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Abstract 

This mixed-methods study examined what reform efforts are happening in high 

schools where students are demonstrating high academic growth, investigating the 

practices and behaviors principals are implementing within these schools, and 

determining if, and how, the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) 

are being implemented in these schools. This explanatory sequential design was based on 

the theoretical constructs of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) (Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012) and the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano, Waters, & 

McNulty, 20005).  

Nine principals completed both the Professional Learning Community Assessment 

– Revised (PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) and the 

Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). Descriptive statistical 

methods were used to analyze survey data and the interview questions were informed and 

grounded in the results of both surveys. Five principals participated in semi-structured 

interviews. The findings supported four reform efforts which included building a 

purposeful community, high expectations for all, shared and supportive leadership, and a 

focus on teaching and learning are each contributing to the student academic growth 

within these high schools. Additionally, the leadership practices and behaviors principals 

utilized were consistent with the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) 

and the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being 

implemented in these schools. Both the leadership responsibilities and the dimensions of 

PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) contributed to the student academic growth in 

these schools.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Purpose of Study 

Structure of the Introduction 

Chapter 1 is the introductory chapter and provides an overview of the purpose for 

this study, examining what is happening in high schools where students are demonstrating 

high levels of academic growth, the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in 

these high growth schools, and how, if at all, these high schools implement the six 

dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 

The introduction describes the literature around educational reform and change in 

schools. This is followed by the problem statement, which describes both the significance 

and purpose of this study, and the research questions guiding the study. Next, this 

overview presents a conceptual framework that connects leadership practice and 

Professional Learning Communities. In addition, this introduction outlines the 

explanatory sequential mixed methods design used in the study, the limitations and 

assumptions of this methodology, the role of the researcher, and key definitions.  

Background: Education Reform and Change 

Over the past century, many school reform efforts have come about in response to 

the public’s perception of challenges facing our public schools (Dewitt, 2017; Goldstein, 

2014; Resnick & Hall, 1998). These challenges include low test scores on state and 

national assessments, more student diversity, teacher and leadership retention, and 

increased accountability for all educators (Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Each 

of these reform efforts ultimately seeks to improve learning for both teachers and students 

(Fullan, 2016; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom, 2004). Although each school and district may take a different approach to 

reform, their success is dependent on “the motivations and capacities” of leadership 
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(Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, p. 4). There is evidence that 

some school reform efforts have resulted in student achievement, but in the majority of 

schools sustained advances have yet to occur (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). 

According to Bascia and Hargreaves (2000), school reform is described as the 

educational changes implemented to increase student achievement. In the literature, there 

are various terms that are used interchangeably to describe educational changes that lead 

to improved student learning. In this study, the following terms will be used 

synonymously and mean educational changes that increase student achievement: school 

reculturing, school restructuring, school reform, school reform efforts, school change, or 

school transformation.  

For more than four decades there has been an increasing interest in the challenges 

and complexities of educational change (Fullan, 1982; Fullan, 2016; Hargreaves & 

Goodson, 2006; Sarason, 1972). It appears that educators can create pockets of change 

yet struggle to make the reforms widespread or sustainable over time (Hargreaves, Earl, 

& Ryan, 1996). Comprehensive School Reform movements (Datnow, Hubbard, & 

Mehan, 2002) and No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2002) had initially showed gains in test scores, however, these efforts seemed 

to produce results that eventually plateau (Fullan, 2003). Additionally, these reforms tend 

to have a stronger impact on elementary school students than on high school students 

(Fullan, 2003). Research results from such leaders as Darling-Hammond (2010), Fullan 

(2016), Goodson (1983), Grant (1988), Hargreaves (1994), Hargreaves and Goodson 

(2006), McLaughlin and Talbert (2001), and Siskin (1994) indicates that high schools 

tend to be more reluctant to change and teachers have struggled to meet the learning 

needs of all students, especially as the student body becomes increasingly diverse. There 
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continues to be a growing need for educators to work together to improve instructional 

practices (Elmore, 2004). Research has also shown that collaboration among educators is 

limited in schools (Easton, 2011; Lortie, 1975; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sarason, 1996). To 

improve teaching and learning, educators must change from a place where isolation and 

autonomy is the norm and move toward a greater collaborative culture (Tschannen-

Moran, 2000, 2015). 

It is evident that collaboration plays an important and fundamental feature in 

determining school success (Tschannen-Moran, 2001). Therefore, the culture of the 

school must demand and support this work (Fullan, 2016). Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs) can be a powerful strategy for developing these deep-learning 

cultures that can transform schools (Fullan, 2016). Although the literature suggests that 

PLCs can be valuable in improving student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 

1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Newman & Wehlage, 1995; Olivier & Hipp, 2006), 

creating and sustaining PLCs in schools has been challenging (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). 

The principal is essential in facilitating effective PLCs, in setting the school culture, and 

in leading the learning of both staff and students (Elmore 2000; Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).  

The literature indicates that the principal plays a crucial role in school 

improvement efforts (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 2016; Hord, 1997). In addition, the 

research on principal leadership supports the importance of the principal in improving 

student achievement (Sebastian & Allensworth, 2012). In fact, "leadership is second only 

to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to what students 

learn at school" (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, p. 7). A meta-

analysis performed by Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) concluded that there is a 
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direct correlation between principal leadership and student achievement. Furthermore, 

this research (Marzano et al., 2005) resulted in the articulation of a set of behaviors that 

are specifically related to principal leadership. This set of behaviors is referred to as the 

21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) and each responsibility impacts 

student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Statement of the Problem 

There continues to be public scrutiny of educational practices concentrating on 

school structure and reform (Louis, 2008). As a nation, our educational mantra is that we 

want all students to perform at high levels (Hord & Hirsch, 2008). However, the data 

suggests that a gap still exists between where we want all students to perform and where 

they are performing (Hord & Hirsch, 2008). An important strategy in attacking this gap is 

to improve teacher instructional practice. Hord and Hirsch (2008) state “the gap exists 

because not all teachers have the opportunity to develop the skills they need” (p. 23). 

There has been more emphasis placed on improving the social organization of schools, 

requiring moving from the current model of teaching in isolation towards a more 

collaborative group orientation (Aguerrebere, 2008; Louis, 2008). Collaboration is 

essential for educators to improve their instructional practices (Aguerrebere, 2008). The 

research on PLCs and student achievement, PLCs and collaboration, and PLCs and 

leadership is not new; however, the problem is a lack of implementation and long-term 

sustainability. 

Professional Learning Communities can be a solution to improving instructional 

practices and creating greater collaboration (Hord & Hirsch, 2008). PLCs can provide the 

infrastructure to support school improvement (DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; Hall & 

Hord, 2006; Hargreaves, 2003; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Hord, 1997; Hord, 2004; Louis, 
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Marks, & Kruse, 1996; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). The literature suggests four studies 

in particular (Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Louis & Marks, 1998; 

Supovitz, 2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003) demonstrate the value of PLCs in terms of 

improving student learning and increasing student achievement. These four studies 

examined the relationship between staff’s participation in PLCs and student achievement 

and found that student learning increased. The principal is instrumental in developing and 

creating PLCs (Hord, 1997; Fullan, 1991; Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008; Mitchell & 

Sackney, 2000). Researchers have highlighted the importance of the role and actions of 

the principal on school improvement toward successful school change (Hallinger & Heck, 

1998; Hord, 1997; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Marzano et al., 

2005). Support from the principal is essential for effective PLCs because, “Leadership 

provides the necessary framework within which professional learning communities are 

created and sustained” (Wortham, 2008, p. 161). The purpose of any PLC is student 

learning, however, the principal is responsible for creating a culture that develops the six 

dimensions of a PLC (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).  

While theory suggests that concepts of PLCs and the role of leadership both 

impact student achievement, little research examines what is actually occurring in 

Massachusetts’ high schools where students are demonstrating high levels of growth in 

achievement. More work is needed so that school leaders, particularly principals, will be 

able to determine the leadership practices, behaviors, actions, and strategies that are 

needed in schools and understand how the six dimensions of Professional Learning 

Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) can successfully be implemented. 
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Significance of Study 

Fullan (2016) states, “When enough people start doing the right thing in the 

settings in which they work, they end up changing their very context” (p. 265). Effective 

schools create conditions for their staff to continuously grow and improve (Fullan, 2016). 

Professional Learning Communities can be a highly effective strategy for school 

principals to develop a culture of growth and improvement (Hord & Tobia, 2012; Fullan, 

2016; Tschannen-Moran, 2015). The principal’s role is essential in creating and 

developing PLCs within their schools (Easton, 2011; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Huffman 

& Hipp, 2003; Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). PLCs 

can provide the necessary changes needed in schools to positively impact student learning 

(Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). 

Principals can have a profound effect on the achievement of students in their 

schools (Marzano et al., 2005). The actions, behaviors, and practices of principals create a 

school environment that promotes learning (Marzano et al., 2005; Nettles & Herrington, 

2007). Researchers (Marzano et al., 2005) developed a set of leadership practices and 

behaviors, identified as the 21 Leadership Responsibilities, which are directly correlated 

to student achievement. These 21 Leadership Responsibilities allow principals to focus on 

the specific behaviors that increase student learning. Yet, there is little evidence in the 

literature that describes how the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) 

and the six dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012), could be used together to impact student achievement.  

Principals who are implementing, developing, or currently leading PLCs will 

benefit from the information provided in this study by being able to efficiently focus their 

time, energy, and efforts into increasing student achievement. The experiences from 
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principals who have both sustained effective PLCs and strongly utilized the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities will help other school leaders focus on and improve their 

specific leadership practices that relate to the depth of PLC implementation. In addition, 

the information can help new and current principals by giving them a guide to focus their 

efforts in ways to improve their school culture with the goal of ultimately improving 

student learning.  

It is also quite possible that school leadership training programs at the university 

level could benefit greatly from this information. Understanding what is happening in 

high schools, in terms of leadership behaviors and teacher collaboration, where student 

growth levels are increasing can benefit the leaders of the school as well as the students. 

Additionally, these findings will help new principals know where to focus their leadership 

efforts when beginning to implement new PLCs within their schools. Knowing what these 

practices look like in a high school where student growth is high can help aspiring 

principals lead collaborative cultures and improve student achievement.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine what reforms efforts are happening 

among high schools demonstrating high academic growth. In addition, this research 

sought to investigate the leadership practices and behaviors of the principals in these 

schools and to determine if and how the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012) are being implemented. The research of this study focused on high schools 

in Massachusetts. 

Research Questions 

This study sought to examine what reform efforts are happening in high schools 

where students are showing high academic growth. It scrutinized the practices and 
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behaviors principals are implementing within high academic growth schools and 

determined if and how the six dimensions of PLCs are being implemented in these 

schools. The high schools in this study were focused in the state of Massachusetts. The 

questions examined in this study were:  

1.   What reform efforts are happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

2.   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

3.   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)    

Conceptual Frameworks 

Leadership  

Leadership is an ancient art dating back to antiquity (Bass, 1981; Marzano et al., 

2005). There are numerous leadership theories and approaches as well as many prominent 

leadership theorists (Marzano et al., 2005). However, regardless of the theory, approach, 

or theorist, when describing leadership, it is mutually agreed upon that leadership is 

“ultimately linked to the effective functioning of complex organizations” (Marzano et al., 

2005, p. 5).  

 Historical context of leadership. The 21 Leadership Responsibilities identified by 

Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) have been influenced by many theories of 

leadership and guided by different theorists. These leadership theories include 

transactional leadership (Weber, 1947; Bass, 1981), transformational leadership (Burns, 

1978), total quality management (TQM) (Deming, 1986), servant leadership (Greenleaf, 

1970), situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 1977), and instructional leadership 
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(Andrews & Soder, 1987; Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986). These theories 

and theorists have allowed the research performed by Marzano et al. (2005) to be 

reviewed from a broad framework, as well as provided the foundation and knowledge 

base for many of the conclusions reported in their study (Marzano et al., 2005).  

 Transactional and transformational leadership. Transactional and 

transformational leadership are two major types of leadership initially defined by Burns 

(1978). Transactional leadership is a managerial leadership style that focuses on the task, 

while transformational leadership seeks to empower others and focuses on the process 

and people (Bass, 1985; Burns, 1978; Marzano et al., 2005). Transformational leaders are 

characterized by individual consideration, intellectual stimulation, inspirational 

motivation, and idealized influence, referred to as the Four I’s (Bass, 1985; Bass & 

Avolio, 1994; Sosik & Dionne, 1997). Leithwood (1994) contends that these skills are 

important for principals to meet the challenges of leading educational change. 

 Total quality management (TQM). The theory of TQM has strongly influenced 

leadership practices and skills (Deming, 1986). The actions of an effective leader can be 

summarized into five basic factors: change agency, teamwork, continuous improvement, 

trust building, and eradication of short-term goals (Deming, 1986, Waldman, 1993).  

 Servant leadership. Servant leadership is based on the premise that effective 

leaders have a desire to help others (Greenleaf, 1970). In addition, there is no hierarchy 

because servant leaders are “positioned at the center of an organization” (Marzano et al., 

2005, p. 17). This style of leadership seeks to nurture the organization by utilizing the 

following skills: 

•   Understanding the personal needs of staff within the organization 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

10  

•   Helping staff handle conflict  

•   Being a steward of the resources 

•   Developing staff capacities 

•   Listening effectively (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 17). 

 Situational leadership. Situational leaders adapt their leadership behaviors based 

on the staff’s ability and willingness to perform a task (Marzano et al., 2005). The four 

leadership styles that comprise situational leadership includes being directive, 

participatory, persuading, or delegating (Hersey & Blanchard, 1977). It is imperative that 

the leader be skilled in all four facets of this leadership theory to discern which style 

matches the situation (Marzano et al., 2005). 

 Instructional leadership. Instructional leadership is a concept that is widely used 

by educators, but not well defined (Marzano et al., 2005). According to Smith and 

Andrews (1989), an instructional leader is tasked with performing four roles including 

resource provider, instructional resource, communicator, and visual presence. Other 

general characteristics of instructional leadership may include facilitating the study of 

teaching and learning, facilitating collaboration among staff, fostering relationships, using 

instructional research to drive decisions, assisting teachers in day to day responsibilities, 

design and procure professional development for staff (Blase & Blase, 1999; Glickman, 

Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 1995). Other researchers have identified three functions for 

instructional leaders, which include defining the school’s mission, leading instruction and 

curriculum, and promoting a positive school culture (Hallinger, Murphy, Weil, Mesa, & 

Mitman, 1983). 
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School leadership. Leadership is critical to the successful functioning of schools 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Therefore, one might assume that the literature on leadership 

would suggest certain leadership practices in schools that “are based on a clear, well-

articulated body of research” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 6). Some researchers argue that 

there is limited research focused on school leadership and what has been done has not 

provided any specifics in terms of effective practices or behaviors for school leaders 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Other researchers argue that school leadership has no correlation 

with student achievement (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). However, Marzano et al 

(2005) claim that research spanning the last few decades does provide guidance around 

specific leadership behaviors for principals. In addition, Marzano et al (2005) argue that 

these leadership behaviors do effect student achievement.  

The meta-analysis. The meta-analysis research methodology used by Marzano et 

al. (2005) focused on studies around school leadership as practiced by principals. In order 

for a study to be selected for the meta-analysis, the following criteria needed to be met. 

The study: 

●   Involved K-12 students. 

●   Focused on schools in the United States or situations that closely mirrored 

the culture of U.S. schools. 

●   Directly or indirectly examined the relationship between the leadership of 

the building principal and student academic achievement. 

●   Examined academic achievement measured by a standardized achievement 

test or a state test, or a composite index based on one or both of these. 

●   Reported or computed effect sizes in correlation form. 

(Marzano et al., 2005, p. 29)  
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Overall, 69 studies met the conditions and spanned 23 years from 1978 to 2001 

(Marzano et al., 2005). From each of these studies, a correlation between general 

leadership and student achievement was computed or extracted directly from the study 

(Marzano et al., 2005). The average correlation was computed to be .25 indicating,  

that an increase in principal leadership behavior from the 50th percentile to the 

84th percentile is associated with a gain in the overall achievement of the school 

from the 50th percentile to the 60th percentile. Additionally, an increase in 

leadership behavior from the 50th percentile to the 99th percentile is associated 

with an increase in student achievement from the 50th percentile to the 72nd 

percentile (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 30). 

Simply stated, the leadership behavior of the principal can profoundly impact student 

achievement. The need for effective and thoughtful principals in schools today is vital 

(Marzano et al., 2005). The meta-analysis by Marzano et al (2005) defined 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities that attend to general characteristics. It is the responsibility of the 

principal to thoughtfully use these 21 Leadership Responsibilities to manage and lead the 

school.    

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 

PLCs are rooted in the idea that if the educators in the school are learning together 

and from each other to improve student learning, then schools will achieve greater student 

learning (Hord, 1997; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1994). Vescio, Ross, and Adams (2008) 

agree and state that PLCs are premised on “improving student learning by improving 

teaching practice” (p. 26). PLCs have since been created and sustained to address urgent 

issues confronting schools and as a means for schools to improve student achievement 

(DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Huffman & Hipp, 2006). Schmoker 
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(2006) concurs by stating, “Professional learning communities have emerged as arguably 

the best, most agreed upon means to continuously improve instruction and student 

performance” (p. 106). The educational community widely accepts PLCs as a way to 

transform schools and the role of the principal is critical in creating, developing, and 

leading PLCs (Combs, Edmonson, & Harris, 2013; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Huffman & 

Hipp, 2010).  

 Historical context of PLCs. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) have 

gained increased attention in education for the last two decades (McLaughlin & Talbert, 

2010). However, the idea behind them can be based in part on the social constructivist 

theory of Russian researcher and cognitive psychologist, Lev Vygotsky. Although 

Vygotsky was primarily concerned with language acquisition and development in 

children (Karpov, 2014), his social learning theory suggests that people create meaning in 

a social structure and they learn best with the support and knowledge of others 

(Vygotsky, 1987). Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory suggests that social interactions 

and social activities with others support thinking and learning in the co-construction of 

knowledge (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Learning from others is critical in a PLC, as 

teachers and principals learn from each other and create shared meaning. Similar to 

Vygotsky’s theory of learning, there is a growing preference for collegial situations in 

schools where teachers collaborate in social communities to develop and examine their 

instructional practices and skills, such as occurs in PLCs (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2006).   

