations included 

identifying barriers to membership and determining what incentives might help overcome 

those barriers.  
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An exploratory quantitative-qualitative mixed methods study was conducted to 

answer the research questions. An on-line survey was conducted with sixteen statements 

informed by Lippitt’s 1987 model of Leading Complex Change. The statements focused 

on obtaining information regarding the vision, skills, resources, and incentives educators 

consider when making the decision to either join or not join an OPLC. The survey 

elicited a 35% response rate (n=84). Follow up interviews were conducted with a random 

sample of 10% of the educators who participated in the survey. 

Results reflected some main areas of concern including  

 incentives,  

 convenience,  

 skills, and  

 a reluctance to share writing on-line.  

An additional concern gleaned from interviewees was the lack of time and convenient 

Internet access in rural areas.  

Findings were considered through the dual lenses of Garrison’s (1997) cognitive 

constructivist model of self-directed learning and Wlodkowski’s (2005) concept of 

integrative motivation. Both models emphasize the need for adult learners to have control 

over their learning. In addition, the models describe the need for adult learning to be 

considered relevant, reflective, and success-oriented. These concepts are also considered 

in research on effective educational professional development (Darling-Hammond, et al., 

2009; Marzano, 2003; Yoon, et al., 2007).  

Future research considerations were suggested. Two follow-up questions specific 

to this study were raised regarding educators’ skills with Web 2.0 tools and willingness to 
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share their writing on-line. Questions to extend this research include how to encourage 

active participation in an OPLC and what effect, if any, does participation in an OPLC 

have on student learning.  
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Appendix A – Conceptual Framework for RSEEC 
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Appendix B – RSEEC Participating Schools and Districts 

SAU 58 Stark Village School  

SAU 58 Stratford Public School 

SAU 58 Groveton Elementary School 

SAU 58 Groveton High School (6-12) 

SAU 7 Colebrook Elementary School 

SAU 7 Colebrook Academy 

SAU 7 Pittsburg School 

SAU 7 Stewartstown Community School 

SAU 3 Berlin Public School 

SAU 20 Gorham 

SAU 35 Bethlehem 

SAU 35 Lafayette 

SAU 35 Landaff 

SAU 35 Lisbon 

SAU 35 Profile 

SAU 29 Winchester School District 

SAU 60 Fall Mountain School District 

SAU 29 Keene School District 

SAU 47 Jaffrey-Rindge Cooperative School 
District 
 

SAU 71 Goshen-Lempster 

SAU 29 Nelson 
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Appendix C – RSEEC’s Initial Needs Assessment Questions 

 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative Needs Assessment - 
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Page 1 - Heading ..........................................................................................................................  

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative is composed of Granite State College, Keene State College, New England College, 

the NH Department of Education, North Country Education Services, Plymouth State University, and the Southwest New Hampshire Education 

Service Center. 

 In our effort to provide professional development that is responsive to your needs, we are asking that you give us 30 minutes to complete the 

attached survey. Responses to this survey will be used to guide the professional development opportunities that will be made available to 

YOU. Please note that all responses will be confidential. There is no risk to this study and participation is voluntary. 

Upon completion of this survey, your name will be entered to win an iPad! 

Thank you for agreeing to take this survey. 

 

Page 1 - Question 1 - Open Ended - One or More Lines with Prompt ........................ [Mandatory] 

Please complete the following information: 

 First Name  

 Last Name  

 School  

 School District  

 Email Address  

 



 Beginning to Understand     116 

 

Page 1 - Question 2 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Select one: 

 

 Male 

 Female 

 

Page 1 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Select your highest level of education completed: 

 

 BA/BS 

 BA/BS + 15 

 BA/BS + 30 

 MA 

 MA + 15 

 MA + 30 

 CAGS 

 Doctorate 
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Page 1 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Are you HQT? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don't know. 

 If so, in which content area(s)? 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 5 - Yes or No ................................................................................ [Mandatory] 

Do you teach special education? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 

Page 1 - Question 6 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

If you do teach special education, are you delivering content? 
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 Yes 

 No 

 N/A 

 If so, for which content area(s)? 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 7 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

If you deliver content as a special education teacher, are you HQT in those content areas? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 I don't know. 

 If you are HQT, please specify for which content areas? 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 8 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

For how many years have you been teaching? 
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 < 1 

 1 - 4 

 5 - 10 

 11 - 15 

 > 15 

 

Page 2 - Question 9 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Approximately, how many students do you anticipate teaching this year? 

 

 < 10 

 10 - 20 

 21 - 40 

 41 - 60 

 61 - 80 

 81 - 100 

 > 100 
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Page 2 - Question 10 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets) ....................................... [Mandatory] 

Please select any the grade levels and/ content areas for which you are currently teaching: 

 

 K - 2 most content areas  

 3 - 5 most content areas  

 6 - 8 most content areas  

 6 - 8 math mostly  

 6 - 8 science mostly  

 6 - 8 English/language arts mostly  

 9 - 12 math mostly  

 9 - 12 science mostly  

 9 - 12 English/language arts mostly  

 Other  

 

Page 3 - Heading ..........................................................................................................................  

Mathematics  
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Page 3 - Question 11 - Open Ended - One Line ......................................................... [Mandatory] 

Which mathematics curriculum do you use?  Please list title & publisher. 

 

 

Page 3 - Question 12 - Rating Scale - Matrix ............................................................. [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of mathematics concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas.  (Scale:  1 

= least need, 4 = greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Comparison & Representation of Numbers      

Addition & Subtraction Concepts      

F o u n d a t i o n s  o f  M u l t i p l i c a t i o n     

P l a c e  V a l u e  o f  N u m b e r s     

T e l l i n g  &  W r i t i n g  T i m e     

T i m e  &  M o n e y  P r o b l e m s     

Attributes of Geometric Shapes     

Analysis, Creation, & Composition of Shapes     
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Reasoning with Shape Attributes     

Measurement & Estimates of Lengths     

Comparison of Measureable Shape Attributes      

Classification of Objects into Categories     

Representation & Interpretation of Data      

 

Page 3 - Question 13 - Rating Scale - Matrix ............................................................. [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of mathematics concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas.  (Scale:  1 = 

least need, 4 = greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Comparison & Representation of Numbers      

Addition & Subtraction Concepts      

F o u n d a t i o n s  o f  M u l t i p l i c a t i o n     

P l a c e  V a l u e  o f  N u m b e r s     

T e l l i n g  &  W r i t i n g  T i m e     

T i m e  &  M o n e y  P r o b l e m s     
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Attributes of Geometric Shape s     

Analysis, Creation, & Composition of Shapes     

Reasoning with Shape Attributes     

Measurement & Estimates of Lengths     

Comparison of Measureable Shape Attributes      

Classification of Objects into Categories     

Representation & Interpretation of Data      

 

 

 

Page 7 - Heading ..........................................................................................................................  

English/Language Arts 

 

Page 7 - Question 23 - Open Ended - One or More Lines with Prompt ...................... [Mandatory] 

Which Language Arts curriculum or materials do you use for.... 

 R e a d i n g  

 W r i t i n g  
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 O r a l  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  

 

Page 7 - Question 24 - Rating Scale - Matrix ............................................................. [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Reading/Writing/Oral Communication, rank your need for professional development in the following 

areas. (Scale: 1 - least need, 4 - greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

R e a d i n g  F l u e n c y     

R e a d i n g  C o m p r e h e n s i o n     

R e a d i n g  A p p r e c i a t i o n     

W r i t i n g  f o r  a  P u r p o s e     

W r i t i n g  fo r  V a r io us  Au d i e n ce s     

Art iculat ing Thought  in Speec h     

Listening Attentively and Critically      

Interpreting and Analyzing Literature      

Interpreting and Analyzing Information Text/Non-fiction      

Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to Gather and Organize information      



 Beginning to Understand     125 

 

Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to communicate effectively      

Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to succeed in educational, occupational, civic and social settings     

 

Page 7 - Question 25 - Rating Scale - Matrix ............................................................. [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Reading/Writing/Oral Communication, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. 

(Scale: 1 = least need; 4 = greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

R e a d i n g  F l u e n c y     

R e a d i n g  C o m p r e h e n s i o n     

R e a d i n g  A p p r e c i a t i o n     

W r i t i n g  f o r  a  P u r p o s e     

W r i t i n g  fo r  V a r io us  Au d i e n ce s     

Art iculat ing Thought  in Speec h     

Listening Attentively and Critically      

Interpreting and Analyzing Literature      

Interpreting and Analyzing Information Text/Non-fiction      
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Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to Gather and Organize information      

Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to communicate effectively      

Using Reading/Writing/Oral Communication to succeed in educational, occupational, civic and social settings     

 

 

Page 11 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Science  

 

Page 11 - Question 35 - Open Ended - One or More Lines with Prompt .................... [Mandatory] 

Which science curriculum or materials do you use for 

 S c i e n c e  P r o c e s s  S k i l l s   

 E a r t h / S p a c e  S c i e n c e  

 L i f e  S c i e n c e  ( B i o l o g y )  

 P h y s i c a l  S c i e n c e  

 S c i e n c e  a n d  T e c h n o l o g y  

 Science in Personal and Social Perspectives   
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Page 11 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Science Process Skills 

 

Page 11 - Question 36 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Scientific Inquiry/Critical Thinking, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. 

(Scale: 1-least need; 4 = greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Making observations and asking questions     

Designing scientific investigations     

Conducting scientific investigations     

Representating and understanding results of investigations      

Evaluating scientific investigations     

 

Page 11 - Question 37 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Scientific Inquiry/Critical Thinking, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. 