 The concept of PLCs has its roots in organizational theory (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010), in the business sector, and the work of Peter Senge (1990). Furthermore, in the 

1980s people began to examine what influence a school has as an organization on 

teachers (Martin-Kniep, 2008; Schmoker, 2004a). Senge (1990) posited that 
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organizations can learn collectively by working together in a systems-thinking 

framework. Senge (1990) defines learning organizations as an organization “where 

people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new 

and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, 

and where people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 3). Essentially, this 

type of organization promotes continual learning by embedding core processes that foster 

an environment to learn, adapt, and change. The most commonly described characteristics 

are the five disciplines of personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, 

and systemic thinking (Senge, 1990) (see Table 1.1).   

Table 1.1 

The Five Disciplines Within a Learning Organization and Their Respective Description 

Discipline Description 

Personal mastery  The discipline of continually clarifying and 
deepening employees’ personal visions, focusing 
their energies and developing patience. Involves 
awareness of personal weaknesses and growth areas 
as well as humility, objectivity and the persistent 
willingness to pursue self-development  

Mental models  The discipline of clarifying deeply ingrained 
assumptions, pictures/images that influence 
employees’ understanding of the world and the 
actions they take. Change in organizations rarely 
takes place in the absence of systematic attempts at 
unearthing these internal pictures, bringing them to 
surface and holding them rigorously to scrutiny 

Shared vision  The discipline of creating a shared picture of the 
future that fosters genuine commitment and 
engagement. In an organization, a shared vision 
binds people together around a common identity and 
a sense of destiny, giving a sense of purpose and 
coherence to all activities undertaken  
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Team learning The discipline of raising the collective IQ of a group 
and capitalizing on the greater knowledge and 
insights of the collectivity. Involves dialogue and 
overcoming patterns of defensiveness that 
undermine group learning 

Systemic thinking  A framework for identifying patterns and inter-
relationships, seeing the big picture, avoiding over-
simplification, overcoming linear thinking and 
dealing with issues holistically and comprehensively  

 

Note. Adapted from The Fifth Discipline, by P. Senge, 1990    

According to Senge (1990), learning organizations never fully master these 

disciplines, rather, they are on a continuum where the best organizations nurture and 

develop these disciplines gradually. The five disciplines (Senge, 1990) have many 

commonalities and overlap with the characteristics that constitute the six dimensions of 

PLCs as defined by Hord (1997) and Hord & Tobia (2012). These include supportive and 

shared leadership; shared beliefs, values, and vision; intentional collective learning and its 

application of learning; shared personal and collective practice; supportive structural 

conditions; and supportive relational conditions.  

Applications of professional learning communities. When teachers are meeting 

frequently with other colleagues and actively seek to continuously improve, schools are 

more successful (Little, 1982). Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) grew out of 

the knowledge and experience gained by teachers working collaboratively for many years 

(Goodson & Hargreaves, 2007). Within these PLCs, educators could make decisions 

impacting their schools in terms of what improvements should be made and the outcome 

of these improvement efforts (Goodson & Hargreaves, 2007). When educators work 

together, bonds are created, and groups develop a shared sense of values and ideas, which 
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are characteristics of schools that act as a community (Sergiovanni, 1994). In schools that 

were created into professional communities, the organizational capacity was enhanced, 

and student learning improved (Newman & Wehlage, 1995).    

During the 1990s, the notion of professional community was emphasized (Stoll & 

Louis, 2007). The research by Kruse, Louis, and Bryk (1995) performed in urban schools 

allowed the researchers to describe their understanding of professional community. Many 

of the characteristics identified in their study were found to have similar attributes with 

the research performed by Newman and Wehlage (1995). The five elements of practice 

describing a professional community are as follows: reflective dialogue, de-privatization 

resulting in shared practices, collective focus on student learning, collaboration, and 

shared norms and values (Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995). These characteristics of 

professional communities identified by Kruse et al (1995) and the understanding of the 

professional community developed by Newman and Wehlage (1995) provided guidance 

for the foundational research on PLCs.  

The research collected on Professional Learning Communities describes their 

importance on both adult and student learning (Hord, 1997). Hord (1997) examined the 

concept of PLCs through the lenses of school reform and school improvement efforts. 

Through her research, she identified five dimensions that comprise PLCs: (1) supportive 

and shared leadership; (2) shared values and vision; (3) collective learning and 

application; (4) shared personal practice; and (5) supportive conditions; which includes 

both structural conditions and relational conditions (Hord, 1997). Hord and Tobia (2012) 

further defined and separated supportive conditions into two separate dimensions of 

supportive relational conditions and supportive structural conditions due to their 
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respective importance in PLCs, thus creating six dimensions. Table 1.2 illustrates the six 

dimensions of PLCs and their respective descriptive attributes. 

Table 1.2 

The Six Dimensions of PLCs with Their Respective Description of Each Attribute 

Shared and 
Supportive 
Leadership 

Shared 
Values and 

Vision 

Collective 
Learning and 
Application 

Shared 
Personal 
Practice 

Supportive 
Relational 
Conditions 

Supportive 
Structural 
Conditions 

Staff members 
are involved in 
discussions and 
decision-making 

about school 
issues 

Collaborative 
processes 
exist for 

developing 
shared values 

Staff seek 
knowledge, 
skills, and 

strategies and 
apply new 
learning 

Opportunities 
exist for staff 

to observe 
peers 

Caring 
relationships 

built on trust and 
respect exist 

among staff and 
students 

Time is 
provided to 

facilitate 
collaborative 

work 

The principal 
incorporates 
advice from 
staff to make 

decisions 

Shared values 
guide norms 
of behavior 

about 
teaching and 

learning 

Collegial 
relationships 

exist and reflect 
commitment to 
improvement 

efforts 

Staff members 
provide 

feedback to 
peers about 
instructional 

practices 

A culture of trust 
and respect 
invites risk 

taking 

Schedule 
promotes 
collective 

learning and 
shared 

practice 
Staff members 
have access to 

information 

Staff share 
vision for 

school 
improvement 

focused on 
student 
learning 

Staff work 
together to 

address diverse 
student needs 

Staff members 
informally 

share ideas and 
suggestions for 

improving 
student 
learning 

Achievements is 
celebrated and 

recognized 
regularly 

Fiscal 
resources are 
available for 
professional 
development 

The principal is 
proactive and 
address areas 
which need 

support 

Decisions 
align with the 

school’s 
values and 

vision 

Collective staff 
learning through 
open dialogue 

Staff members 
review student 
work to share 
and improve 

practices 

Staff and 
stakeholders 

make sustained 
efforts to embed 
change into the 
school culture 

Technology 
and 

instructional 
materials are 
available to 

staff 
Opportunities 

are provided for 
staff to initiate 

change 

Collaborative 
processes 
exist for 

developing 
shared vision 

Collective staff 
engage in 
reflective 
dialogue 

Opportunities 
exist for 

coaching and 
mentoring 

Relationship 
among staff 
support the 

examination of 
data to improve 

teaching and 
learning 

respectfully and 
honestly 

People 
provide 

expertise and 
support 

The principal 
shares 

responsibility 
and rewards 
innovative 

actions 

School goals 
focus on 
student 
learning 

Professional 
development 
focuses on 

teaching and 
learning  

Individuals 
and teams 

have 
opportunities 

to apply 
learning and 
share results 

 School is 
clean and 
inviting 

The principal 
participates 

Policies and 
programs 

Staff learns 
together and 

Staff members 
share student 

 Proximity of 
grade level 
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democratically 
by sharing 
power and 

authority with 
staff  

align with the 
school’s 
vision 

applies new 
knowledge  

work to guide 
overall school 
improvement 

personnel 
allows easy 

collaboration 

Leadership is 
promoted and 

nurtured among 
staff 

Inclusive 
process in 

creating high 
expectations 
to increase 

student 
achievement 

Staff is 
committed to 
programs that 

enhance learning 

  Communicati
on systems 

promote 
information 
among staff 

Teams and 
committees 

make decisions  

Data used to 
prioritize 

actions and 
develop 

shared vision 

Staff collectively 
analyzes 

multiple data 
sources to assess 

effectiveness 

  Communicati
on systems 

promote 
information 
for the entire 

school 
community 

Shared 
responsibility 

and 
accountability  

 Collaboratively 
analyze student 
work to improve 

teaching and 
learning 

  Data is 
organized and 

made 
accessible to 

staff 
Staff use 

multiple sources 
of data to make 

decisions 

     

Note. Adapted from Professional Learning Communities Assessment – Revised (Hipp & 
Huffman, 2010). 

Methodology, Limitations, and Assumptions 

Methodology 

As the researcher, I examined what reform efforts are happening in high schools 

where students are showing high academic growth, determined the practices and 

behaviors principals are implementing within these schools, and discovered if, and how, 

the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented in 

these schools. This research was designed as a mixed methods approach, utilizing an 

explanatory sequential design. Often, this design is “characterized by the collection and 

analysis of quantitative data followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data” 

(Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003, p. 178). In this study, two survey 

instruments were administered and the data from each was collected and analyzed. After 
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that, qualitative research was conducted to further explain the quantitative results 

(Creswell, 2015).   

 As the researcher, I initially emailed high school principals who are leading 

schools, which have been demonstrating the highest levels of student academic growth, 

for the last two years. The student growth data was based upon English Language Arts 

(ELA) and mathematics results from the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment 

System (MCAS) as determined by the Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education (DESE). This data is reported annually by DESE and is measured as student 

growth percentile (SGP) for all students. For the purposes of this study, the MCAS SGP 

data used was from the three previous school years, 2014, 2015, and 2016. This data was 

used to determine the potential principals who may participate in this study. To be 

eligible for participation, the high school principal must have been leading a high school 

that is demonstrating high levels of student academic growth, in either of the two subject 

areas, ELA or mathematics.   

Limitations  

 Limitations are defined as “factors that may affect the results of the study that are 

generally beyond the control of the researcher” (Hancock & Algozzine, 2006, p. 71). All 

research studies have limitations, and none are perfectly designed (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006; Patton, 1990). Geographically, this study was limited to a purposeful sampling of 

high school principals in Massachusetts who are leading schools with the highest levels of 

student academic growth. This may impact the generalizability of the findings for other 

grade level principals; additionally, every state has its own system of education, and the 

Massachusetts structure may not apply to other states.  
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 The PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) survey 

instrument scores the responses using a four-point Likert scale. Principals will read each 

statement and then use the scale to select the point that best reflects their personal level of 

agreement with the statement (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). 

This self-reporting may have limitations because principals may overrate, underrate, or 

disregard the extreme ends of the Likert scale (Biemer, Groves, Lyberg, Mathiowetz, & 

Sudman, 2013). The Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005) utilizes a 

four-point response format as well, and similar limitations may exist as in the PLCA-R 

(Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) survey instrument. 

 The principals in the sample who were selected for interviews presented another 

potential limitation. Interview data from the principals involved can become distorted due 

to factors such as their own personal bias or frame of reference (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006; Patton, 2002). Other limitations may include interview data that only represents a 

“snap-shot in time” (Teague, 2012, p. 10) and participants may be subjected to errors in 

recall (Patton, 2002). One principal in this study did not fully meet the criteria set forth in 

this study. This principal was not the principal during a short period of time during the 

study. However, this principal’s experience within this high school and the position held 

at that particular time gave this participant the ability to be a strong and willing 

participant. This researcher decided to utilize the knowledge and experience of this 

principal because all other criteria set forth was met.  

As a high school assistant principal and a former teacher, my personal and 

professional experiences have influenced my thinking and beliefs making researcher bias 

a possibility. To mitigate this limitation, I approached this research with an unbiased 

mind and I stated how previous experiences may influence my thinking and 
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interpretations of the data, allowing for reflection to occur (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007; 

Laverty, 2003). In the interviewing process, I used open-ended questions based on the 

responses from the two survey instruments, allowing potential themes to emerge from the 

interviewees.    

Assumptions 

 This research examined what is happening in high schools that are demonstrating 

high levels of student academic growth in Massachusetts high schools. In addition, I 

investigated the behaviors and practices of these principals and determined if and how the 

six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented in 

these schools with knowledge of the following assumptions: 

•   The depth of PLC implementation can be accurately measured by the activities 

and practices related to the six dimensions of PLCs: (1) supportive and shared 

leadership; (2) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (3) intentional collective 

learning and its application of learning; (4) shared personal and collective practice 

(5) supportive structural conditions, and (6) supportive relational conditions 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).  

•   The Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) accurately 

assesses the principal’s perception of PLC implementation (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; 

Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). 

•   The principals will respond to the PLCA-R instrument and the Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire with integrity and to the best of their ability.  

•   That principals’ practices can be accurately measured by the behaviors described 

in the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005). 
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•   The Balanced Leadership Questionnaire accurately measures the principal’s 

perception of Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005). 

•   The principals interviewed will respond candidly and honestly about their 

perceived perceptions of what is happening in their respective schools.  

•   The principals participating in the study have leadership behaviors and practices 

that can both be categorized in the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

2005) and some level of PLC (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) implementation 

is present. 

The Role of the Researcher 

 As a high school assistant principal working with the school principal, I have been 

promoting the work of Professional Learning Communities in my school district for a few 

years. As a school leader, I have realized that this work is ultimately done to increase 

student learning and improve student achievement. I believe that PLCs can help embed a 

culture that promotes continuous learning for both the adults and the students. This can 

and will lead to increasing student growth and student achievement. In addition, the 

everyday practices a school leader focuses on will directly or indirectly impact student 

achievement.  

 The research indicates that the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

2005) are directly correlated with student achievement. If these 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005), as well as Professional Learning Communities 

within schools have been shown to increase student learning, the purpose of this study 

was to examine what reform efforts are happening in these high schools that are 

demonstrating high levels of student growth. In addition, I investigated the practices and 
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behaviors principals are utilizing in these schools and determined if and how the six 

dimensions of PLCs are being implemented in the schools.  

Definitions 

Collaboration: Sharing a common purpose that enhances the knowledge and skills of 

individuals to build the school’s capacity to learn, fueling continued improvement 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1998)  

De-privatization of practice: Peer-to-peer interactions, such as observing colleagues, 

providing feedback and assistance to support improvements, and sharing instructional 

practices that are embedded in the school culture (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012; Louis & Kruse, 1995). 

Explanatory sequential design: A mixed methods design that “is characterized by the 

collection and analysis of quantitative data in a first phase of research followed by the 

collection and analysis of qualitative data in a second phase that builds on the results of 

the initial quantitative results” (Creswell, 2009, p. 211) 

Intentional collective learning and its application of learning: Ensures that the school 

staff members at all levels are engaged in processes that collectively seek new knowledge 

and apply that learning to solutions that address students’ needs (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012). 

Leadership Responsibilities: Specific behaviors related to principal leadership which are 

correlated with student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005) 

Learning Organizations: “Organizations where people continually expand their capacity 

to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are 

nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning 

how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3). 
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Meta-Analysis: “An array of techniques for synthesizing a vast amount of research 

quantitatively” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 7) 

Mixed Methods Research: “Involves philosophical assumptions that guide the direction 

of the collection and analysis of data and the mixture of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 5) and “focuses on collecting, analyzing, 

and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study” (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2007, p. 5).   

Principal: For the purposes of this study, the principal is the head of the school, the 

primary administrator of the school, and does not include any other school administrator, 

such as assistant principal or dean. 

Professional Learning Community: A community of continuous inquiry and 

improvement where the six following dimensions or attributes are present: (1) supportive 

and shared leadership; (2) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (3) intentional collective 

learning and its application of learning; (4) shared personal and collective practice; (5) 

supportive structural conditions; and (6) supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012). 

School culture: The assumptions, beliefs, values, and habits embedded in the normal 

operations of the school that help shape the way staff thinks, feels, and behaves (Olivier, 

Hipp, & Huffman, 2003).  

Shared beliefs, values, and vision: An unwavering commitment to student learning that 

is consistently articulated and referenced in the staff’s work (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012). 

Shared personal and collective practice: Involves the review of a teachers’ behavior by 

observing colleagues, providing feedback and assistance to support improvements, and 
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sharing new practices among colleagues (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012). 

Student Achievement and Student Learning: “Massachusetts uses the Progress and 

Performance Index (PPI) to assess the improvement of each district and school toward its 

own targets. The PPI combines information about narrowing proficiency gaps, growth, 

and graduation and dropout rates into a single number. All districts, schools, and student 

subgroups with sufficient data are assigned an annual PPI based on two years of data and 

a cumulative PPI between 0 and 100 based on three annual PPIs” (MA DESE, 2016). 

Both of these terms are used interchangeably in this study.  

Student growth: Is measured for an individual student “by comparing the change in his 

or her MCAS achievement from one year to a subsequent year to that of all other students 

in the state who had similar historical MCAS results” (MA DESE, 2017) and is reported 

as a student growth percentile (SGP).  

Supportive and shared leadership: The collegial and facilitative participation of the 

principal who shares leadership among staff inviting them to have input and action in 

decision-making (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 

Supportive relational conditions: The encouragements and attitudes that sustain an 

atmosphere of collegial learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 

Supportive structural conditions: The logistical and physical conditions such as time 

and place, that support the participation of individuals and their development needed to 

do their work (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 
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Summary of Chapter 1 

 Reform attempts in public education have been occurring for many decades, 

however, there is inconsistent evidence suggesting that schools have become more 

effective (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Additionally, there is an increasing amount of pressure 

for educators to improve instruction and increase student learning (Cuban, 1993; Darling 

Hammond, 1997; Fullan, 1991). Efforts to improve schools have fallen short of the 

anticipated results due to a number of reasons, such as “the complexity of the task, 

misplaced focus and ineffective strategies, lack of clarity on the intended results, failure 

to persist, and a lack of understanding of the change process” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p. 

17). The culture existing within schools is primarily isolated and the work of principals 

involves tasks that are distant from the work of teachers and students (Beck & Murphy, 

1993; Cuban, 1993; Evans, 1996). However, there is growing evidence that school 

improvement involves changing the culture of a school (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Fullan, 

2016). Principals can change this culture by working collaboratively, building consensus, 

and creating opportunities for all staff to grow and develop (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Liebermann, 1995). The principal plays a key role in developing and nurturing a 

collaborative school culture that is focused on learning (Mullen & Schunk, 2010).  

  Many researchers agree that transforming schools into PLCs offers a strategy for 

school improvement (Darling-Hammond, 1996; Drucker, 1992; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Additionally, PLCs are a potential structure that may 

sustain continued growth for all educators and students (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 

1997; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). Schools functioning as effective PLCs are characterized 

by six dimensions including: (1) supportive and shared leadership; (2) shared beliefs, 

values, and vision; (3) intentional collective learning and its application of learning; (4) 
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shared personal and collective practice; (5) supportive structural conditions; and (6) 

supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).  

Research argues that principals play an essential role in creating, implementing, 

supporting, and leading PLCs (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; Evans & Mohr, 1999; 

Hord, 1997; 2004; Schein, 1992). There is a vast amount of research indicating that PLCs 

can improve student achievement (Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis & 

Kruse, 1995; Supovitz, 2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003). In addition, there is a rich 

body of literature suggesting that the role of the principal impacts student achievement 

(Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005). The 21 

Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) quantify the relationship between 

specific principal behaviors and student achievement by “providing insight into how the 

responsibilities interact and are applied” (p. 75).  

 The purpose of this study was to examine what reform efforts are happening in 

high schools demonstrating high levels of student academic growth. This mixed methods 

study was conducted using two different survey instruments to focus on which principal 

leadership practices and behaviors are present in these schools and determining how 

PLCs are being implemented (Hord & Tobia, 2012) The conceptual underpinnings of this 

study were the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) and the six 

dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Karpov, 2014; Vygotsky, 1987).  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Structure of the Literature Review 

 Chapter 2 offers a literature review and provides the theoretical context for this 

study examining what reforms efforts are happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth, the leadership practices and behaviors of 

principals in these high growth schools, and how, if at all, these high schools implement 

the six dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012). This literature review starts by describing the purpose and research questions 

guiding the study. This is followed by reviewing important literature on topics including 

educational reform, creating the conditions for change, educator isolation and retention, 

and leading learning and change. Next, Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are 

deeply discussed including topics addressing change through PLCs, the six dimensions of 

PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012), PLCs and school culture, and PLCs and student 

achievement. From here, the literature review details the background on leadership and 

leadership theories focusing on principal leadership, the principal and student 

achievement, and the role of the principal in PLCs.   

This literature review accessed relevant research through various electronic and 

printed journals, seminal books, dissertations, various databases including ProQuest, 

Educational Research Information Center (ERIC), Academic Search Premier, and other 

search engines such as Google Scholar. Articles used in this literature review span from 

those recently published, to foundational literature written by seminal authors, which 

specifically include topics on PLCs and Leadership.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The review of the literature related to the leadership behaviors and the six 

dimensions strongly suggests that both directly impact student achievement. General 

characteristics of principal leadership, such as creating a vision are important, but specific 

actions that affect student achievement must be identified (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 

2005; Wimpleberg, Teddlie, & Stringfield, 1989). Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) 

have created a set of research based leadership responsibilities that are quantified with the 

relationship to student achievement. In Massachusetts, student growth achievement can 

measure student achievement because it measures how much improvement a student 

shows from one year to the next, relative to that students’ peers (MA DESE, 2017). This 

study seeks to examine what is happening in Massachusetts’ high schools where student 

growth percentile is increasing over consecutive years. In addition, this study seeks to 

determine the practices and behaviors of the principals leading these schools, as well as if 

and how these schools are implementing the six dimensions of Professional Learning 

Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).  

Research Questions 

 Scholars and researchers suggest that Professional Learning Communities impact 

student achievement (Berry, Johnson, & Montgomery, 2005; Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, 

Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, & Hollins, 2004; Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012; Louis & Marks, 1998; Phillips, 2003; Strahan, 2003; Supovitz, 

2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003). Additionally, research suggests that the practices 

and behaviors of the principal also impact student achievement (Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 

2003; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; Leithwood, Seashore Louis, 
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Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Witziers, Bosker, & 

Kruger, 2003). Therefore, the questions that this study will examine are: 

1.   What are the reform efforts happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

2.   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

3.   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)    

Education Reform 

Education reform is the effort to improve the quality, methods, and purpose of 

schooling in the United States and has been in existence before public schools began, 

preceding the birth of the nation (Friedman, 2011; Ravitch, 2001). The issues of 

effectiveness, fairness, and competitiveness have shaped the contrasting views about 

education reform in the past and continue to do so now (Friedman, 2011). In fact, many 

times the responses to reinventing schools were aligned to changes in the economic and 

social culture (Ravitch, 2001). Education reform has reflected and pioneered social 

change in America from the assimilation of immigrants to opportunities for individuals 

from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Friedman, 2011). Through government policies, 

legislation, and debates concerning public education, there is a greater awareness 

nationally of educational reform (Friedman, 2011). However, Americans continue to 

struggle with balancing a way to maintain faith in the public school system while 

simultaneously fearing its failure (Friedman, 2011). This conundrum causes school 

administrators to enact change in response to pressure from the public, so faith can be 

restored and fears alleviated (Friedman, 2011).  
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During the past few centuries, the role of the federal government in education has 

changed. The most notable is the influx of federal monies to states that adopt certain 

mandates and legislation (Bitensky, 1991). In the past, studies and reports such as A 

Nation at Risk (1983), and statutes and initiatives, such as No Child Left Behind (2001), 

and more recently the Common Core State Standards (2010), have put more pressure on 

school leaders, teachers, and public education in general by increasing accountability 

measures (Elmore, 2004). While these initiatives or legislative laws tried to improve 

education, there are many people who would agree that some have been successful in the 

short term, but have yet shown to be sustainable (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).   

A Nation at Risk (National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983) 

described a rising tide of mediocrity in the educational system threatening the security of 

the nation (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995). This report challenged educators to improve 

education by reforming the system. However, few systemic advances to improve schools 

were made and “students and teachers were told to work harder and accomplish more 

with fewer resources” (Hipp & Huffman, 2010, p. 1). Unfortunately, this request for 

reform did not come with any real solutions. As Fullan (2016) states, “a crisis does not 

contain its own strategy” (p. 6). 

 The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 was a mandate that increased the 

pressure to ensure student achievement in the areas of reading and mathematics and 

scaled up the federal role in school accountability for student outcomes (Klein, 2016). In 

addition, NCLB (2001) provided families more flexibility in choosing which schools their 

students would attend. This legislation increased the emphasis on meeting the needs of all 

students, on assessment, and on consequences for schools, but again failed to deliver any 

approach to accomplish the goals it set forth (Fullan, 2016). In 2010, the federal 
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government endorsed the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) (Fullan, 2016). 

According to the Common Core State Standards Initiative (2016) this state-led effort is: 

Building on the best of existing state standards, the Common Core State Standards 

provide clear and consistent learning goals to help prepare students for college, 

career, and life. The standards clearly demonstrate what students are expected to 

learn at each grade level, so that every parent and teacher can understand and 

support their learning (CCSS, 2016).  

 Education reform has tried to impact schools by impacting teaching and learning 

(Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988). Many researchers would argue that school reform has 

failed or yielded minimal results (Goodlad, Klein, & Associates, 1970; Sarason, 1971; 

Gross, Giacquinta & Bernstein, 1979; Fullan & Pomfret, 1997; Fullan, 2009). Student 

achievement as the top priority in schools and how educators have met the demands of 

educational reform is debatable (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). What is not debatable is that 

there is mounting pressure for school leaders to address school reform (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010). Hipp and Huffman (2010) describe the impact of the current demands and 

expectations on schools as follows:  

With increased expectations for accountability in schools, concerns about 

administrator and teacher morale and retention, and the continuing challenge to 

address the needs of diverse and marginalized learners, the urgency of school 

reform calls school leaders to seek alternative ways to address these issues (p. 1). 

An alternative way to address these challenges to improve student learning is to 

focus on the adult learning and collaboration happening in schools (Leonard & Leonard, 

2001). DuFour and Eaker (1998) stated that, “The most promising strategy for sustained, 

substantive school improvement is developing the ability for school personnel to function 
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as professional learning communities” (p. xi). The school principal can create a culture 

that fosters both adult and student learning (Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004). The 

literature informs the principal on approaches for creating a culture of change.  

Background: Creating the Conditions of Change 

For schools to meet the complex challenges of today and tomorrow, there will 

need to be a paradigm shift in the way schools function (Fullan, 2016). Students in many 

of our public schools are scoring at high achievement levels on state standard 

assessments, such as the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MA DESE, 

2016). However, educators have not been successful with all students in all schools. 

Issues such as the dropout rate, student discipline, violence and safety, lack of parent, 

community, and administrative support, retaining teachers and administrators, and 

poverty (Hipp & Huffman, 2010) have often prevented schools from being safe and 

successful learning environments for students, teachers, and administrators (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010). Addressing these issues is a monumental task and school principals will 

have to seek alternative measures to bring about change (Hipp & Huffman, 2010).  

Change is a complex process that humans both embrace and resist (Evans, 1996). 

Although change can have many different meanings with respect to the individual (Evans, 

1996), we seldom analyze what change means because it is a personal experience (Fullan, 

2016). More importantly, we do not think about what change means to others involved in 

the process (Fullan, 2016). According to Fullan (2016), change is vastly underestimated 

in terms of “what change is and what factors and processes account for it” (p. 18). Many 

researchers and scholars (Bryk, 2010; Evans, 1996; Fullan, 2016; Heifetz, Grashow, & 

Linsky, 2009; Marris, 1975) agree that change involves loss, fear, and struggle. 
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Oftentimes, change can discredit a person’s experience and learning, challenge their 

purpose and identity, and devalue their skills (Marris, 1986).  

Change is a slow process and people may be inclined to prevent it (Kegan & 

Lahey, 2001). However, over the past few decades, educators have made progress in 

classrooms by changing teaching practices, such as focusing instruction on questioning 

and inquiry rather than memorizing facts and correct answers (Postman & Weingartner, 

1969). Focusing on questioning and inquiry causes educators to shift their practices from 

a more traditional style to a more inclusive approach. Inherently, there is moral obligation 

for all educators to do everything in their control to teach all students (Hargreaves & 

Fink, 2006). Students acquire knowledge in various ways such as learning by doing or 

acquiring knowledge through hand-on experiences (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 

2010; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). It is difficult for teachers to individually meet the needs of 

all learners (Olivier & Hipp, 2010). Teachers who are successful with all students share 

what works with their colleagues (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). However, this is 

contradictory to the way most educators engage with their own learning because 

educators tend to work in isolation (Sergiovanni, 1992). The structure within many 

schools minimizes collaboration, reflection, and innovation (Easton, 2011; Martin-Kniep, 

2008). A lack of collaboration is common in schools where teachers are isolated. 

Educator Isolation and Retention 

Teachers’ practices and learning environments are characterized by an isolated 

type of structure, separated by classrooms that provide little opportunity for teachers to 

learn from one another (Easton, 2011; Spillane & Louis, 2002). Collaboration, rather than 

isolation, in the profession can engage educators in ongoing conversations about teaching 

and learning (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Hord & 
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Tobia, 2012). Hord and Tobia (2012) refer to this as professional learning when the 

ongoing conversations about teaching and learning “are directly related to their daily 

work with students, and that lead to improved classroom practices” (p. 5). This 

professional learning is learning by doing (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Hord 

& Tobia, 2012). In order to teach a variety of students with different needs, everyone in 

the community, including the school leaders, needs to be a learner and engage with 

learning differently. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can allow all 

participants in the educational community to engage with learning differently and develop 

collaborative cultures focused on improving student achievement (DuFour, DuFour, & 

Eaker, 2008; Fullan, 2016).  

The impact of mandated reform is that teachers and school leaders leave the 

profession and retire early due to the pressure, stress, and burnout (Hargreaves & 

Goodson, 2007). It has been reported that between 17% and 50% of teachers leave the 

field within five years of teaching (Gray & Taie, 2015; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Phillips, 

2015). Teachers and principals are being required to do more with less (Hipp & Huffman, 

2010) and the challenge to meet state and national standards is overwhelming. Within the 

last two decades this educational reform and standards movement has created an 

accelerated carousel of leadership in schools (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). There is a 

failure to retain principals and there are more disheartened school leaders in the 

profession contributing to early exits (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Furthermore, study data 

from the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP, 2001) concludes 

that highly qualified leaders are hard to attract:  

Due to increased stress, inadequate school funding, balancing school management 

with instructional leadership, new curriculum standards, educating an increasingly 
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diverse student population, shouldering responsibility that once belonged at home or 

in the community, and then facing possible termination if …schools don’t show 

instant results (p. 1).  

It seems impossible to sustain any type of change because of teacher and administrator 

turnover. This revolving door breeds cynicism within staff and subverts the credibility of 

the principal and the chances of long-term improvement in schools (Hargreaves & Fink, 

2006). The literature informs the researcher of suggestions necessary for reform. 

Conditions Necessary for Reform 

The changes needed for schools to improve long-term require more than a strategy 

such as restructuring (Fullan, 2016). Long term improvements involve reculturing 

schools, allowing educators to question and change their established beliefs and habits 

(Fullan, 2016; Schein, 2010). According to Fullan (2016) “In effective schools, 

collaboration is linked with norms and opportunities for continuous improvements and 

career-long learning” (p. 109). 

 The educational slogan created by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) of 2001 makes 

the assumption that in our educational system the only people being left behind are the 

students. However, as Hargreaves and Goodson (2007) state, “…that leaving no child 

behind means leaving no teacher or leader behind either” (p. xvii). School leaders need to 

create the conditions for all staff to learn together because collaboration causes the 

relationships between people to change (Sergiovanni, 2015). These conditions include 

structures like time, support, protocols, and resources (Hord & Tobia, 2012; DuFour, 

DuFour, Many, & Eaker, 2010). There is a need to include an additional focus on 

“promoting a school culture that encourages teachers to feel safe enough to share their 

successes and challenges, and open enough to listen to the counsel of others” (Hord & 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

37  

Tobia, 2012, p. 5). Educators may share their expertise and wisdom by collaborating and 

participating in professional learning (Hord, 1997). When teachers are given 

opportunities to collaborate for learning purposes, the collective wisdom about teaching 

can be shared (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). To foster collaboration on this level a 

school leader needs to create a structure to support this culture. Opportunities for teachers 

to interact with each other are limited, unless school leaders create collaborative cultures 

amongst teachers (Fullan, 2016). 

 Different approaches can be taken to create school reform, but it is the leadership 

responsibilities that influence success (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). The 

leadership responsibilities that principals exhibit create the conditions for teachers to 

engage in their learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004) and 

collaborate with colleagues to improve student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). It is 

evident in the literature on educational leadership and school change that the role and 

influence of the principal is critical for the school to change with a focus on increased 

learning (Hord, 1997; Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & 

Wahlstrom, 2004).  

Leading, Learning, and Change 

 There are numerous definitions for leadership and the art of leadership is complex 

and ambiguous (Pfeffer, 1977). As Gladwell (2005) says in his book Blink, “We have a 

sense of what a leader is supposed to look like, and that stereotype is so powerful that 

when someone fits it, we simply become blind to other considerations” (p. 88). However, 

it is not the appearance that makes the leader successful. Instead, success hinges on the 

leadership responsibilities that the school leader deliberately displays and practices 

(Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  
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 School leaders need to provide the structures for schools to become a community 

of learners and enact change. Rosenholtz (1989) noted that teachers who felt supported in 

their own continuous learning and teaching practices were more involved and effective 

than teachers who didn’t feel supported. It is important for leaders to provide those 

necessary supports, which can be in the form of teacher networks, cooperation with other 

colleagues, and increased professional roles (Hord, 1997). Support can look and be 

different within schools, but it is evident that it is an essential piece that is needed for 

school change (Hord, 1997; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). The principal, the leader 

of the organization, is responsible for supporting and fostering a culture where members 

are encouraged to improve the system (Bulach, Lunenburg, & Potter, 2008). 

Leadership, leadership in schools, and leadership in Professional Learning 

Communities have been researched and studied extensively (Bass, 1990; Daft, 2008; 

DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; Edmonson, Combs, & Harris, 2013; Hord, 1997; 

Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Huffman & Hipp, 2003; Marzano et al., 2005; McLaughlin & 

Talbert, 2006). In many schools, there are talented educators and leaders who can 

contribute positively to the educational community through leadership roles. Schools 

have been taking a hard look within their own organization to utilize the talents, 

knowledge, strengths, and leadership skills of the experts already present in the building 

(Buffum, et al., 2008). According to Pirtle (2012), determining the structures, supports, 

and approaches to improve student learning, while focusing on school culture and 

developing teachers’ instructional pedagogy, can be a substantial undertaking for 

principals. Principals can create and implement PLCs, an effective learning-focused 

process that fosters improvement in teaching and learning by developing leadership roles 

among the staff in order to improve the school (Cowan, Joyner, & Beckwith, 2012; 
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Fullan, 2016; Harris & Jones, 2010; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Pirtle & Tobia, 2014; Resnick, 

2010; The Wallace Foundation, 2012). When leadership is shared, school culture changes 

to further support student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). Fullan (2016) states, 

“Changing and developing individuals and changing and developing cultures…is the 

same work” (p. 255).  