(Scale: 1-least need; 4 = greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 
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Making observations and asking questions     

Designing scientific investigations     

Conducting scientific investigations     

Representating and understanding results of investigations      

Evaluating scientific investigations     

 

Page 11 - Question 38 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Unifying Themes and Concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. 

(Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

N a t u r e  o f  s c i e n c e     

Systems, order, organization, and energy     

Evidence, models, scale, and explanation     

Change, constancy, and measurement      

E v o l u t i o n  a n d  e q u i l i b r i u m     

F o r m  a n d  f u n c t i o n     
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Page 11 - Question 39 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Unifying Themes and Concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 

1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

N a t u r e  o f  s c i e n c e     

Systems, order, organization, and energy     

Evidence, models, scale, and explanation     

Change, constancy, and measurement      

E v o l u t i o n  a n d  e q u i l i b r i u m     

F o r m  a n d  f u n c t i o n     

 

Page 11 - Question 40 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Personal, Social and Technological Perspectives, rank your need for professional development in the 

following areas (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Collaboration in scientific endeavors     
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Environment, natural resources, and conservation     

Science, technology, and desig n     

 

Page 11 - Question 41 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Personal, Social and Technological, rank your need for professional development in the following areas 

(Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Collaboration in scientific endeavors     

Environment, natural resources, and conservation     

Science, technology, and design     

 

Page 11 - Question 42 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Science Skills for Information, Communication, and Media Literacy, rank your need for professional 

development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Information and media l iterac y      
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C o m m u n i c a t i o n  s k i l l s     

Critical thinking and systems thinking     

Problem identification, formulation and solution      

Creativity and intellectual curiosity     

Interpersonal and collaborative skills     

S e l f - d i r e c t i o n     

Accountabi l ity and adaptabil it y      

S o c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y     

 

Page 11 - Question 43 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Science Skills for Information, Communication, and Media Literacy, rank your need for professional 

development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Information and media l iterac y      

C o m m u n i c a t i o n  s k i l l s     

Critical thinking and systems thinking     
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Problem identification, formulation and solution      

Creativity and intellectual curiosity     

Interpersonal and collaborative skills     

S e l f - d i r e c t i o n     

Accountabi l ity and adaptabil it y      

S o c i a l  R e s p o n s i b i l i t y     

 

Page 12 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Earth/Space Science 

 

Page 12 - Question 44 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Earth and Earth materials that have developed over long periods of time, through constant change 

processes, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Atmosphere, climate, and weather     

C o m p o s i t i o n  a n d  f e a t u r e s     
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G e o c h e m i c a l  c y c l e s     

F o s s i l s     

Observation of the Earth from space     

Processes  a n d ra tes  o f  ch an g e     

R o c k  c y c l e     

W a t e r     

Origin and evolution of the earth system     

 

Page 12 - Question 45 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Earth and Earth materials that have developed over long periods of time, through constant change 

processes, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Atmosphere, climate, and weather     

C o m p o s i t i o n  a n d  f e a t u r e s     

G e o c h e m i c a l  c y c l e s     

F o s s i l s     
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Observation of the Earth from space     

Processes  a n d ra tes  o f  ch an g e     

R o c k  c y c l e     

W a t e r     

Origin and evolution of the earth system     

 

Page 12 - Question 46 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of Earth as a part of the solar system concepts, rank your need for professional development in the 

following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

E a r t h ,  s u n ,  a n d  m o o n     

E n e r g y  i n  t h e  e a r t h  s y s t e m     

S o l a r  s y s t e m     

V i e w  f r o m  e a r t h     
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Page 12 - Question 47 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Earth as a part of the solar system concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following 

areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

E a r t h ,  s u n ,  a n d  m o o n     

E n e r g y  i n  t h e  e a r t h  s y s t e m     

S o l a r  s y s t e m     

V i e w  f r o m  e a r t h     

 

Page 12 - Question 48 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of the origin and evolution of galaxies and the universe concepts, rank your need for professional 

development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 2=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

S i z e  a n d  s c a l e     

S t a r s  a n d  g a l a x i e s     

Origin and evolution of the Universe     

 



 Beginning to Understand     136 

 

Page 12 - Question 49 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of the origin and evolution of galaxies and the universe concepts, rank your need for professional development 

in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 2=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

S i z e  a n d  s c a l e     

S t a r s  a n d  g a l a x i e s     

Origin and evolution of the Universe     

 

Page 13 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Life Science (Biology) 

 

Page 13 - Question 50 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of all living organisms have identifiable structures and characteristics that allow for survival concepts, rank 

your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n     

L i f e  c y c l e s     
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S t r u c t u r e  a n d  s u r v i v a l      

R e p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  h e r e d i t y     

T h e  c e l l     

 

Page 13 - Question 51 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of all living organisms have identifiable structures and characteristics that allow for survival concepts, rank 

your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

C l a s s i f i c a t i o n     

L i f e  c y c l e s     

S t r u c t u r e  a n d  s u r v i v a l      

R e p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  h e r e d i t y     

T h e  c e l l     
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Page 13 - Question 52 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of energy flows and matter recycles through an ecosystem, rank your need for professional development 

in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

E n v i r o n m e n t     

F l o w  o f  e n e r g y     

R e c y c l i n g  o f  m a t e r i a l s     

 

Page 13 - Question 53 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of energy flows and matter recycles through an ecosystem, rank your need for professional development in 

the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

E n v i r o n m e n t     

F l o w  o f  e n e r g y     

R e c y c l i n g  o f  m a t e r i a l s     
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Page 13 - Question 54 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of groups of organisms show evidence of change over time, rank your need for professional development 

in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least neeed; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

C h a n g e     

E v o l u t i o n     

N a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n     

 

Page 13 - Question 55 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of groups of organisms show evidence of change over time, rank your need for professional development in 

the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

C h a n g e     

E v o l u t i o n     

N a t u r a l  s e l e c t i o n     
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Page 13 - Question 56 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of humans are similar to other species and yet are unique among Earth's life forms, rank your need for 

professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

B e h a v i o r     

D i s e a s e     

H u m a n  i d e n t i t y     

 

Page 13 - Question 57 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of humans are similar to other species and yet are unique among Earth's life forms, rank your need for 

professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need; 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

B e h a v i o r     

D i s e a s e     

H u m a n  i d e n t i t y     
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Page 14 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Physical Science 

 

Page 14 - Question 58 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of all living and nonliving things are composed of matter concepts, rank your need for professional 

development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

S t r u c t u r e  o f  a t o m s     

Structure and properties of matter     

C h e m i c a l  r e a c t i o n s     

 

Page 14 - Question 59 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of all living and nonliving things are composed of matter concepts, rank your need for professional 

development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

S t r u c t u r e  o f  a t o m s     

Structure and properties of matter     
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C h e m i c a l  r e a c t i o n s     

 

Page 14 - Question 60 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of energy as necessary for change to occur in matter. Energy can be stored, transferred, and 

transformed, but cannot be destroyed concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 

4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

L i g h t     

H e a t     

E l e c t r i c i t y     

M a g n e t i s m     

 

Page 14 - Question 61 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of Energy as necessary for change to occur in matter. Energy can be stored, transferred, and transformed, but 

cannot be destroyed concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

L i g h t     
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H e a t     

E l e c t r i c i t y     

M a g n e t i s m     

 

Page 14 - Question 62 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of the motion of an object is affected by force concepts, rank your need for professional development in 

the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

F o r c e s     

M o t i o n     

 

Page 14 - Question 63 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of the motion of an object is affected by force concepts, rank your need for professional development in the 

following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

F o r c e s     
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M o t i o n     

 

Page 15 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Science and Technology 

 

Page 15 - Question 64 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of advancement of science through technology which is used to identify, understand, and solve local and 

global issues concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

D e s i g n  t e c h n o l o g y     

T o o l s     

Career and technical  educat io n     

 

Page 15 - Question 65 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of advancement of science through technology which is used to identify, understand, and solve local and 

global issues concepts, rank your need for professional development in the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 
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D e s i g n  t e c h n o l o g y     

T o o l s     

Career and technical  educat io n     

 

Page 16 - Heading ........................................................................................................................  

Science in Personal and Social Perspectives 

 

Page 16 - Question 66 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your content knowledge of science in personal and social perspectives concepts, rank your need for professional development in 

the following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Personal and community healt h      

P o p u l a t i o n  g r o w t h     

N a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s     

E n v i r o n m e n t a l  q u a l i t y     

Natural and human-induced hazards     
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Page 16 - Question 67 - Rating Scale - Matrix ........................................................... [Mandatory] 

Concerning your teaching skills of science in personal and social perspectives concepts, rank your need for professional development in the 

following areas. (Scale: 1=least need, 4=greatest need) 

 least need 2 3 greatest need N / A 

Personal and community healt h      

P o p u l a t i o n  g r o w t h     

N a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s     

E n v i r o n m e n t a l  q u a l i t y     

Natural and human-induced hazards     

 

 

Page 35 - Question 167 - Open Ended - Comments Box ........................................... [Mandatory] 

The grant for which this survey has been prepared requires that a focus be placed on Math, Science, and English/Language Arts. It is 

recognized that professional development is necessary in your specialty as well. What role do you play in your school? 
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Page 35 - Question 168 - Open Ended - Comments Box ........................................... [Mandatory] 

Please let us know what professional development opportunities would assist you in your position. 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 35 - Question 169 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets) ......................................................  

What would be your preferred mode of delivery? 