The PLC model can be the answer to effective and sustainable school change 

(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). Researchers are embracing the concept of PLCs to transform 

schools because both administrators and teachers take responsibility for leadership and 

decision-making (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Huffman & Hipp, 2000, 

2003; Newman & Wehlage, 1995). PLCs have the potential to promote a culture of 

learners for school leaders, teachers, and students. PLCs can answer the call to 

educational reforms, teacher and administration turnover, and increased student 

achievement (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006). The ultimate goal for sustainable leadership in a 

complex, knowledge-sharing society is for schools to become Professional Learning 

Communities (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  

A large body of research suggests that the principal impacts student achievement 

(Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 2003; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2006; 

Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Marzano, Waters, & 

McNulty, 2005; Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Additionally, the literature suggests 

that Professional Learning Communities impact student achievement (Berry, Johnson, & 

Montgomery, 2005; Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Hollins, 

McIntyre, DeBose, & Hollins, 2004; Louis & Marks, 1998; Phillips, 2003; Strahan, 2003; 

Supovitz, 2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003). However, there is a gap in the literature to 

suggest that any evidence whatsoever, relates or links the 21 Leadership Responsibilities 
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(Marzano, Water, & McNulty, 2005) and the six dimensions of Professional Learning 

Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012), which are two crucial concepts that 

impact student achievement. It is within this context that this researcher is examining the 

21 Leadership Responsibilities of school leaders who implement, support, and sustain 

Professional Learning Communities to determine if there is any relationship between the 

two powerful concepts.  

Developing Change Through Professional Learning Communities 

  Although time and resources have been allocated to make improvements in 

education “the vast majority of reform efforts and change initiatives – even the most 

promising ones - are unsustainable” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p. 252). Recent scores on 

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) suggest the reforms of the last 

20 years have failed and the scores are flat or declining in many subjects (Strauss, 2015). 

Culturally, there is a quick-fix mentality and a need for instant gratification that is 

prevalent in the United States (Hord, 1997a). This attitude leads to superficial change 

because school personnel are not prepared well enough to implement the change on a 

long-term basis and end with disappointing results (Hord et al., 2000). School staff react 

to what the data seems to suggest, but many of the interventions implemented result in 

short-term gains, if any at all. A continuing challenge for schools is finding a way for 

educators to develop the expertise needed to engage and restructure education so all 

students can achieve (Donaldson, 2006; Lambert, 2003).  

  Restructuring education consists of more than changing how schools are 

organized (Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002). It involves changing the structures in 

schools to change the behaviors and beliefs of those doing the work (Eaker et al., 2002). 

For school principals, this means transforming the culture by changing “the way we do 
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things around here” (Fullan, 2001, p. 44). Fullan (2001) refers to this as reculturing and it 

requires leaders to create a culture of change “that activates and deepens moral purpose 

through collaborative work cultures that respect differences and constantly build and test 

knowledge against measurable results” (p. 44).  

 To create an environment or a culture that can deal with school reform and school 

change, many school personnel are implementing Professional Learning Communities 

(DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). The 

PLC model has a positive impact on school improvement (Stoll et al., 2006) and provides 

a setting for educators to collaborate to implement the changes that positively impact 

student learning (DuFour et al., 2008; Nieto, 2003). School organizations that operate as 

PLCs have the capacity to transform the learning in their school by providing educators 

meaningful opportunities to learn and collaborate (DuFour, 2007). Riveros, Newton, and 

Burgess (2012) stated that the basic assumption in PLCs “is that peer collaboration has 

the potential of transforming teaching practices in ways that will bring about higher rates 

of student achievement” (p. 204).  

 The educational community at large accepts the value of PLCs in improving 

student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; 

Louis & Kruse, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Olivier & Hipp, 2006; Rosenholtz, 

1989; Sackney, Mitchell, & Walker, 2005; Schmoker, 2006). Rosenholtz (1989) 

maintained that teachers who felt supported in their ongoing learning and classroom 

instruction were more committed and effective. Similarly, McLaughlin and Talbert 

(1993) found that when teachers collaborate in relation to learning, there is a body of 

wisdom about teaching that could be widely shared. PLCs have multiple dimensions that 

influence adult and student learning. 
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Six Dimensions of PLCs 

 It is generally agreed that effective PLCs have the capacity to promote and sustain 

the learning of all educators in a school, but the ultimate purpose is to enhance student 

learning (Bolam et al., 2005; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Stoll & Louis, 2007). In addition, the 

educators work collectively and purposefully to maintain this culture of learning (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010). A PLC is a community of continuous inquiry and improvement where 

the six following dimensions or attributes are present: (1) supportive and shared 

leadership; (2) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (3) intentional collective learning and its 

application of learning; (4) shared personal and collective practice; (5) supportive 

structural conditions; and (6) supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012).  

Supportive and Shared Leadership  

Supportive and shared leadership is the collegial and facilitative participation of 

the principal who shares leadership among staff inviting them to have input and action in 

decision-making (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Principals with the ability to view 

staff as a resource and expand leadership opportunities can help improve schools (Hord, 

Roussin, & Sommers, 2010). Hoerr (1996) stated that sharing leadership roles allows all 

staff to feel like a team working for a common goal – a better school - where there is a 

shared and collegial leadership, and everyone grows and learns professionally. In a PLC, 

the principal is not an authoritative figure and involves his or her staff in the decision-

making process (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  

  Educators understand that they are all responsible for student learning (Lambert, 

2002). More recently, educators have realized that they are responsible for their own 

learning as well (Lambert, 2002). The principal can’t serve as the instructional leader 
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unless there is substantial participation of others in the school (Elmore, 2000; Lambert, 

1998; Lambert et al., 1995; Lambert, Collay, Dietz, Kent, & Richert, 1997; Olson, 2000; 

Poplin, 1994; Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). There is a tremendous need for all 

educators to develop their leadership capacity (Lambert, 2001).  According to Lambert 

(2002) “Leadership is the professional work of everyone in the school” (p. 37). Effective 

schools create conditions where leaders and staff continually develop a “shared depth of 

understanding about the nature of the work” (Fullan, 2008, p. 79). 

Therefore, schools need cultures that demand and support this shared 

understanding of the work (Fullan, 2016). Sharing leadership can create a positive school 

climate that contributes to an increase in teachers’ beliefs in their instructional efficacy 

(Hipp & Bredeson, 1995; Hoy & Woolfolk, 1993; Spillane, 2012). Louis and Kruse 

(1995) identified the supportive leadership of the principal as a necessary human resource 

for Professional Learning Communities. This supportive leadership contributes to the 

process of organizational learning by fostering appropriate conditions (Leithwood, 

Leonard, & Sharratt, 1997). Sergiovanni (1994) believes leadership is embedded in 

shared ideas and Senge (1995) adds that it is the principal’s job to foster a continuous 

learning environment. Yukl, (2006) suggested that leaders who firmly believe in a shared 

leadership approach understand that “important decisions about what to do and how to do 

it are made through the use of an interactive process involving many different people who 

influence each other” (p. 4). A PLC model can foster a continuous learning environment 

for all the adults in the school to feel empowered and have influence on important school 

decisions by sharing leadership responsibilities more collaboratively (Goddard, 2002).  

The concept of leadership is becoming increasingly recognized as an 

organization-wide phenomenon (Ogawa & Bossert, 1995). Therefore, distributing 
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leadership within schools allows other colleagues to take responsibility and ownership of 

teaching and learning and enhances opportunities within the school to benefit from the 

capacities of more of its members (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008).  Distributing or sharing 

leadership is another way to empower staff and capitalize on the individual strengths of 

its members (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; Spillane, 2012). Furthermore, distributed 

leadership engages the expertise wherever it exists within the school rather than seeking it 

through formal positions and titles (Harris, 2008). Research suggests that increasing 

teachers’ influence in schools has the potential to positively affect school improvement 

(Huber, 2004; Leithwood & Beatty, 2007; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; 

Matthews & Sammons, 2005; Riley & McBeath, 2003).  

 Lambert (1998) stated, “school leadership needs to be a broad concept that is 

separated from person, role, and a discrete set of individual behaviors. It needs to be 

embedded in the school community as a whole” (p. 5). This strongly suggests that the 

concept of leadership includes shared responsibility for a shared purpose and that 

leadership is about learning together and constructing meaning collaboratively. Fullan 

(2002) agrees, stating that the role of leadership is to build greater capacities within an 

organization to get better results. 

 In a PLC, supportive and shared leadership is observed when school leaders share 

power, authority, and decision-making with all stakeholders (Hipp & Huffman, 2002). 

For teachers, in particular, the opportunity to participate in leadership roles outside of the 

classroom is a relatively new area of research. Spillane and Harris (2008) stated that “in 

the increasingly complex world of education the work of leadership will require diverse 

types of expertise and forms of leadership flexible enough to meet changing challenges 

and new demands” (p. 31). Sharing leadership allows principals to distribute leadership 
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responsibilities throughout the entire school and engage in rich conversations about 

teaching practices and student learning. Moller and Pankake (2006) agree that this type of 

leadership structure is “focused on the moral purpose of schooling – improved student 

learning” (p. 6).  

Shared Beliefs, Values, and Vision 

Hord and Tobia (2012) define the second attribute of PLCs - shared beliefs, 

values, and vision, to include an unwavering commitment to student learning that is 

consistently articulated and referenced in the staff’s work. The shared beliefs, values, and 

vision of a school all coexist to help determine the trajectory of where the school is 

heading by guiding the organization’s philosophy and action (Hord, 2004). A key element 

of PLCs is its focus on student learning. In a PLC, “students are pictured as academically 

capable, and staff envision learning environments to support and realize each student’s 

potential achievement” (Hord, 1997, p. 19). This understanding is important to implement 

change in our schools so all adults in the building are continuously developing 

professionally to be equipped to teach all the diverse learners and learning styles because 

“one size does not fit all” (Hord & Tobia, 2012, p. 23).  

 Hord (1997) suggested that the development of a shared vision is challenging 

because it requires a paradigm shift in thinking and professional practice. Louis and 

Kruse (1995) state, “Among the key features of a school community is a core of shared 

values about what students should learn, about how faculty and students should behave, 

and about the shared aims to maintain community” (p. 6).  PLCs can potentially foster 

values that motivate teachers toward a shared vision by promoting student learning 

(Sparks, 1999). 
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 Creating opportunities for teachers to improve their practice is important in 

determining student success. These opportunities can be established in schools that create 

a shared vision, as well as standards of instruction and collaboration in conjunction with a 

sense of responsibility for student achievement (Bryk & Driscoll, 1985; Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995). Additionally, an effective shared vision can paint a realistic picture of 

the organization and inspire people to work toward future goals (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). 

According to Olivier, Cowan, and Pankake (2000), developing shared values can help 

staff identify what is important to the organization.  

 When schools lack a common vision, it is difficult to make improvements and 

achieve desired outcomes (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  Senge (1990) asserts that one cannot 

“have a learning organization without shared vision” (p. 209). However, imposing a 

vision on an organization is not the answer to moving the organization forward. Instead, 

leaders should involve others in creating a shared vision that connects teaching and 

learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). When attempting this, it is important to honor the 

vision of others while simultaneously working toward a collective vision (Barth, 1990). 

 The level of commitment by staff to the shared vision of a PLC is measured by the 

daily practices that connect teaching and learning with developing a PLC (Hord, 1997; 

Hipp & Huffman, 2010). DuFour and Eaker (1998) emphasize that successful PLCs have 

a strong foundation built on mission, vision, values, and goals that are created 

collaboratively. Developing the vision in a collaborative effort allows more staff 

members to embrace and model the vision and be compelling enough to commit everyone 

to making the vision a reality (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Moller & Pankake, 2006).   
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Intentional Collective Learning and Application of Learning 

The intentional collective learning and application of learning ensures that the 

school staff members at all levels are engaged in processes that collectively seek new 

knowledge and apply that learning to solutions that address students’ needs (Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012). Professional Learning Communities require a dedication by all to 

the processes of inquiry and learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). For the collective learning 

to be a relevant attribute of a PLC, new knowledge gained and its application in teaching 

practices should align with the school’s vision of increasing student learning and 

addressing student needs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). As staff members learn 

together and engage in open dialogue, opportunities arise to collaborate and share new 

skills, strategies, and practices. PLCs can foster a culture that promotes learning for all by 

valuing it, encouraging it, and supporting it by making everyone involved learners (Hipp 

& Huffman, 2007; Spear, 2014).  

According to Lambert (2002), generating shared knowledge becomes the norm of 

PLCs as all administration, staff, and stakeholders examine the data to problem solve by 

reflecting, discussing, analyzing, planning, and acting. Many researchers and scholars 

agree that the collective learning process should be embedded within a school’s culture 

and normal operations while focusing on student learning (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 

2004; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). The collective learning process expands the professional 

knowledge of all leaders and staff. In PLCs, teachers engage in collective inquiry that 

“enables team members to develop new skills and capabilities that in turn lead to new 

experiences and awareness” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010, p. 12). This 

awareness changes people’s mental models, attitudes, and beliefs, and transforms 

behavior over time.  
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However, there are challenges that impede the process of intentional collective 

learning and its application from occurring in a school. DuFour and Eaker (1998) stated, 

“Collaboration by invitation often does not work” (p. 118), unless it is fostered by a team 

approach as a whole school process.  In schools where the principal is seen as a dominant 

person, it is difficult for staff to disagree or suggest divergent views or ideas (Hord, 

1997). Carmichael (1982) proposed the notion that principals should participate in 

professional development and change the idea of omnicompetence.  Klein-Kracht (1993) 

suggested that to increase school improvement, “administrators along with teachers, must 

be learners: questioning, investigating, and seeking solutions” (p. 393). Through their 

leadership, principals can change the paradigm that it is the job of the teacher to teach and 

the administrator to manage. There is a need for everyone to contribute and the hierarchy 

that once prevailed can be subdued (Klein-Kracht, 1993). 

DuFour and Eaker (1998) presented four prerequisites for establishing a collective 

learning approach which include; (a) meaningful collaboration that is job embedded, (b) 

having structures to facilitate collaboration with an explicit purpose, (c) providing 

training and support for staff to become effective collaborators, and (d) having a 

commitment by teachers to accept responsibility and work collaboratively (p. 130). This 

continuous process needs ongoing monitoring by school leaders (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).  However, establishing an environment where 

intentional collective learning is the norm can be challenging. DuFour and Eaker (1998) 

noted that there may be a lack of willingness for staff to share practices and learn from 

one another. 
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Shared Personal and Collective Practice 

Shared personal and collective practice involves the review of a teachers’ 

behavior by observing colleagues, providing feedback and assistance to support 

improvements, and sharing new practices among colleagues (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 

Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). This PLC dimension builds individual and 

organizational capacity (Hord, 1997). Sharing practices creates learning environments 

that are conducive to building professional capacity though peer-to-peer interactions 

(Hord, 2004). Louis and Kruse (1995) refer to these interactions as deprivatization of 

practice. In a PLC, sharing instructional practices is the norm and is embedded in the 

established culture. Teachers are actively involved in debates and discussion about best 

practices and instructional strategies. These activities are transparent, highly valued, and 

occur on a regular basis (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). 

However, these activities bring challenges and can act as stumbling blocks that 

need to be hurdled by schools. History informs us that teachers have been practitioners 

who usually work in isolation and oftentimes their classrooms are closed environments 

(Easton, 2011). Visiting and observing classrooms, providing feedback, and sharing 

successes and failures can be uncomfortable and requires a certain level of trust (Palmer, 

2007). Engaging in learning with and from colleagues involves risk-taking (Stoll, et al., 

2006). Within a school, trust can be fostered or diminished based on the behaviors of the 

principal (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). Trust and respect from colleagues is a fundamental 

component to this PLC dimension (Louis & Kruse, 1995). Bryk, Camburn, and Louis 

(1999) elaborated on the important issue of trust by stating, “By far the strongest 

facilitator of professional community is social trust among faculty members. When 

teachers trust and respect each other, a powerful social resource is available for 
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supporting collaboration, reflective dialogue, and deprivatization, characteristics of 

professional community” (p. 767). Hipp and Weber (2008) note that this dimension is the 

least evident in schools that function as PLCs. Hord (2004) agrees and acknowledges that 

this dimension is usually the last to become an established routine.  

Shared personal and collective practice is an integral part of PLCs and should be 

embedded in the school culture (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010). Sharing practices can help remedy the issue of isolationism in schools 

by creating a collaborative environment where “teachers explore new ideas, current 

practice, and evidence of student learning using processes that respect them as the experts 

on what is needed to improve their own practice and increase student learning” (Vescio, 

Ross, & Adams, 2006, p. 89). The culture and activities of staff members are collectively 

committed to increasing student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). Copland (2003) 

echoed this message highlighting that sharing practices changes what happens in the 

classroom and serves as the driving force for school improvement and increased student 

achievement.  However, there are conditions that must be present to support collaboration 

and the sharing of practices. 

Supportive Structural Conditions 

Supportive structural conditions are described by Hord and Tobia (2012) as the 

logistical and physical conditions such as time and place, that support the participation of 

individuals and their development needed to do their work. PLCs must foster a culture 

where learning by all is encouraged and supported (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). To do so, 

there are structures that need to be in place to allow staff members to come together to 

collaborate, work, and learn. These structures may look different due to certain 

circumstances and differences in schools. However, several researchers and scholars have 
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identified a list of physical conditions needed to support and encourage learning 

communities. The list includes needs such as time to meet and dialogue, providing needed 

resources, grouping staff close to one another and in departments or grade levels, a small 

school size, collaborative teaching roles and responsibilities, effective communication, 

and autonomous school units that are connected in meaningful ways to the district office 

and personnel (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hollins, 2006; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Protheroe, 

2004; Wiggin & McTighe, 2006).  

Many school districts are finding ways to provide opportunities for teachers to 

collaborate within the school day. Principals are utilizing early releases, late starts, block 

scheduling, and taking other creative measures to find the resources to undertake the 

work of PLCs (Hipp & Huffman, 2010). Time is a resource that is not always best 

utilized in our schools and can be one of the most difficult challenges that schools face 

(Watts & Castle, 1993). However, structural changes are not enough to have a successful 

PLC. Schlechty (1997) reminds us that structural changes need to be supported by 

cultural change if the organization is to find meaning and stability. Those cultural 

changes may take the form of fostering relationships that enhance collective learning. 

Supportive Relational Conditions  

Supportive relational conditions are the encouragements and attitudes that sustain 

an atmosphere of collegial learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012), such as caring 

relationships, trust and respect, recognition and celebrations, risk taking, and unified 

efforts to embed change (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). It is difficult 

for teachers and school leaders to take feedback constructively if the feedback is not 

occurring in a safe environment where trust has been established (Stoll et al., 2006). Trust 

and respect can help build a collaborative environment and maintain positive collegial 
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relationships and are necessary conditions for developing teacher commitment related to 

the professional community (Firestone & Rosenblum, 1988; Louis, 1992). Huffman and 

Hipp (2003) describe supportive relational conditions as the glue that keeps all the 

dimensions working together. 