 

 Face to Face 

 A combination of face-to-face and online 

 Fully online 

 Statewide Conference 

 Other, please specify 
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Page 35 - Question 170 - Open Ended - Comments Box ........................................... [Mandatory] 

Is there anything else you would like to add? 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 36 - Question 171 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) ..............................................................  

The Collaborative is planning to form regional and statewide professional learning communities (PLCs) for each content area addressed in this 

needs assessment. The purpose of the PLC is to facilitate the sharing of knowledge and teaching practices with colleagues. Would you be willing 

to participate in this type of activity? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 Not sure 
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Page 36 - Question 172 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets) ......................................................  

The Collaborative is also planning to provide limited mentoring and coaching for English/language arts and mathematics. Would you be willing 

to participate in this type of activity? 

 

 Yes, E/LA 

 Yes, Mathematics 

 No 

 

Thank You Page 

Thank you for participating in the Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative Survey. Your name has been entered into a drawing for 

an iPad. 

 

By responding to the Collaborative's questions, you have become part of a systemic review of professional development opportunities needed 

in rural schools. 
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Appendix D – Survey 

 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative   Online Professional 

Learning Community Survey 

 

 

The Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative  

Online Professional Learning Community Survey Page 1 - Heading ........  



 Beginning to Understand     151 

 

Hello!  Thank you for your interest in taking this survey. 

 

My name is Cheryl Baker. I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University in Plymouth, NH. I am conducting a study to identify reasons 

what may help NH educators decide to participate in NH's Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative's online professional learning 

community. You were selected because you indicated in a previous needs assessment that you might be becoming a member of a state-wide 

learning community.  

 

This survey is designed to help the Rural Schools Educator Effectiveness Collaborative make membership in an online professional learning 

community more attractive to NH's teachers. The survey will take less than 15 minutes to complete. Results will be anonymous unless you choose 

to share your contact information for an additional interview. Should you decide to share your information, it will remain confidential and used only 

for the purposes of a follow up interview with me. 

 

There is no compensation for participating in this survey. There are minimal risks associated with this study. Participation is strictly voluntary 

and you may discontinue with no consequences at any time. 
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I will be happy to answer any questions or address any concerns you may have about this study. My email address is cbaker@plymouth.edu 

and my phone number is (603) 535-2737. You may contact me at any time. My advisor is Dr. Kathleen C. McCabe who may be emailed at 

kmccabe@plymouth.edu. This study has been approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Plymouth State University. For information 

regarding your rights as a research participant, please contact, Daniel Moore, Ph.D., Vice Provost, MSC 7B, Speare Administration Building, 

Room 220C, 17 High Street, Plymouth, NH. Dr. Moore's email address is: dmoore@plymouth.edu.  

 

If you agree to participate, please click the "submit" button below to give your consent and access the survey. 

 

Page 2 - Question 1 - Rating Scale - Matrix ............................................................... [Mandatory]  

On a scale of 1-5 where 1 is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree, please rate your level of agreement with the following statements. 

 strongly agree a g r e e n e u t r a l d isagree strongly disagree 

I often feel isolated from others in my profession.      

I believe an on-line professional learning community can help reduce teachers’ feelings of isolation.      

I would feel more connected to others in my profession if I could become a member of an on-line professional learning community.     

I am comfortable using the Internet for professional purposes.      

I have confidence in my professional writing skills.      

I am willing to share my writing with others in my profession.      
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I am willing to share my writing in an on-line professional learning community.      

I know how to share my educational resources on-line with other NH educators.      

I know where I can share my educational resources on-line with other NH educators      

I would find it helpful to have access to educational resources in a centralized on-line location.      

I would join an on-line professional learning community to discuss teaching and learning with other NH educators.      

I would join an on-line professional learning community if I could apply my on-line work toward recertification.      

I would join an on-line professional learning community to expand my professional network.      

An on-line professional learning community is convenient.      

The opportunity to participate any time in an on-line professional learning community is attractive to me.      

I have regular access to the Internet.      

 

Page 2 - Question 2 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Please indicate your age range 

 

 20 years or younger 

 21-30 years old 

 31-40 years old 
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 41-50 years old 

 51-60 years old 

 61 or older 

 

Page 2 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

How many years have you been teaching? 

 

 Less than one year 

 1-3 years 

 4-5 years 

 6-10 years 

 11-20 years 

 21-30 years 

 More than 30 years 

 

Page 2 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

Please select the highest level of education you have achieved 
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 Bachelor’s degree 

 Bachelor’s plus 15 

 Bachelor’s plus 30 

 Master’s degree 

 Master’s plus 15 

 Master’s plus 30 

 Certificate of Advanced Graduate Studies/EdS 

 Doctorate 

 

Page 2 - Question 5 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)............................. [Mandatory] [Randomize] 

I consider my school to be 

 

 urban 

 suburban 

 rural 
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Page 2 - Question 6 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

The school level in which you teach is best described as 

 

 Elementary School 

 Middle School or Junior High School 

 High School 

 K-12 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 2 - Question 7 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets) ........................................ [Randomize] 

Please indicate the subject(s) you currently teach (check all that apply). 

 

 Multiple subjects, e.g. Elementary School 

 Special Education 

 Unified Arts 

 English/Language Arts 

 Social Studies 
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 Mathematics 

 Science 

 Physical Education 

 Technology 

 World Languages 

 Vocational Education 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 2 - Question 8 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets) ......................................... [Mandatory] 

Please indicate the grade level(s) you currently teach. 

 

 Kindergarten 

 1st grade 

 2nd grade 

 3rd grade 

 4th grade 

 5th grade 
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 6th grade 

 7th grade 

 8th grade 

 9th grade 

 10th grade 

 11th grade 

 12th grade 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 2 - Question 9 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)................................................. [Mandatory] 

How many teachers, not including paraprofessionals, work in your building? 

 

 Less than 5 

 5-10 

 11-20 

 21-30 

 31-40 
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 41-50 

 More than fifty 

 

Page 2 - Question 10 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets) ............................................... [Mandatory] 

How many teachers, not including paraprofessionals, teach the same grade level(s) and content as you? 

 

 0 

 1-3 

 4-5 

 5-10 

 More than 10 

 

Page 2 - Question 11 - Open Ended - Comments Box ..................................................................  

If you would be interested in providing further information regarding your thoughts about membership in an online professional learning 

community, please share your name and email address. Seven people will be chosen at random from the pool of respondents who share their 

contact information. All shared names and email addresses will remain confidential and used only for the stated purpose. 

 

 



 Beginning to Understand     160 

 

 

Page 2 - Question 12 - Open Ended - One Line ............................................................................  

If you would like to have your email address placed in a drawing for an Amazon.com gift certificate as a thank you for completing this survey, 

please share your email address here. 

 

 

 

Thank You Page 

Thank you for providing information that will assist the Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative provide better professional 

development opportunities to NH's teachers. 
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Appendix E – Survey statements related to the  

Leading Complex Change Model (Lippitt, 1987) 

Attribute Associated Survey Statement 

Vision  I believe an on-line professional learning community can 

help reduce teachers’ feelings of isolation. 

 I would feel more connected to others in my profession if I 

could become a member of an on-line professional learning 

community. 

Skills  I am comfortable using the Internet for professional 

purposes. 

 I have confidence in my professional writing skills. 

 I am willing to share my writing with others in my 

profession. 

 I am willing to share my writing in an on-line professional 

learning community. 

 I know how to share my educational resources on-line with 

other NH educators. 

 I know where I can share my educational resources on-line 

with other NH educators 

Incentive  I would find it helpful to have access to educational 

resources in a centralized on-line location. 

 I would join an on-line professional learning community to 

discuss teaching and learning with other NH educators. 
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 I would join an on-line professional learning community if 

I could apply my on-line work toward recertification. 

 I would join an on-line professional learning community to 

expand my professional network. 

 An on-line professional learning community is convenient. 

 

Resources  The opportunity to participate any time in an on-line 

professional learning community is attractive to me.  

 I have regular access to the Internet. 
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Appendix F – Preliminary survey letter 

SUBJECT LINE – Help us help you  

Hello 

My name is Cheryl Baker. You may know me from my work in the College of 

Graduate Studies at Plymouth State University or as one of the people in the Rural 

Schools Educator Effectiveness Collaborative (RSEEC). Today, I am writing you as a 

doctoral student. I am currently working on my dissertation focusing on understanding 

why educators might want to become members in RSEEC’s two newly developed online 

professional learning communities. 

In two days, you will receive a link from Zoomerang®, an online survey tool. The 

link will lead you to a survey designed to learn more about issues educators might 

consider when thinking about membership in an on-line professional learning 

community. Your opinions, as a potential member, are an important part of 

RSEEC’s on-line professional learning community development process. RSEEC is 

committed to providing quality professional development opportunities to NH’s rural 

educators. 

There are no personally identifying parts to the survey and participation is 

anonymous unless you should choose to share your name and email address to participate 

in an additional interview. In that case, your responses will be kept entirely confidential. 

There is no compensation for participating in this survey. There are minimal risks, 

such as the time it takes to complete the survey, which will be less than 15 minutes. 

Participation is strictly voluntary and you may discontinue with no consequences at any 

time. 
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I will be happy to answer any questions or address any concerns you may have 

about this study. My email address is cbaker@plymouth.edu and my phone number is 

603-535-2737. My adviser is Dr. Kathleen C. McCabe who may be emailed at 

kmccabe@plymouth.edu. This study has been approved by the Institutional Review 

Board at Plymouth State University. For further information regarding the review process 

or questions regarding your rights as a research participant, you may contact Dr. Daniel 

Moore, Vice Provost, Plymouth State University, MSC 7B, 17 High Street, Plymouth, 

NH. Dr. Moore’s phone number is 603-535-2525 and his email address is 

dmoore@plymouth.edu. 