 Bryk and Schneider (2002) identified four components of relational trust: respect, 

competence, personal regard for others, and integrity. Trust reduces teacher vulnerability 

and increases a teacher’s willingness to engage in public problem solving (Stoll et al., 

2006). Furthermore, trust influences the quality of interpersonal relationships within a 

school making a difference in climate, morale, and student achievement (Tschannen-

Moran, 2004). Hord and Tobia (2012) suggest that positive relationships are a necessary 

requirement for productive PLCs and are “the basis for any cooperative or collegial 

enterprise” (p. 109). Creating a culture of trust in a school is challenging (Palmer, 2007). 

Trust is a precondition for developing PLCs and creating a school culture that will lead to 

improved schools (Louis, 2006).   

PLCs and School Culture 

 School culture is comprised of the values, norms, beliefs, and assumptions that 

school members share about certain behavior (Heck & Marcoulides, 1996; Hoy, 1990; 

Schein, 1992). Terms such as climate and ethos have been used to capture the meaning of 

culture (Peterson & Deal, 1998). Culture is pervasive, yet elusive, and is extremely 

powerful. It influences what happens in schools because the expectations shape how 

people think, feel, and act (Peterson & Deal, 1998). Culture is the reason schools find 

meaning and stability, and any change that is not supported by cultural change will fail 

(Schlechty, 1997). Therefore, it is essential to address the school’s culture and climate in 

order to change and improve the outcomes for students and teachers (Sarason, 1996).  
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Barth (2001) claims that it is important for schools to create and provide a culture 

that supports learning. To create such a culture would take more than teacher 

collaboration and sharing ideas that focus on student learning (Louis, 2006). It would take 

building an organization’s ability to change the way it learns by being “part of a shared 

construction of meaning common to all members of the school organization” (Louis, 

2006, p. 480). This organizational learning perspective emphasizes the benefits that 

accrue when teachers and administrators work collectively and focus on continual 

improvements (Louis, 2006).  Organizational learning becomes the culture in a PLC and 

many educators believe that student learning can improve when teachers are also engaged 

in learning activities (Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004). This is supported by a meta-

analysis study (Wang et al., 1997), which suggested school culture and climate influences 

student achievement.  

In the 21 Leadership Responsibilities developed by Marzano, Waters, and 

McNulty (2005), the responsibility of culture is defined as “the extent to which the leader 

fosters shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation among staff” (p. 48). 

The principal plays a significant role in building a culture that positively influences both 

teachers and students (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). The following leadership 

behaviors that are associated with the responsibility of culture from the meta-analysis 

performed (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005) are:  

•   Promoting cohesion among staff 

•   Promoting a sense of well-being among staff 

•   Developing an understanding of purpose among staff 

•   Developing a shared vision of what the school could be like  
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These behaviors, as well as others from the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano, 

Waters, & McNulty, 2005), will allow a principal to develop a collaborative culture. 

Effective schools create conditions where principals and staff develop a shared depth of 

understanding (Fullan, 2008). Leaders of PLCs believe that “Improvement is more a 

function of learning to do the right things in the setting where you work” (Elmore, 2004, 

p. 73). Principals can do this by creating conditions that value both individual and 

collective learning (Elmore, 2000). “As schools transform into professional learning 

communities, the conceptualization of the PLC becomes rooted in the school culture” 

(Hipp, Huffman, Pankake, & Olivier, 2008, p. 177). PLCs are a powerful strategy that 

principals implement to create a culture that supports improving student achievement 

(Stoll et al., 2006).      

PLCs and Student Achievement  

 In an educational climate that demands increasing accountability, the success of 

PLCs will be determined by enhancing student achievement (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 

2008). This makes sense because learning communities are grounded on the assumption 

that improving teachers’ professional knowledge and teaching practices will improve 

student achievement (Vescio et al., 2008). A comprehensive review of the literature 

conducted by Vescio et al. (2008) suggests that there is evidence that PLCs impact 

teaching and learning. Eight studies (Berry, Johnson, & Montgomery; 2005; Bolam et al., 

2005; Hollins et al., 2004; Louis & Marks, 1998; Phillips, 2003; Strahan, 2003; Supovitz, 

2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003) examined the relationship between teachers’ active 

participation in PLCs and student achievement, the studies concluded that student 

learning improved when teachers actively participated in PLCs. A large-scale study in 

England (Bolam et al., 2005) determined that there is a statistically significant link 
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between the strength of PLC characteristics and student achievement at both primary and 

secondary school levels. In studies reported by Louis and Marks (1998), the results 

indicated that stronger PLCs yielded higher student achievement. Findings by Supovitz 

(2002) and Supovitz and Christman (2003) showed that significant gains in student 

achievement occurred when staff was engaged in both “structured, sustained, and 

supported instructional discussions and investigated the relationships between 

instructional practices and student work” (p. 5).  

There is compelling research suggesting that teachers acting in collaborative 

groups are most effective when they plan together and learn together (Hord & Tobia, 

2012; Louis, Kruse, & Associates, 1995; McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1997). Little (1982) conducted case studies to investigate the impact of teachers 

working collegially on student achievement. She concluded that teachers’ collegial 

relationships have demonstrated to be a factor in improving schools and increasing 

student achievement (Little, 1990).  Rosenholtz (1989) attempted a large-scale statistical 

analysis of the relationship between teacher collaboration and student achievement. He 

concluded that schools with high levels of collaboration and professional sharing are 

more likely to have higher levels of student achievement (Hord & Tobia, 2012).  DuFour 

(2003) argues that effective principals do not settle for what is now passing as 

collaboration in many schools. True collaboration is more than a group of teachers 

willing to work together and it does not happen by chance (DuFour, 2003). Principals 

need to “work with staff to create a systematic process in which teachers work together to 

analyze and impact professional practice to improve their individual and collective 

results” (DuFour, 2003, p. 3).  
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For a PLC to operate, the principal’s leadership must create an inclusive culture 

that fosters both adult and student learning (Thompson, Gregg, & Niska, 2004). The 

learning community starts with the principal becoming a “lead teacher and lead learner, 

and steward of the learning process as a whole” (Senge, 2000, p. 15). Research indicates 

that teacher collaboration is essential to school improvement and to increasing student 

achievement. However, the infrastructure within a school must support this collaboration, 

as well as a culture that reinforces learning for all staff (Harris, 2003). PLCs can promote 

the conditions within a school for teachers and principals to interact and engage in ways 

to increase student learning (Horn & Little, 2010). 

PLCs require principals to take a different approach to school leadership (Ogawa 

& Bossert, 2000). Emihovich and Battaglia (2000) determined that many principals still 

perceive their primary responsibilities as building and program managers. This technical, 

rational perspective promotes hierarchical structures that hinder collaboration among 

school staff (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000). It is clear that this approach to school leadership 

sharply contrasts the leadership required for principals to lead PLCs (Williams, 2006). 

According to Lambert (2000), in PLCs leadership must become a shared process that 

recognizes the potential of teacher collaboration and builds leadership capacity within 

staff. Principals become co-learners alongside their staff. Additionally, principals model 

and facilitate learning through questioning, investigating, and seeking solutions to 

improve student achievement (Klein-Kracht, 1993; Harris, 2003).  

If educators engage in collaborative cultures where sharing ideas can increase 

student achievement, then principal leadership responsibilities that focus on PLCs should 

further enhance student learning. Leadership plays a significant role in determining the 

success of a school and “the principal plays a critical role in the development of 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

57  

professional learning communities, forging the conditions that give rise to the growth of 

learning communities in schools” (Louis, Kruse, & Raywid, 1996, p. 19). In PLCs, a 

principal’s leadership can provide opportunities for teachers, administrators, and students 

to learn (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000).   

Leadership  

 Scholars and writers have offered hundreds of definitions for the term leadership 

(Daft, 2008). Defining leadership is an elusive problem because the nature of leadership 

itself is complex (Daft, 2008). Perhaps this is the reason there have been over twenty-six 

thousand books published on the subject of leadership (Reeves, 2002). Although 

leadership has been studied for well over four millennia, the topic continues to be studied 

frequently from many different lenses and perspectives (Daft, 2008). Leadership is a 

major component that determines success for organizations like schools. Still, definitions 

for leadership vary greatly. According to Bass (1990) “there are almost as many different 

definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept” 

(p. 11). Many agree that we recognize great leadership and we know who great leaders 

are. Bennis (2009) agreed in his comparison of leadership and beauty when he stated, 

“hard to define, but you know it when you see it” (p. xxx).  

Defining and Conceptualizing Leadership 

According to Rost (1993), there are 221 different definitions and concepts of 

leadership. Bass (2000; 2008) argued that searching for a single definition for leadership 

is pointless. Leadership studies show there are many theoretical approaches that explain 

the complexities of the leadership process (Bass, 1990; Bryman, 1992; Day & Antonakis, 

2012; Rost, 1991). Conceptually, leadership can be described as a trait or behavior, or 
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viewed as an information-processing perspective or relational standpoint (Northouse, 

2013).  

Despite the multitude of ways that leadership is defined and conceptualized, 

Northouse (2013) posited that four central ideas of the leadership phenomena can be 

identified: (a) leadership is a process, (b) leadership involves influence, (c) leadership 

occurs in groups, and (d) leadership involves common goals. Northouse (2013) defined 

leadership from these four ideas claiming leadership “is as a process whereby an 

individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal” (p. 5). When 

leadership is described as a process, it makes the phenomenon an interactive event 

implying that a leader affects the group and is affected by the group (Northouse, 2013). 

Furthermore, this makes leadership accessible to everyone (Northouse, 2013). As a 

process, leadership can be learned through observing the leadership behaviors of leaders 

(Jago, 1982). 

Oftentimes, leadership is confused with management because there is overlap 

between them in that they both involve influencing others, working with people, and 

accomplishing goals (Northouse, 2013). However, leadership is different from 

management. Kotter (1990) states that management seeks order and stability while 

leadership seeks adaptive and constructive change. Kotter (1988) sees management as 

being concerned with the nuts and bolts of planning, organizing, and controlling, while he 

views leadership as being a process of visioning, networking, and building relationships. 

Other scholars like Benus and Naus (1985) argue that leadership and management are 

distinct from each other. This distinction is clearly made when they stated that, “managers 

are people who do things right and leaders are people who do the right thing” (p. 221). 
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Defining leadership may depend on the specific aspect of leadership that is of 

interest to the individual (Bass, 2008). Northouse (2013) stated that leadership is 

nonexistent without influence. DuFour and Marzano (2011) stress the importance of 

influence and leadership stating, “leadership is ultimately about the ability to influence 

others” (p. 3). Daft (2008) agrees that leadership influences the relationship among 

leaders and followers yet adds that an important aspect of leadership is influencing others 

to come together around a shared vision (Daft, 2008). Classifying leadership can be done 

by focusing on group processes, by conceptualizing leadership from a personality 

perspective, by defining it as an act or behavior, by addressing it from a skills 

perspective, or by viewing it as a transformational process (Bass, 1990). Leadership is a 

complex process that has multiple dimensions (Northouse, 2013). More importantly, 

leadership theories can inform the practice of leadership and improve organizations. To 

understand leadership as it is perceived and practiced today, it is important to recognize 

that the concept of leadership has evolved over time through the development of theories 

about leadership practices.   

Leadership Theories 

There are many commonly categorized theories of leadership that are used to 

define the leader. The Great Man Theory, Trait Theory, Behavioral Theories, 

Contingency Theories, Situational Leadership, Transactional Theories, and 

Transformational Theories that range from focusing on behaviors and characteristics of 

successful leaders to examining the role of followers and the contextual aspect of 

leadership (Bolden, Gosling, Marturano, & Dennison, 2003). Table 2.1 lists the 

leadership theory and gives a brief description of that respective theory. 
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Table 2.1 

Leadership Theories and Their Respective Descriptions 

Leadership Theory Description of Theory 

Great Man Theory  

Based on the belief that leaders are exceptional people, 
born with innate qualities, destined to lead. The use of the 
term 'man' was intentional since until the latter part of the 
twentieth century leadership was thought of as a concept, 
which is primarily male, military and Western. This led to 
the next school of Trait Theories 

Trait Theory  

The lists of traits or qualities associated with leadership 
exist in abundance and continue to be produced. They 
draw on virtually all the adjectives in the dictionary which 
describe some positive or virtuous human attribute, from 
ambition to zest for life  

Behaviorist Theory  

These concentrate on what leaders actually do, rather than 
on their qualities. Different patterns of behavior are 
observed and categorized as 'styles of leadership'. This 
area has probably attracted most attention from practicing 
managers  

Situational Leadership  

This approach sees leadership as specific to the situation 
in which it is being exercised. For example, whilst some 
situations may require an autocratic style, others may need 
a more participative approach. It also proposes that there 
may be differences in required leadership styles at 
different levels in the same organization  

Contingency Theory  

This is a refinement of the situational viewpoint and 
focuses on identifying the situational variables which best 
predict the most appropriate or effective leadership style 
to fit the particular circumstances  

Transactional Theory  

This approach emphasizes the importance of the 
relationship between leader and followers, focusing on the 
mutual benefits derived from a form of 'contract' through 
which the leader delivers such things as rewards or 
recognition in return for the commitment or loyalty of the 
followers  

Transformational Theory  
The central concept here is change and the role of 
leadership in envisioning and implementing the 
transformation of organizational performance 

Note. Adapted from “A Review of Leadership Theory and Competency Frameworks” by 
R. Bolden, J. Gosling, A. Marturano, and P. Dennison, 2003, Centre of Leadership 
Studies.  
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The Great Man Theory 

  Great Man Theory is the initial starting point from which much of the leadership 

literature derives (Bass, 1990; Bennis, 2003; Burns, 1978). The Great Man Theory of 

leadership is based on the assumption that leadership traits are inherited and distinguish 

leaders from non-leaders (Day & Zaccaro, 2007). Therefore, leaders are born. In other 

words, unless you are born with the trait(s) you cannot and will not become a successful 

leader. According to Pierce & Newstrom (2006) leadership was a phenomenon that 

resided within the leader, ignoring the followers and any relationship between them. This 

20th century research concentrated on determining specific traits that clearly differentiated 

leaders from followers (Bass, 1990; Jago, 1982). 

Trait Theory 

Trait theory arose from the Great Man Theory and suggests that there are certain 

innate qualities or characteristics that differentiate between leaders and non-leaders 

(Northouse, 2013). This theory sought to identify the common attributes that comprised 

effective leaders. Traits such as self-confidence, sociability, adaptability, and 

cooperativeness are thought to enable leaders to inspire other to follow (Yukl, 1981). 

Empirical evidence suggests that these leadership traits can increase the likelihood of a 

leader’s effectiveness (Yukl, 1981). According to Bolden, Gosling, Marturano, and 

Dennison (2003) it was believed that through this approach critical leadership traits could 

be isolated and that people with such traits could then be put into leadership positions. In 

a number of cases there were traits that were consistent among effective leaders, but most 

of the findings were inconclusive (Bolden et al., 2003). Attempts to isolate common traits 

in effective leaders were unsuccessful and led to the decreased popularity of Trait Theory 

(Goffee & Jones, 2006).  



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

62  

A study in 1948 conducted by Stodgill redirected the focus of leadership from 

looking purely at the traits of leaders to highlighting the impact of situations on leaders 

(Northouse, 2013). “Rather than being a quality that individuals possess, leadership was 

reconceptualized as a relationship between people in a social situation” (Northouse, 2013, 

p. 19). Explaining how traits influence leadership has generated much interest among 

researchers. The trait approach has generated a new interest in visionary and charismatic 

leadership (Bass, 1990; Bennis & Naus, 1985; Nadler & Tushman, 1989; Northouse, 

2013; Zaccaro, 2007; Zaleznik, 1977). The trait approach began by identifying the 

qualities of great leaders, then shifted to include the situational impact on leadership, and 

has shifted back to reemphasize the role of traits in effective leadership (Northouse, 

2013). 

Behavioral Theory  

The behavior approach suggests that anyone who adopts the appropriate behavior 

can be a good leader (Daft, 2008). This theory looks at the behaviors that leaders engage 

in, rather than looking for the traits a leader possesses (Daft, 2008). Researchers have 

determined that leadership is composed of two kinds of behavior: task behaviors and 

relationship behaviors (Northouse, 2013). The effectiveness of the leader depends on the 

balance of these two behaviors and combined, they form the core of the leadership 

process (Northouse, 2013). This approach allows leaders to reflect on their own style, 

assess their actions, and change their behaviors to be more effective (Northouse, 2013). 

This style originated from research in the Ohio State studies and the Michigan State 

studies (Northouse, 2013). Essentially, the goal was to determine a universal theory of 

leadership that could explain leadership effectiveness in all situations. However, 

researchers have not been able to find a universal style of leadership that is effective in 
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every situation (Northouse, 2013). Additionally, the research has not established a link 

between task and relationship behaviors and outcomes like morale, job satisfaction, and 

productivity (Northouse, 2013). Certain situations may require different leadership styles 

and approaches that are dependent on the situation.   

Situational Leadership  

Situational leadership focuses on leadership in certain situations and theorizes that 

different situations demand different types of leadership (Northouse, 2013). Situational 

leadership requires effective leaders to adapt styles to match the competence and 

commitment of the staff (Northouse, 2013). Hersey and Blanchard (1996) state that in the 

workplace leadership is done with people, rather than to people. Furthermore, their model 

suggests that the leadership style is predicated upon the developmental needs of the 

leader’s staff (Northouse, 2013). In addition, this leadership style recognizes the need for 

behavior flexibility (Yukl, 1981). A focus on the behavior of the leader would suggest 

that anyone could become an effective leader by employing a certain set of practices 

(Daft, 2008). However, researchers couldn’t determine one leadership style that is 

effective in all situations or find any consistent link between leadership styles and 

performance outcomes leading to the notion that different situations require different 

leadership styles (Northouse, 2013; Yukl, 2006).  

Contingency Theory 

Contingency theory focuses on the relations between the situation of leaders’ 

work and their actions, goals, and behaviors (Fiedler, 1973). Some researchers have 

studied the situational aspects as relations between leaders and followers and the extent to 

which the leadership task is structured (Fiedler, 1970). Other researchers have mainly 

concentrated on the followers’ readiness to achieve the goals set by the leader (Hersey & 
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Blanchard, 1977). Daft (2008) states that the most important contingencies to leadership 

are the situation and its followers. “Within the framework of contingency theory, 

leadership styles are described as task motivated or relationship motivated” (Northouse, 

2013, p. 123). Leaders who are task motivated are concerned with reaching goals, 

whereas leaders who are relationship motivated are concerned with developing 

relationships (Northouse, 2013). Understanding the contingency approaches can help 

leaders adapt their approach depending on many factors, but it is important to recognize 

that leaders develop their ability to adapt through experience and practice (Daft, 2008).  

Transactional Leadership 

Exhibiting transactional leadership means that the followers comply with the 

leader in exchange for praise and rewards or to avoid disciplinary action (Bass, Avolio, 

Jung, Berson, 2003). Transactional leadership is based on a give and take exchange 

between leaders and followers (Daft, 2008). The followers receive recognition, such as 

rewards for job performance, and the leader benefits form the completion of the tasks 

(Daft, 2008). Transactional leaders focus on running a smooth and efficient organization 

(Daft, 2008). These leaders tend to plan and budget well and can be an effective 

leadership style that helps to improve productivity and morale (Daft, 2008). Transactional 

leadership requires subordinates to commit to following the rules (Daft, 2008). While this 

helps to maintain stability, this style does not promote change (Daft, 2008). These leaders 

do not usually strive for cultural change in the organization and work within the existent 

culture. Organizational success is largely dependent upon continuous change and 

effective leaders may want to use different approaches to accomplish success (Daft, 

2008).  
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Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership is a process whereby a person engages with others to 

create connections that raise morale and motivation in both leaders and followers 

(Northouse, 2013). This encompassing approach can influence followers on a one-to-one 

level or influence the culture of an entire organization (Northouse, 2013). Downton 

(1973) first coined the term transformational leadership stating that for modern 

organizations to function in changing environments, they will need to undergo radical and 

transformational changes.  Burns (1978) introduced the concept of transforming 

leadership while studying leadership in politics. He describes it as an “ongoing process in 

which leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of morality and 

motivation” (p. 20). In addition, Burns (1978) believes that transformational leaders focus 

on higher order intrinsic needs, rather than short term goals to motivate people. These 

transformational leaders appeal to their followers by modeling higher ideals and values, 

while simultaneously displaying the type of charisma that attracts people and inspires 

them to follow. Leaders who exhibit transformational leadership motivate followers to 

support the greater good and develop to their fullest potential (Avolio, 1999; Bass & 

Avolio, 1990a; Kuhnert, 1994; Northouse, 2013). The key to transformational leadership 

is that leaders create a culture in which employees feel empowered and encouraged to 

discuss freely and try new things (Northouse, 2013).   

The 21 Responsibilities of School Leadership 

A meta-analysis of school research (Marzano et al., 2005) examined the literature 

from 1978 to 2001 for general leadership factors that have a statistically significant 

relationship with student achievement.  The overall finding was that there is a statistically 

significant relationship between the characteristics of school leaders and student 
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achievement data (Marzano et al., 2005). In addition, 21 leadership responsibilities were 

found to correlate with student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). For the purposes of 

this study the leadership framework will be based on the 21 Leadership Responsibilities 

of Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005), because each responsibility has been 

correlated to student achievement. These specific leadership behaviors allow principals to 

focus “on the notion that effective leadership means more than simply knowing what to 

do – it’s knowing when, how, and why to do it” (Waters et al., 2003). 

Principal Leadership and Student Achievement  

According to Marzano et al. (2005), “An effective principal is thought to be a 

necessary precondition for an effective school” (p. 5). Witziers, Bosker, and Krüger 

(2003) concur that educational leadership is an important characteristic of effective 

schools. In fact, the literature is saturated with increasing evidence that leadership makes 

a difference and the role of the principal is an important component in the process of 

schooling (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Marzano et al., 2005; Quinn, 2002; Waters, 

Marzano, & McNulty, 2003). Research over the last three decades supports the 

relationship between principal leadership and student achievement (Andrews & Soder, 

1987; Hallinger, Bickman, & Davis, 1996; Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Heck, 1992; 

Leithwood & Riehl, 2003; Quinn, 2002; Waters et al., 2003) and suggests that the 

principal directly and indirectly impacts student achievement (Carrier, 2012; Hallinger & 

Heck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000, Marzano et al., 2005). Other researchers and 

scholars attest that school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence 

on student learning (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al, 2004; Leithwood, Harris, 

& Hopkins, 2008; Marzano et al., 2005; Waters et al., 2003). Leithwood and Riehl 

(2003), Hallinger and Heck (1998), Waters et al. (2003), and Marzano et al (2005) have 
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conducted reviews and meta-analysis of research that examines the relationship between 

principal leadership and student achievement. Each research group’s conclusions have 

yielded frameworks for connecting the influence of the principal with student 

achievement.  

The Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL) is an 

organization that has completed several meta-analytic studies focusing on the successful 

practices of effective schools, principals, and teachers (Waters & Cameron, 2007). 

McREL conducted three major quantitative studies between 1998 and 2003 on the effects 

of classroom, school, and leadership practices on student achievement (Waters & 

Cameron, 2007). The first study reported on nine clusters of research-based instructional 

strategies with statistically significant effects on student achievement (Marzano, 1998; 

Marzano, Gaddy, & Dean, 2000). The second study reported on school practices along 

with statistically significant effects on student achievement (Marzano, 2000; 2003). These 

two studies led to McREL’s meta-analysis of school-level leadership and its effects on 

student achievement (Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2003).  

 This analysis that began in 2001 reviewed more than 5,000 studies that purported 

to have examined the effects of principal leadership on student achievement (Waters & 

Cameron, 2007). Out of the 5,000 studies, 69 were selected based on criteria such as the 

quality of design, rigor, reliability, and relevance of data. These studies included over 

14,000 teacher ratings of principal leadership for 2,802 principals (Waters & Cameron, 

2007). Additionally, ratings of principal leadership were correlated with over 1.4 million 

student achievement scores. All 69 studies shared four characteristics: 
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•   The dependent variable in each study was student achievement (Waters & 

Cameron, 2007). 

•   The independent variable in each study was leadership (Waters & Cameron, 

2007). 

•   Student achievement measures were all quantitative and standardized (Waters & 

Cameron, 2007). 

•   Measures of school-level leadership were all quantitative and standardized 

(Waters & Cameron, 2007). 

This large-scale quantitative meta-analysis of 69 studies by Marzano et al. (2005) 

identified 21 responsibilities of school leaders and calculated an average correlation 

between each responsibility and the measure of student achievement. For example, the 

responsibility of Relationships has a correlation of .18. According to Marzano et al. 

(2005), “a correlation of .18 implies that an increase in a principal’s effectiveness in 

Relationships from the 50th percentile to the 84th percentile is associated with an increase 

in a school’s achievement from the 50th percentile to the 57th percentile” (p. 63). This 

clearly suggests that the responsibility of Relationships substantially influences student 

achievement (Marzano et al., 2005).  

In this study, the principal practices that implement, support, and sustain PLCs in 

high schools will be examined. The findings can be examined to determine if there are 

commonalities between the findings of the study and the responsibilities identified by 

Marzano et al. (2005). For the purposes of this study, the meta-analysis performed by 

Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) will serve as the framework for the relationship 

between principal leadership and student achievement. This large-scale quantitative meta-
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analysis identified 21 leadership responsibilities and calculated an average correlation 

between each responsibility and the measure of student achievement. The results of the 

Marzano et al. study are displayed in Table 2.2. The average correlation calculated is .25 

indicating “principals can have a profound effect on the achievement of students in their 

school” (p. 38).  

Table 2.2 

The 21 Responsibilities and Their Correlations (r) with Student Academic Achievement 

Responsibility 2005 Description Correlation 

(1) Affirmation Recognizes and celebrates 
accomplishments and acknowledges failure 

.19 

(2) Change Agent Is willing to challenge and actively 
challenges the status quo 

.25 

(3) Contingent Reward Recognizes and rewards individual 
accomplishments 

.24 

(4) Communication Establishes strong lines of communication 
with and among teachers and students 

.23 

(5) Culture Fosters shared beliefs and a sense of 
community and cooperation 

.25 

(6) Discipline Protects teachers from issues and 
influences that would detract from their 
teaching time or focus 

.27 

(7) Flexibility Adapts his or her leadership behavior to the 
needs of the current situation and is 
comfortable with dissent 

.28 

(8) Focus Establishes clear goals and keeps those 
goals in the forefront of the school’s 
attention 

.24 

(9) Ideals/Beliefs Communicates and operates from strong 
ideals and beliefs about schooling 

.22 

(10) Input Involves teachers in the design and 
implementation of important decisions and 
policies 

.25 

(11) Intellectual 
stimulation 

Ensures faculty and staff are aware of the 
most current theories and practices and 
makes the discussion of these a regular 
aspect of the school’s culture 

.24 
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(12) Involvement in 
curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment 

Is directly involved in the design and 
implementation of curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment practices 

.20 
 

(13) Knowledge of 
curriculum, instruction, 
and assessment  

Is knowledgeable about current curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment practices 

.25  

(14) Monitoring/ 
Evaluating 

Monitors the effectiveness of school 
practices and their impact on student 
learning 

.27 

(15) Optimizer Inspires and leads new and challenging 
innovations 

.20 

(16) Order Establishes a set of standard operating 
procedures and routines 

.25 

(17) Outreach Is an advocate and spokesperson for the 
school to all stakeholders 

.27 

(18) Relationships Demonstrates an awareness of the personal 
aspects of teachers and staff 

.18 

(19) Resources Provides teachers with materials and 
professional development necessary for the 
successful execution of their jobs 

.25 

(20) Situational 
Awareness 

Is aware of the details and undercurrents in 
the running of the school and uses this 
information to address current and 
potential problems 

.33 

(21) Visibility Has quality contact and interactions with 
teachers and students 

.20 

Note. Adapted from School Leadership that Works: From Research to Results, by R. J. Marzano, T. Waters, 
and B. A. McNulty, 2005, Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
 
These responsibilities are not new to the literature on leadership. However, “what is new 

to the literature about leadership is the quantification of the relationship each 

responsibility has with student achievement” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 62). 

The Role of the Principal in PLCs 

There are four basic roles and responsibilities of a principal in a school-based PLC 

(Eaker, DuFour, & DuFour, 2002). These include focusing on student and teacher 
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learning, fostering the development of a collaborative culture, monitoring the progress of 

the intended results, and allowing members of the PLC to collaborate for the purposes of 

student learning and supporting the vision. It is clear that the principal plays an integral 

role in leading and sustaining PLCs (Copland, 2003; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Schmoker, 

1999).  

A key motivating factor in a PLC is how well responsibility and authority are 

distributed and shared between the principal and the staff (Cormier & Olivier, 2009; Hord 

& Sommers, 2008). “Distributed leadership calls on teachers to conceive of their roles 

differently and to assume different responsibilities, mostly beyond the classroom and 

often for purposes of school-level improvement” (Louis, Meyrowetz, Smiley, & Murphy, 

2008, p. 160). Distributive leadership recognizes that leadership involves multiple 

individuals and encompasses both formal and informal leadership practices (Harris & 

Jones, 2010). Sharing leadership “provides the infrastructure that holds the community 

together, as it is the collective work of educators, at multiple levels who are leading 

innovative work that creates and sustains successful professional learning communities” 

(Harris & Jones, 2010, p. 174). Broadening the base of leadership allows principals to 

make longer lasting contributions (Fullan, 1997). In addition, sharing leadership 

responsibilities contributes to a positive school culture and development of a PLC 

(O’Malley, 2010). 

Changing the culture of any school through PLCs is a challenging task (Louis, 

2008). An important reason is that principals want to change everything in their schools 

except for their own practice (Louis, 2008). Facilitating organizational change requires a 

principal to engage in deep personal change (Quinn, 1996). This personal change must be 

visible to staff and the commitment of the principal participating in the PLC is crucial 
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(Louis, 2008). The staff must view principals as active members of the PLCs, which 

allows them to question their own practices (Louis, 2008). This requires the principal to 

be the impetus for change (Senge et al., 2000). Principals are “lead teacher and lead 

learner, and steward of the learning process as a whole” (Senge et al., 2000, p. 20).  

According to Fullan (2016) lead learner is not a vague concept. The principal 

affects school culture indirectly but does very specific actions that improve learning 

(Fullan, 2016). The actions seek to increase the learning of both staff and students. The 

principal leads the school toward a collaborative culture by expanding leadership capacity 

(Hipp & Huffman, 2010). Building leadership capacity empowers staff to behave 

differently (Mullen & Schunk, 2010). Within a PLC, empowering staff encourages 

collegial decision-making and power-sharing between administration and staff (Mullen, 

2009). This sharply contrasts the normal perspective of a principal who is described as 

“the anointed leader through which all change originates and flows and through which 

accountability is solely rooted” (Mullen & Schunk, 2010, p. 189). It is clear that the role 

of the principal within a successful PLC is a change from the traditional way of thinking 

and acting (Mullen & Schunk, 2010). 

Principals play a key role in the success or failure of PLCs within their schools 

(Hord & Tobia, 2012). Within a successful PLC, the responsibilities of the principal 

include supporting staff in continuous learning, sharing decision making, building 

leadership capacity, communicating the vision of the school, and holding high 

expectations for student achievement (Morrisey, 2000). However, there is no simple 

roadmap that describes how to create and sustain PLCs (Louis, 2008). Louis (2008) states 

about PLCs:  

We know what it looks like when we see it, and we know a great deal about what 
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supports it, but in the end, it consists of a set of dynamic relationships embedded 

in a supportive school culture. Providing direction that promotes and sustains 

these relationships under conditions of accountability and uncertainty is a 

demanding task, and requires familiarity with, and the ability to apply, an 

understanding of cultural leadership (p. 55).  

This requires leaders to cultivate the development of relationships among staff (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010).  

Principals are in the best position to develop relationships because they can 

positively affect trust within a school (Bryk, Bender Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & 

Easton, 2010; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Hallam, Smith, Hite, Hite, & Wilcox, 2015; 

Moye, Henkin, & Egley, 2005). When teachers trust the principal, there is a tendency for 

teachers to trust their colleagues (Hoy, 1992; Kochanek, 2005). The behaviors of a 

principal are linked to trust and have been shown to influence teacher motivation, job 

satisfaction, learning, and collaboration (Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; 

Tschannen-Moran, 2001). When a culture of trust exists, staff is enabled to take risks and 

share ideas (Hoy, Gage, & Tarter, 2006; Tschannen-Moran, 2001). In addition, schools 

with high levels of trust experience high levels of collaboration (Tschannen-Moran, 

2001). In order for students to achieve academically, principals need to build upon the 

trust within a staff because developing strong relationships, collaborating effectively, and 

high-quality teaching and learning is dependent upon it (Bryk & Schneider, 2004; 

Goddard, Tschannen-Moran, & Hoy, 2001). Increasing trust amongst staff enhances their 

collective responsibility for student learning (Bryk & Schneider, 2004).   

Principals leading successful PLCs have integrated the two distinct terms 

professional learning and community within their school (Mullen & Schunk, 2010). In 
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addition, they have shaped the culture of their school by acting as agents of change 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008). It is imperative that the principal 

promotes the shared vision of the school by leading a community of life-long learners 

(Barth, 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord & Sommers, 2008). PLCs are premised on 

the idea that all students can learn and principals need to believe that teachers are willing 

to continue learning (Barth, 2005). Principals must model lifelong learning and strive 

toward building a staff of lifelong learners (Barth, 2005). 

According to Hord (2008), “The school principal is often the catalyst for 

launching a PLC and for the staff’s development into a way of working collaboratively, 

sharing expertise, wisdom, and craft knowledge with colleagues” (p. 384). For staff 

development to occur, the principal, needs to ensure that the supportive structural and 

supportive relational conditions are in place to develop and sustain a PLC (Hord, 2008). 

There are many roles that principals have within a PLC. However, it is clear that 

principals who lead schools with effective PLCs have provided opportunities for 

developing a culture that incorporates the six dimensions of a PLC (Hord & Tobia, 2012; 

Spear, 2014). 
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Summary of Chapter 2 

In order for schools to be equipped to effectively address state and federal 

mandates, an increasingly diverse student body, new teaching and learning standards, and 

a myriad of other challenges, the ability to adapt to changes and improve is paramount 

(Hord & Sommers, 2008; Huffman & Hipp, 2010). This challenges schools and the 

principals who lead them because “people embrace progress but loathe change” (Johnson, 

2005, p. 5). To change people’s behaviors requires a community where new ideas and 

beliefs can be expressed and nurtured (Gladwell, 2000). These communities are built 

upon the leadership and staff’s ability to continuously improve, adapt, and collaborate to 

solve the complex challenges that continue to arise in schools (Fullan, 2016).  

The literature indicates that Professional Learning Communities are a real 

possibility for addressing issues of reform, teacher isolation, and student and adult 

learning, because leaders work to establish a collaborative culture where everyone learns 

together to support student achievement (Huffman & Hipp, 2010). PLCs are a powerful 

strategy for developing these cultures “provided they are seen as deep-learning cultures” 

(Fullan, 2016, p. 229) and delve into systemic cultural change. PLCs allow meaningful 

collaboration between educators that fosters a culture of continuous inquiry and 

improvement (Hord, 1997). 