I hope that you can help me by participating in this survey. Your answers will 

help RSEEC develop an on-line professional learning community that is of value to NH’s 

rural educators. 

Thank you in advance for your participation. 

Cheryl  

mailto:cbaker@plymouth.edu
mailto:kmccabe@plymouth.edu
mailto:dmoore@plymouth.edu
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Appendix G – reminder emails 

2
nd

 reminder (emailed Thursday, May 26, 2011) 

 

Subject Line: Second reminder - please help us improve - Zoomerang survey 

 

Greetings 

We’re getting there. Thank you to the 20% who have helped by responding to my 

survey. Now, I need the rest of you to share your opinions. The survey related to my 

dissertation regarding membership in on-line learning communities is ongoing. I need 

your feedback to assist the Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative to create 

an on-line professional development opportunity that is customized to meet the needs of 

NH educators. 

Should you choose to participate and share your email address, you will be entered in 

a thank you drawing for one of two Amazon.com gift certificates. 

Don't wait any longer, please help us improve by completing this short survey.  

Please click on the link below to begin. 

3
rd

 reminder (emailed Thursday, June 2, 2011) 

Subject line – I know you’re busy—your opinion matters 

 

Greetings 

  

I still need your help. I know that June is an incredibly busy month for teachers. I am 

hoping that you can spare less than 15 minutes of your time to take this survey about on-

line professional learning communities. I promise that it will be time well-spent as your 

opinions will impact how state-wide on-line professional learning communities for 

educators will be developed. 

  

As a thank you, I will enter your email address (should you wish to share it) into a 

drawing for one of two Amazon.com gift certificates. There is nothing better than sitting 

on the beach with a good book.  

  

Don't wait, click on the link below now and take this survey to help make proposed 

on-line professional learning communities in NH a valuable tool for teaching and 

learning.  

 

Please click on the link below to begin. 
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4
th

 reminder (emailed Tuesday, June 7, 2011) 

Subject line – There is still time – please respond 

 

Greetings 

Would you like to help shape the future of professional development in New 

Hampshire? Would you like to help a graduate student? Would you like to be entered into 

a drawing to win one of two Amazon.com gift certificates? 

If you said yes to any of these questions, please click on the link below to complete a 

short survey about on-line professional development. In less than 15 minutes you can be 

entered into a drawing, help shape the future of professional development in NH, AND 

help a graduate student (for which I will be eternally grateful)!   

Please click on the link below to begin. 

5
th

 reminder (emailed Thursday, June 9, 2011) 

Subject Line – Reminder – please complete survey  

Hello 

This is a friendly reminder. We still need your response for the Rural Educator 

Effectiveness Collaborative's survey regarding on-line professional learning 

communities. Please consider taking fifteen minutes to complete this anonymous survey.  

Your thoughts are important to the Collaborative as it moves forward in its mission to 

provide quality professional development opportunities to the rural educators of New 

Hampshire. The Collaborative is a cooperative effort spearheaded by Plymouth State 

University and supported by Keene State College, Granite State College, New England 

College, the New Hampshire Department of Education, North Country Education 

Services, and the SouthWest NH Education Service Center. We exist to serve NH's 

educators. 

Please click on the link below to begin. Thank you in advance for your cooperation. 

 

 

 

 

Final Reminder (emailed Tuesday, June 14, 2011) 
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Subject Line – Last chance to share your thoughts 

The Rural Educator Effectiveness Collaborative’s survey regarding on-line 

professional learning communities will be closing at midnight this Friday, June 

17.  Please take a few minutes to share your thoughts regarding on-line professional 

learning communities. 

This survey is anonymous. Should you wish to share your email address, you will be 

entered into a thank you raffle for one of two Amazon.com gift certificates.  

Please click on the link below to begin. 
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Appendix H – Standardized open-ended interview protocol 

My name is Cheryl Baker. I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University in 

Plymouth, NH. I am conducting this interview to identify reasons why NH educators are 

choosing to not participate in NH's Rural School Educator Effectiveness Collaborative's 

online professional learning community. You were selected because you indicated in a 

previous survey that you were willing to be contacted to provide additional information.  

The purpose of this interview is to help the Rural Schools Educator Effectiveness 

Collaborative make membership in an online professional learning community more 

attractive to NH's teachers. You will be given an alias as an identifying name in this 

interview to ensure that the results are completely anonymous. This interview will be 

recorded for future transcription, but your name or school will not be used.  

There is no compensation for participating in this survey. There are minimal risks 

associated with this study. Participation is strictly voluntary and you may discontinue 

with no consequences at any time. 

Do you agree to continue with this interview? 

1. How do you define a professional learning community? 

a. Do you belong to a PLC now? 

b. What is the focus of your PLC work? 

2. What do you think about when you consider the concept of an on-line PLC? 

3. What factors would you take into account if you were deciding whether to join an 

on-line PLC? 

a. How do you think others might respond to this question? 

4. Do you currently share resources on-line? 

a. If so, where? 

b. Why did you choose (answer in 4a) in which to share your resources? 

5. In your opinion, how is sharing resources in a face-to-face forum different from 

sharing resources in an on-line environment? 

6. What do you think RSEEC could do to encourage NH’s rural educators to join on-

line PLCs in English/Language Arts, Math, or Science?  

7. Do you have anything you would like to add? 

8. If I have additional questions, would it be OK to contact you?  Please share 

contact information for the summer. 
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Appendix I – Correlation Matrix 

 

 S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7 S8 S9 S10 

S1 --          

S2 .066 --         

S3 .253* .713** --        

S4 .072 .206 .292** --       

S5 -.112 .105 .161 .400** --      

S6 -.103 .017 .093 .326** .797** --     

S7 -.124 .300** .324** .365** .677** .786** --    

S8 .084 .099 .165 .281** .165 .160 .126 --   

S9 .003 -.029 -.061 .114 -.051 .046 .061 .610** --  

S10 .139 .323** .431** .352** .217* .330** .327** .040 -.069 -- 

S11 .018 .496** .645** .297** .058 .102 .292** .118 -.011 .558** 

S12 -.116 .225* .400** .308** .347** .335** .363** .144 -.013 .372** 

S13 -.027 .540** .658** .304** .085 .116 .302** .095 -.063 .521** 

S14 -.079 .521** .563** .496** .323** .276* .405** .143 -.088 .430** 

S15 -.009 .614** .718** .399** .278** .224* .444** .154 -.113 .439** 

S16 .165 -.002 .181 .495** .237* .274* .276* .143 .055 .316** 

D1 .149 .136 .009 .020 -.084 -.044 -.038 .063 .045 .070 

D2 .029 .060 -.069 -.070 -.143 -.117 -.053 -.047 -.127 .057 

D3 .022 .107 .035 .027 .095 .213 .191 .119 .147 .241* 

 

S1 S11 S12 S13 S14 S15 S16 D1 D2 D3 

S2          

S3          

S4          

S5          

S6          

S7          

S8          

S9          

S10          

S11 --         

S12 .595** --        

S13 .870** .607** --       

S14 .577** .518** .620** --      

S15 .751** .574** .785** .816** --     

S16 .238* .239* .211 .284** .233* --    

D1 .043 -.190 .051 .050 .066 .077 --   

D2 -.069 -.334 

** 

-.086 -.059 -.040 -.009 .688**   

D3 .115 -.185 .136 -.033 .049 -.113 .401** .431** -- 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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Appendix J – Frequency results from on-line survey 

 

Statement 1 2 3 4 5       SD 

I often feel isolated from others in my 

profession. (S1) 

8 29 17 24 6 2.891 3 

 

1.141 

I believe an OPLC can help reduce 

teachers’ feelings of isolation (S2) 

1 8 24 43 8 3.583 4 0.839 

I would feel more connected to others 

in my professional if I could 

become a member of an OPLC. 

(S3) 

5 7 30 34 8 3.393 3.5 0.982 

I am comfortable using the Internet for 

professional purposes. (S4) 

2 3 2 35 42 4.333 4.5 0.883 

I have confidence in my professional 

writing skills. (S5) 

0 6 7 42 29 4.119 4 0.842 

I am willing to share my writing with 

others in my profession. (S6) 

1 6 13 43 21 3.917 4 0.894 

I am willing to share my writing in an 

OPLC. (S7) 

4 6 20 38 16 3.667 4 1.022 

I know how to share my educational 

resources on-line with other NH 

educators. (S8) 

12 20 17 24 11 3.024 3 1.280 

I know where I can share my 

educational resources on-line with 

other NH educators. (S9) 

16 37 18 10 3 2.369 2 1.039 

I would find it helpful to have access 

to educational resources in a 

centralized on-line location. (S10) 

1 3 3 31 34 4.226 4 0.841 

I would join an OPLC to discuss 

teaching and learning with other 

NH educators. (S11) 

1 6 18 40 19 3.833 4 0.903 

I would join an OPLC if I could apply 

my on-line work toward 

recertification. (S12) 

1 5 17 28 33 4.036 4 0.975 

I would join an OPLC to expand my 

professional network. (S13) 

1 6 11 43 23 3.964 4 0.898 
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An OPLC is convenient. (S14) 0 5 18 37 24 3.952 4 0.863 

The opportunity to participate any 

time in an online professional 

learning community is attractive to 

me. (S15) 

1 5 14 44 20 3.917 4 0.867 

I have regular access to the Internet. 

(S16) 

0 1 1 24 58 4.655 5 0.570 

Note: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree;  

4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree. Numbers printed in bold represent the mode. 
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