The conceptual frameworks that were critical in this literature review about PLCs 

and school leadership were Senge’s (1990) five disciplines of learning organizations, 

Hord’s (1997) dimensions of PLCs and Marzano, Waters, and McNulty’s (2005) 21 

Leadership Responsibilities. These three frameworks have been pivotal in the literature 

and in research, however, Hord’s (1997) five dimensions of PLCs provided the most 

thorough lens for this study to pursue the research on PLCs and her work is critical in the 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

76  

application of PLCs in an educational setting. The original work of Hord (1997) 

identified and defined five dimensions to which more recent research by Hord and Tobia 

(2012) redefined PLCs into six dimensions to further clarify the attributes. The six 

dimensions of a PLC identified, defined, and investigated in this study are: (a) shared and 

supportive leadership; (b) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (c) collective learning and 

application; (d) shared personal and collective practice; (e) supportive structural 

conditions; and (f) supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 

2008; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). 

The six dimensions of PLCs help build a culture that seeks to continually improve 

rather than reengineer or restructure (Louis, 2006). It is clear that PLCs are a cultural 

change and “not an innovation to be implemented” (Louis, 2006, p. 482). However, this 

professional community of learners directs its efforts toward increased student learning 

(Hord, 1997; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). The educational community widely accepts 

the value of Professional Learning Communities in improving student learning (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis & Kruse, 1995; 

Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Olivier & Hipp, 2006; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sackney, 

Mitchell, & Walker, 2005; Schmoker, 2006). Schools that embrace PLCs have leaders 

who understand that leadership is a shared process (Lambert, 2000). In addition, these 

leaders recognize the importance of teacher collaboration and building leadership 

capacity (Lambert, 2000).   

Many different leadership theories have been extensively researched and studied 

(Northouse, 2013). However, within the context of schools the leadership of the principal 

has been evolving as administrators and staff collaborate, support each other’s growth, 

and redefine their professional roles (Hoerr, 1996). Principal leadership is shifting from 
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an individual to an organizational capacity (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000). This allows the 

principal to focus on providing the resources, so all students, staff, and administrators 

have quality learning opportunities (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000).  

Research suggests principal leadership directly and indirectly impacts student 

achievement (Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 2003; Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & 

Hopkins, 2006; Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, Marzano, 

Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). It is apparent that no one 

leadership skill, style, or behavior can be responsible for the success of a school 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Creating the culture and conditions that support a professional 

community of learners requires a complex combination of 21 Leadership Responsibilities 

(Marzano et al., 2005).  

The conceptual framework underlying this study on principal leadership is the 

quantitative meta-analysis performed by Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) and the 

creation of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities that are correlated to student achievement. 

These leadership responsibilities are not new to the literature; however, the research 

determined a direct relationship between the responsibilities and student achievement 

(Marzano et al., 2005). This leadership framework was chosen because this study may 

serve as a tool for school principals to apply the findings from the 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities (Marzano et al., (2005) into their own leadership behaviors and practice. 

Furthermore, 66 leadership practices have been identified and grouped into 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005).  

In PLCs, it is important for the principal to participate in the implementation of all 

six PLC dimensions (Hord & Tobia, 2012). The role of the principal is essential in 

implementing, supporting, and sustaining Professional Learning Communities (Combs, 
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Edmonson, & Harris, 2013; Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert, 

2006). Actively participating in PLCS allows the principal to serve as the lead learner so 

that the learning culture truly becomes established (Fullan, 2016)). Researchers have 

identified suggestions as to how the principal can utilize the six attributes that comprise 

PLCs to improve student learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).       

It is quite evident that both PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) and the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) have been shown to increase student 

achievement. However, little research has been devoted to specifically examining what 

reform efforts are happening in high schools across the state of Massachusetts where 

students are demonstrating high levels of academic growth, determining the leadership 

practices and behaviors that these principals are utilizing, and understanding how PLCs 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented in the high growth high 

schools. Thus, there is a need to extend previous research by conducting an explanatory 

sequential mixed methods design focused on examining what is happening in high 

schools in Massachusetts that are showing high levels of student growth for consecutive 

years, determining which practices and behaviors these principals are utilizing, and 

learning how PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design and Methodology 

Structure of the Research Design and Methodology 

 This chapter provides an overview of the problem, the purpose of this study, and 

the research questions which sought to investigate what reform efforts are happening in 

high schools that have demonstrated high levels of student academic growth. Secondly, 

this researcher examined the leadership behaviors and practices of these principals, and 

determined if, and how, the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) 

were being implemented. Finally, there is the methodology section, which describes 

quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research. The justification for using an 

explanatory sequential mixed methods approach for this research follows. This chapter 

also includes a description of the sample and population of participants being studied, the 

ethical considerations, the data collection methods, and data analysis.   

Educators want all students to perform at high levels (Hord & Hirsh, 2008). 

However, many students are not performing at optimum levels. With scores from national 

assessments such as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) flat-lining 

or declining (Strauss, 2015), schools are searching for reforms to remedy the situation. 

For many schools, addressing this means instituting quick-fix programs, or adding 

resources such as more technology or tutoring services (Hord & Hirsh, 2008). However, 

this has not always been effective, and these reform efforts are unsustainable.  

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can be a means for schools to 

function differently by allowing teachers time to collaborate and learn from one another 

(Hord & Hirsh, 2008). Additionally, there is a large body of research that suggests PLCs 

can impact student learning (Berry et al., 2005; Bolam et al., 2005; Vescio, Ross, & 

Adams, 2008). Implementing and sustaining PLCSs in schools involves changing the 
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context in which people work (Fullan, 2016). The context, such as the structures and 

cultures educators work in, helps change people’s behavior (Gladwell, 2000). 

Professional learning communities offer “a structure that accelerates and supports the 

professional learning of adults in the school in a community setting” (Hord & Hirsch, 

2008, p. 23).  

PLCs allow teachers to engage in collaborative work where teachers learn from 

one another (Hord, 1997). This collaboration helps support teachers and provides “the 

opportunity to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to help all children succeed in 

all our schools” (Hord & Hirsch, 2008, p. 23). There are many definitions of PLCs; 

however, each definition includes collaboration that is focused on improving teachers’ 

practice to ultimately increase student learning (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006).  Hord 

(1997) defines PLCs as communities of continuous inquiry and improvement. For the 

purposes of this study, Hord’s definition will serve as a major framework for examining 

PLCs in the sample schools. 

There are six dimensions that comprise PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 

The distinct dimensions include (1) supportive and shared leadership; (2) shared beliefs, 

values, and vision; (3) intentional collective learning and its application; (4) shared 

personal and collective practice; (5) supportive structural conditions; and (6) supportive 

relational conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). These attributes give leaders a 

guide as to what PLCs should include, but few leaders have been successful in sustaining 

PLCs within their schools (Huffman & Hipp, 2010). Sustaining PLCs involves the 

practices and behaviors of principals that create a collaborative culture where staff 

members learn from each other (Huffman & Hipp, 2010). According to Wortham (2008), 
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“Leadership provides the necessary framework within which professional learning 

communities are created and sustained” (p. 161).  

The principal is essential in implementing successful PLCs (Combs, Edmonson, 

& Harris; Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Research 

indicates that the principal has an impact on student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 

2010; Marzano et al., 2005; Vescio, Ross, & Adam, 2008). Marzano, Waters, and 

McNulty (2005) conducted a meta-analysis on leadership that resulted in a set of 21 

Leadership Responsibilities that have been determined to have a statistically significant 

relationship to student achievement.     

Problem and Purposes Overview 

Many researchers and scholars believe that the role of the principal is critical for 

both the successful implementation and sustainability of PLCs (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Fleming & Leo, 1999; Hipp & Huffman, 2007; Hord, 1997; Hord & Sommers, 2008, 

Huffman, 2003; Wells & Feun, 2007; York-Barr & Duke, 2004) and the improvement of 

student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1996, 1999; Leithwood et al., 2004; Leithwood 

& Jantzi, 2000; Marzano et al, 2005). Much of the research on the effect that leadership 

has on student learning is unclear (Nettles & Herrington, 2007). However, Marzano et al. 

(2005) have identified 21 Leadership Responsibilities that directly correlate with student 

achievement indicating that there are identifiable behaviors principals can utilize that will 

improve students’ academic growth.  

In Massachusetts high schools, student growth is measured by the change in 

student achievement from year to year (MA DESE, 2017). Within this growth model, it is 

possible to measure how much academic progress a student or a group of students have 

made in a year in relation to the same cohort of students from a prior year (MA DESE, 
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2017).  The evidence of the research on PLCs, as well as principal practices and 

behaviors related to student achievement, suggests that these concepts have considerable 

influence on student growth and achievement. However, little research examines what 

reform efforts are happening in high schools where students are demonstrating high levels 

of academic growth, the practices principals are utilizing in these schools, and if and how 

PLCs are being implemented. This study revealed what reform efforts are happening in 

high schools where student growth is among the highest in the state of Massachusetts. 

Additionally, this study investigated the leadership behaviors and practices of these 

principals and determined if, and how, the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012) are implemented.  

Research Questions 

 The principal plays an important role in leading professional learning 

communities (Combs, Edmonson, & Harris, 2013; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; 

Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). PLCs have been 

shown to positively impact student achievement (Bolam et al., 2005; DuFour et al., 2008; 

Easton, 2011; Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006; Schmoker, 

2006; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008).  Additionally, principals can both directly and 

indirectly impact student achievement based on their actions, behaviors, and practices 

(Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005). Marzano et al 

(2005) have identified a research-based set of principal behaviors described as the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities in which each responsibility is directly correlated to student 

achievement. Since principals’ influence both PLCs and student achievement based on 

their leadership behaviors, this study investigated what reforms are happening in high 

schools that have demonstrated high levels of student growth, by examining the 
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leadership behaviors and practices of these principals and determining if and how the six 

dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented. The 

questions that were examined in this study were as follows:  

1.   What are the reform efforts happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

2.   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

3.   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)  

Methodology 

Quantitative Research 

 Quantitative research is essentially a way to explain phenomena by collecting 

data, which are analyzed using statistics (Muijs, 2004). Non-quantitative data, such as 

principals’ attitudes and beliefs, can be turned into quantitative data using the appropriate 

measuring instruments (Muijs, 2004). Quantitative research design is categorized by two 

types, experimental design and non-experimental design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; 

Muijs, 2011). These two research designs differ in what the researcher can or cannot 

control. Experimental methods can be defined as “a test under controlled conditions that 

is made to demonstrate a known truth or examine the validity of a hypothesis” (Muijs, 

2004, p. 13). In my research, I will not be able to account for extraneous influences and I 

will be using “the variable ‘as it appears’ in practice” (Muijs, 2004, p. 13). A 

nonexperimental research method, such as survey research, is efficient when collecting 

substantial amounts of data (Muijs, 2004). Survey research is common in social sciences 

and education and is useful for ensuring respondents’ anonymity, as well as studying 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

84  

relationships (Muijs, 2004). However, this research design is limited on the basis that “it 

is difficult to come to deeper understanding of processes and contextual differences” 

(Muijs, 2004, p. 45) through survey instruments. In my study, I will use a combination of 

surveys, interviews, and artifacts to triangulate data. Quantitative research alone will not 

be enough to answer the research questions this researcher is interested in answering. 

Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research explores a social or human phenomena or problem (Creswell, 

2013). The general characteristics of qualitative research are that the research: 

•   takes place in the natural setting;  

•   uses multiple methods to collect data; 

•   is emergent rather than prefigured; 

•   is fundamentally interpretive; and 

•   views the phenomena holistically.  

Additionally, the researcher filters the data through a personal lens, views the phenomena 

holistically, is reflective, uses complex reasoning that is both inductive and deductive, 

and adopts specific strategies of inquiry (Creswell, 2009, pp. 175-176).  

 The intent of qualitative research is to learn the participants’ views of the 

phenomena through open-ended questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Responses 

from the participants are usually varied, resulting in both diverse and complex answers 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

 In qualitative research, the data tend to include transcripts from interviews with 

the participants or documents such as minutes of meetings (Creswell, 2013; Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011). The researcher usually collects data from individuals to obtain more 
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depth and goes to the research site to learn about the context of the participant (Creswell 

& Plano Clark, 2011). After the data collection, analyzing the data involves making sense 

out of the text, word, and image data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). As Creswell (2009) 

explained, “It involves preparing the data for analysis, conducting different analyses, 

moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data, representing the data, and making 

an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data” (p. 183).  

 In this study, qualitative research and the data collection and analysis involved 

was a large part of this research. However, qualitative data alone was not sufficient to 

answer this researchers’ questions. This research examined what reform efforts are 

happening in high schools in Massachusetts where the students have demonstrated high 

levels of growth. In addition, this researcher sought to investigate the behaviors and 

practices of these principals and to learn if and how they are implementing the six 

dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) in their schools. Therefore, 

quantitative research and qualitative research could not suffice independently; rather a 

mixed methods approach was necessary to gather a more complete answer to the research 

questions because this researcher needed to collect both the qualitative and quantitative 

data in two sequential phases (Creswell, 2013).  

Mixed Methods Research 

Mixed methods research is a valued approach to studying problems, but the 

procedures can be quite complicated due to the time and resources needed to collect and 

analyze both quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In this 

study, it is important that the qualitative data set, the principal interviews, support and 

play an equally important role to the quantitative data collected by the two survey 

instruments (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). A mixed methods approach allows the 
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investigator to combine quantitative data, such as statistical trends, with qualitative data, 

such as stories and personal experiences (Creswell, 2015). Mixed methods research 

provides a better understanding of the research problem by integrating the two forms of 

data sets and allowing interpretations based on the collective strengths of both (Creswell, 

2015). The two types of data differ, but they take equally important roles in the research 

(Creswell, 2015). A mixed methods researcher needs to be skilled in qualitative and 

quantitative approaches (Creswell, 2015). Furthermore, researchers “need to understand 

the advantages and disadvantages that accrue from both quantitative and qualitative 

research” (Creswell, 2015, p. 4). Integrating the quantitative and qualitative data requires 

understanding the types of mixed methods designs (Creswell, 2015).  

 The central premise behind mixed methods studies is that combining both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches results in a better understanding of the research 

problems (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). According to Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2011), mixed methods research, the researcher: 

•   Collects and analyses both quantitative and qualitative data; 

•   Mixes the two forms of data, sequentially by one data type building on the other 

data type; 

•   Gives priority to one or both forms of data; 

•   Uses these procedures in multiple phases; 

•   Frames these procedures within a theoretical lens or worldview; and 

•   Combines the procedures into a research design that guides how the study will be 

conducted (p. 5).  
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A mixed methods approach is preferred when a quantitative design is enhanced by 

qualitative data (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009). Embedding qualitative data can enhance the overall study and provide further 

insight into the mechanisms actually at work (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). When 

conducting in-depth research, a mixed methods research approach can provide a more 

meaningful interpretation of the data and phenomenon being examined (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2003). The rationale for using a mixed methods approach is justified in this 

study because qualitative data will be used to enrich and explain the quantitative results 

from the perspectives of the participating principals (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).    

According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), there are four major types of 

mixed methods designs, which include The Triangulation Design, The Embedded Design, 

The Exploratory Design, and The Explanatory Design. Each of these designs has 

strengths and weaknesses.   

The Triangulation Design 

The Triangulation Design is the most common mixed methods approach 

(Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003). This design allows the researcher to 

understand the research problem by merging two types of data sets on the same topic 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Morse, 1991). This merging provides insight from both 

forms of data, and their combination allows the researcher to see the problem from 

multiple perspectives (Creswell, 2015). The convergent design is useful for researchers to 

gather both forms of data while in the field (Creswell, 2015). However, in this approach 

the quantitative and qualitative data is collected in one concurrent phase. In this research, 

the researcher will collect quantitative and qualitative data in two separate phases, using 

the quantitative data collected in phase one to inform the qualitative, open-ended 
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interview questions in phase two. Therefore, a triangulation design is not the appropriate 

choice for this research.  

The Embedded Design 

 In the Embedded Design one data set plays a secondary or supportive role in a 

study that is based primarily on the other data type (Creswell et al., 2003). This design 

suggests that one single data set is insufficient to answer a research question and that 

different questions require different types of data collection (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). Furthermore, this design is used when researchers need to include qualitative or 

quantitative data to answer a research question within a quantitative or qualitative study 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This researcher will not need to embed qualitative data 

within a quantitative design, nor will I use a correlational design. This study consists of 

using a two-phase mixed method design where both quantitative and qualitative data will 

be given equal weight, and the qualitative interviews will explain and build upon the 

quantitative results in phase one of the study (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Therefore, 

embedded design would not be the optimal choice for this research. 

The Exploratory Design 

 In an exploratory design the data is collected in two phases, and the results of the 

first data type collected informs the second data type collected (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). Although this design allows researchers to explore a phenomenon in depth and 

generalize results to different groups (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), this design does not 

fully address the research questions that this researcher is interested in answering. 

Exploratory designs start with qualitative data to explore a phenomenon and then uses 

quantitative data to build on the results of the qualitative component, and more emphasis 

is placed on the quantitative results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In this research, 
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equal emphasis will be placed on both the quantitative component, the two survey 

instruments, and the qualitative data, the open-ended interviews. Therefore, an 

exploratory design is not an appropriate method of research for this study.    

The Explanatory Sequential Design 

The explanatory design is a two-phased mixed methods design in which the 

researcher collects qualitative data that builds upon previously collected quantitative data 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In this design, the first phase consisted of the collection 

and analysis of quantitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Phase two consisted of 

the subsequent collection and analysis of qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

This qualitative data phase of the study was connected to the results of phase one, the 

quantitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Within this mixed methods design, 

researchers can emphasize the two approaches equally so that both data types play an 

equally important role in addressing the research problem (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). 

The intent of this study examined what reform efforts are happening in high 

schools where students are showing high levels of academic growth, determined the 

practices and behaviors principals are implementing within high growth schools, and 

learned if and how the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) were 

being implemented in these schools. The design of this study involved obtaining 

quantitative results from two survey instruments and then this data was used to determine 

the open-ended questions that were used when interviewing high school principals to 

explain the results of the survey data in more depth (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In 

addition, this researcher examined relevant documents and artifacts. In this study, 

multiple sources of evidence was used. According to Yin (2015), using multiple sources 
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of evidence is advantageous because it allows for “the development of converging lines 

of inquiry, a process of triangulation” (p. 92). These triangulation techniques “are among 

the most important techniques for assessing and improving the quality of (data and) 

inferences” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009, p. 297).  

This research involved a two-phase project where quantitative data was collected 

and analyzed in the first phase, and then this researcher used the results to inform the 

second qualitative phase of the study (Creswell, 2014). In addition, this researcher used 

the qualitative data to “help explain in more detail the initial quantitative results” 

(Creswell, 2014, p. 224). Therefore, an explanatory sequential design was the most 

suitable and appropriate for this study and was selected based on the strengths of the 

design to examine what reform efforts are happening in high schools with high academic 

growth, by examining the leadership behaviors and practices of these principals and 

determining if and how the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) 

are being implemented. 

Sample and Population 

 The participants in this study were high school principals of schools in 

Massachusetts where students have demonstrated high academic student growth over two 

consecutive years. These participants were purposefully selected to “yield the most 

relevant and plentiful data” (Yin, 2011, p. 88) for this study. Principal selection was 

based on student growth percentile (SGP) data of their respective schools provided from 

the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MA DESE, 

2017). According to the MA DESE (2017), the growth model “describes a method of 

measuring individual student progress on statewide assessments (tests) by tracking the 

scores of the same students from one year to the next” (para. 1). Initially, this researcher 
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constructed a comprehensive list of high schools that have made gains in SGP for two 

consecutive years on the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) 

English Language Arts (ELA) or MCAS mathematics. SGP data for every high school is 

available through the MA DESE (2017).  

 The high schools on this list demonstrated increased student academic growth and 

helped to establish the potential participating principals in this study. The principals of 

the identified high schools were sent an initial survey (Appendix C) via email, 

introducing the study and the researcher, describing the purpose of this study, and asking 

them to respond to seven questions. The survey consisted of questions describing 

leadership style and PLCs, as well as asked if they would be willing to consent to an 

interview and further completion of two surveys. 

 Two basic types of sampling techniques are categorized as either probability or 

non-probability sampling (Mertler & Charles, 2011). Probability sampling types consist 

of random sampling, stratified sampling, cluster sampling, and systematic sampling 

(Mertler & Charles, 2011). These sampling types allow for researchers to generalize 

results from the population from which data was drawn (Merriam, 2009). Probability 

sampling is not appropriate for this mixed-methods study because making generalizations 

about the entire population is not the focus (Mertler & Charles, 2011) of this research. 

 Non-probability sampling is a sampling procedure used when the researcher is 

unable to specify “the probability of inclusion for each member” (Mertler & Charles, 

2011, p. 103). Purposeful or purposive sampling is the most common and is used when 

the researcher seeks to discover, understand, and gain insight from certain segments of 

the population being studied (Merriam, 2009; Mertler & Charles, 2011). 
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 After reviewing the MCAS data for both ELA and mathematics, there were 

potentially 90 high school principals that were sent the initial survey. Willing participants 

who meet the appropriate criteria asked in the initial survey were sent two survey 

instruments simultaneously. Sample size was determined based on the number of willing 

participants. One survey was the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 

2005) and the other was the Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised 

(PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010). The purpose of these two surveys was to gather data 

about both the principals’ practices and behaviors and the level of PLC implementation at 

these high schools demonstrating high academic growth. This was done to assist in the 

development of open-ended interview questions to examine what reform efforts are 

happening in these schools.    

 The population selected for this study was high school principals in Massachusetts 

who currently lead schools where students are demonstrating high levels of academic 

achievement. According to Merriam (1998), “Purposeful sampling is based on the 

assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and, 

therefore, must select a sample from which the most can be learned” (p. 61). Since 

student growth percentile is a criterion for participation, a purposeful sampling procedure 

was used to select participants (Merriam, 2009).  

Ethical Considerations 

 In this study, I used human participants and I identified and addressed any ethical 

issues (Creswell, 2011). It was imperative that I gave the participants complete disclosure 

of this study and ensured that they all know how the results were going to be used 

(Patton, 2015). The initial email and the informed consent document (see Appendix B) 

fully disclosed the details of this study, including the time commitment and duration of 
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the study. The informed consent identified the purpose of the study, acknowledged that 

the study was voluntary, ensured the confidentiality of all participants, described any 

potential risks and benefits to the participants, reminded participants that they can cease 

to participate at any time, and discussed the methodology involved in the study 

(Stufflebeam & Shinkfield, 2007). 

 It was important for the researcher to follow the guiding principles for evaluators 

established by the American Evaluation Association’s Guiding Principles for Evaluators 

(AEA; 2013). This researcher met the standards set by AEA by following these 

guidelines: 

•   Systemic Inquiry: As the researcher, I conducted systematic, data-based 

inquiries by using three different data sources, including surveys, face-to-face 

interviews, and artifacts. The collection of multiple data sources supported the 

validity of the study (Creswell, 2013). The approaches, methods, and 

limitations were communicated accurately allowing for others to understand, 

interpret, and critique my work (American Evaluation Association Guiding 

Principles for Evaluators, 2013).   

•   Competence: This researcher has become knowledgeable and competent on 

the topics of leadership practices and behaviors and Professional Learning 

Communities through research and doctoral coursework.   

•   Integrity/Honesty: The purposes and methodology of this study were 

described in detail in the initial email to prospective participants and in the 

Informed Consent Forms. I ensured that this process was done with honesty 

and integrity in terms of limitations of methodology, disclosing any conflicts 
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of interest, reporting any and all changes, and accurately representing the 

procedures, data, and findings of this study (American Evaluation Association 

Guiding Principles for Evaluators, 2013).   

•   Respect for People: This researcher followed current professional ethics, 

standards, and regulations by making participants aware of any risks or harms 

associated with this study (American Evaluation Association Guiding 

Principles for Evaluators, 2013). In addition, participants were asked to sign 

an informed consent, which described the scope and limits of confidentiality 

(American Evaluation Association Guiding Principles for Evaluators, 2013).   

•   Responsibilities for General and Public Welfare: To take into account the 

diversity of interests and values, this researcher included all participant views 

in the research report and treated the information equally and nonjudgmentally 

(American Evaluation Association Guiding Principles for Evaluators, 2013).    

Data Collection and Survey Instrumentation 

 The intent of this research examined what reform efforts are happening in high 

schools that have demonstrated the highest levels of student academic growth, 

investigated the leadership behaviors and practices of the principals, and determined if 

and how the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being 

implemented. The questions that will be examined in this study are as follows:  

1.   What are the reform efforts happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

2.   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 
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3.   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)  

Request for access was sent to all potential high school districts in the fall of 

2017. The initial email was sent inviting all prospective principals to participate in this 

study.  

In this study, this researcher used a combination of three data sources including 

responses to two surveys, face-to-face interviews, and artifacts in the form of documents, 

such as meeting agendas, or other correspondence that could describe what is happening 

in these particular high schools in terms of the practices and behaviors of the principal or 

PLC implementation. The three forms of data that were going to be collected will be 

discussed in more detail. However, trustworthiness of the data and analysis will be 

established by using the following methods of triangulation, member checking, 

debriefing, and disclosing researcher biases (Merriam, 2009; Rossman & Rallis, 2012), as 

well as by using valid and reliable survey instruments. 

Initial Email Information and Follow Up Email 

 To determine the potential participating principals in this study, grade 10 

Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS) English Language Arts 

(ELA) and mathematics data, from 2014-2016, was compiled and reviewed. In particular, 

a component of this data, the student growth percentile (SGP) for all high schools in the 

state, was examined and used to initiate contact with participants. The initial email 

explained the study and its purpose and also included information about the researcher, 

university affiliations, and chairperson of the dissertation committee. In addition, this 

email described the expected time commitment and the process for data collection and 

confidentiality. When this initial email was sent, the informed consent form was also sent 
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as an attachment. Willing participants who have consented were sent a follow up email. 

The following questions were included in this follow up email (see Appendix C): 

1.   How many years have you been the principal?  

2.   How many years have you been the principal at your present high school? 

3.   Please describe your leadership style.  

4.   Do you believe your school has characteristics of Professional Learning 

Communities?  

5.   If so, would you share any artifacts such as PLC agendas, meeting minutes, or 

general information about student achievement and growth?  

6.   Would you consent to an interview? 

Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised 

 The first survey instrument was the Professional Learning Community 

Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). 

The PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier et al., 2003) is a diagnostic tool that will 

determine the principal’s perception of the level of implementation for the six dimensions 

of PLCs within their schools (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Determining whether a 

school is operating as a PLC is a challenge to researchers, principals, teachers, and other 

stakeholders (Olivier & Hipp, 2010). Instead, it is more useful to use the PLCA-R 

diagnostic tool to assess a school’s progress along a continuum by analyzing school-wide 

and classroom practices (Olivier & Hipp, 2010). To determine if schools are operating as 

PLCs, it is important to establish what a learning community looks like and how it 

operates (Olivier & Hipp, 2010).  

 This researcher was given permission (See Appendix D) to use the PLCA-R 

questionnaire (See Appendix F) for principals to assess and self-report their perceptions 
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on the dimensions of a PLC and its related attributes. According to Olivier & Hipp 

(2010),  

Most recent analyses of this diagnostic tool have confirmed internal consistency 

resulting in the following Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficients for factored 

subscales (n=1209): Shared and Supportive Leadership (.94); Shared Values and 

Vision (.92); Collective Learning and Application (.91); Shared Personal Practice 

(.87); Supportive Conditions – Relationships (.82); Supportive Conditions – 

Structures (.88); and a one-factor solution (.97) (p. 30).  

These dimensions interact and influence one another, making it difficult to isolate any 

one attribute from the others (Hord & Tobia, 2012).   

 The relationship between the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012) and the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier et al., 2003) descriptors is the 

rationale for using this survey instrument. This relationship is represented in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 

The Dimensions of a Professional Learning Community and Their Respective 
Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised Descriptors  
 
Dimensions of PLCs      PLCA-R Descriptors 
Shared and Supportive Leadership     1-11 
Shared Values and Vision      12-20 
Collective Learning and Application     21-30 
Shared Personal Practice      31-37 
Supportive Relational Conditions     38-42 
Supportive Structural Conditions     43-52 
 Note. Adapted from Hipp and Huffman (2010) 

The PLCA-R instrument is used to measure the strength of practices for each PLC 

dimension (Olivier et al., 2003). The PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier et al., 2003) 

uses a four-point Likert scale, indicating the degree to which the participant agrees or 
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disagrees with statements about the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012). This instrument contains items that have been designed to address specific 

classroom and school practices in relation to the dimensions of PLCs (Olivier et al., 

2003). For this study, the researcher will use the PLCA-R instrument to determine the 

principals’ perceived level of PLC implementation and provide quantitative information 

regarding if and how these high schools implement the six dimensions of Professional 

Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)   

The Balanced Leadership Questionnaire 

The second survey instrument that was administered was the Balanced Leadership 

Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). This instrument was developed by Marzano, 

Waters, and McNulty (2005) and is a 92-item questionnaire that will measure a 

principal’s perceived leadership practices indicating the level of principal’s behaviors for 

each of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005). This instrument uses a 

four-point Likert scale with descriptors ranging from a high of this characterizes me or 

my school to a great extent, to a low of this does not characterize me or my school 

(Marzano et al., 2005).  

This researcher was given permission (See Appendix E) to use the Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005) (See Appendix G). When this 

instrument was given to 652 principals, their responses to the questionnaire had a 

Cronbach’s Coefficient reliability of 0.92 (Marzano et al., 2005). The rationale for this 

instrument is that the responsibilities are interrelated and multiple items for each 

responsibility were used. It is designed to measure one of the behaviors associated with 

each respective responsibility. This relationship is demonstrated in Table 3.2 
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Table 3.2 

The 21 Leadership Responsibilities and Their Respective Descriptors 

Responsibility       Responsibility Descriptors 

Culture       2, 26, 48, 56, 67, 92 
Order        4, 27, 29  
Discipline       3, 5, 70, 71 
Resources       6, 51, 89 
Involvement in Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 7, 25, 50 
Focus        8, 31, 53, 72, 84, 86 
Knowledge of Curriculum, Instruction, and Assessment 9, 32, 54, 73 
Visibility       10, 33, 55 
Contingent Rewards      11, 34, 74, 90 
Outreach       13, 36, 58, 75 
Input        14, 37, 59 
Affirmation       15, 38, 60 
Relationships       16, 39, 61, 76 
Change Agent       17, 24, 40, 77 
Optimizer       18, 41, 63, 78    
Ideals/Beliefs       19, 64, 79, 87 
Monitoring/Evaluating     20, 42, 65, 80 
Flexibility       21, 43, 47, 66 
Situational Awareness      22, 44, 82, 85, 91 
Intellectual Stimulation     23, 45, 68, 83 
Communication      12, 35, 57 
First-Order Change      28, 30, 81, 88 
Second-Order Change      1, 29, 46, 52, 62, 69   
   
Note: Adapted from Marzano et al (2005) 

Survey Analysis 

The two survey instruments were selected because they have demonstrated strong 

evidence of reliability and validity. In addition, these surveys were piloted to two high 

school principals who were not participants in this study. This ensured that the questions 

described in the instruments are clear to participants (Gliner & Morgan, 2000) as well as 

allowed this researcher to better estimate the time commitment to respond to the two 

surveys.  
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The survey data from both instruments was analyzed and coded for recurring 

themes. These responses measured the degree to which practices and behaviors are 

utilized by principals in their schools, as well as determine the level of perceived PLC 

implementation. The results from these surveys framed the open-ended interview 

questions that this researcher asked participants.  

Face-to-Face Interviews 

 I requested interviews with up to 10% of the principals of the participating 

schools. This sample size is expected to yield reasonable coverage of the phenomenon 

(Patton, 2015) and will account for saturation (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Saturation is 

the general rule in purposeful sampling and “occurs when the addition of more units does 

not result in new information that can be used in theme development” (Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009, p. 183). This researcher sought to maximize in-depth information from 

principals and may need to adapt the questions to generate more and better-quality data 

alleviating concerns regarding sample size (Patton, 2015; Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  

All interviews were confidential, and pseudonyms were assigned to all participants 

along with their respective schools. Every interview was digitally recorded and 

transcribed. The interviews will be structured with seven to nine open-ended questions to 

elicit more in-depth responses about their personal experiences (Patton, 2015). A semi-

structured interview protocol (See Appendix H) will be utilized with questions generated 

from the two survey instruments. These in-depth interview questions will allow the 

researcher to gain a perspective on the lives of the participating principals (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2015).  The interview process will allow principals to discuss how they believe 

their PLCs are being implemented and how their leadership behaviors support student 

growth. The principals willing to be interviewed will be leading schools where students 
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are demonstrating high levels of student growth. These qualitative interviews will serve 

as a way to elicit more depth and detail about what reform efforts are happening in these 

schools, what practices and behaviors these principals use within these schools, and if and 

how the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being 

implemented.  

The firsthand experiences of these principals in terms of the depth, detail, and 

richness of their responses will allow the researcher to “gather up, synthesize, and 

analyze” (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 8) the meaning of data. To ensure that the principals 

being interviewed are giving optimal responses, I followed up with other questions and 

prompts (Turner, 2010). It is possible that I needed to employ responsive interviewing. 

Responsive interviews allow researchers to explore new areas and place importance on 

personalizing the process (Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Stake, 2010). This approach emphasizes 

keeping the questions flexible and adaptable, so the researcher can allow new information 

to emerge and obtain a deeper understanding about the topic (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). 

These interviews are based on the conversational partnership formed between researcher 

and participant, allowing the researcher to understand the experiences of the participant’s 

stories to create meaning (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).    

The interview questions were informed by the themes that emerge from the 

quantitative phase of the study. Interview questions included the following (Appendix H): 

1.   Tell me about the personal and professional relationship among your staff.  

2.   How have you been developing shared and supportive leadership with your 

staff? 
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3.   How are you aware of what is happening in your school, in terms of the details 

and undercurrents, and do you use this information to address current/potential 

issues? 

4.   Can you discuss how you have adapted your leadership behaviors to the needs 

of a current situation? How comfortable are you with dissent from staff? 

5.   How do you protect teachers from issues that detract from teaching and 

learning?  

6.   How do you foster a culture of shared beliefs and a sense of community? 

7.   Which of your practices or behaviors do you feel have the greatest impact on 

student learning? 

8.   How have you challenged the status quo at your school?  

9.   Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience with 

increasing student growth at your school, under your leadership? 

The interview data will be transcribed and submitted to principals for their review 

in order to ensure validity. Next, the data will be coded into recurring themes 

electronically, and conclusions and recommendations of the study will be drawn from 

there. 

Documents 

 Relevant school documents such as student assessment data, minutes from 

meetings, school improvement plans, and instructional materials were reviewed and 

collected. Gathering and analyzing documents will be linked to the research questions in 

this study (Marshall & Rossman, 2015; Patton, 2015). These sources of data will be used 

to identify artifacts that support and verify principal assertions about information 

describing what reform efforts are happening in these high schools demonstrating high 
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student academic growth, the leadership practices and behaviors, and any evidence of 

PLC implementation. In addition, document analysis can provide other perspectives that 

may not be directly observable, and the interviewer might not ask appropriate questions 

without leads that documents may provide (Patton, 2014). All principals were asked to 

share any documents they viewed as relevant to this study. The research questions that 

will guide the selection of the documents will be copied and catalogued according to the 

date, title, source, and content.  

Data Analysis 

 Phase one, the quantitative portion, was a descriptive statistical study that 

analyzed the data collected from the principal responses from the two survey instruments. 

The first survey measured the degree of PLC implementation in these schools. The 

second survey conducted will determine the leadership practices and behaviors of 

principals leading high schools where students are demonstrating high levels of student 

academic growth. Results of the quantitative analysis of the survey research data were 

analyzed for trends and informed the design of the semi-structured interview questions 

used in the qualitative portion of the study, phase two. These surveys created were 

disseminated through the program Google Tools. This program automatically analyzed 

the data calculating scores for both the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier et al., 

2003) survey and the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).   

 Phase two, the qualitative portion, the interview transcripts, were analyzed using 

standard qualitative techniques, such as recording all interviews and coding data for 

themes (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). All documents provided and shared with the researcher 

were copied and uploaded. Audio files of the completed interviews were transcribed 

using a software program called Trint. The responses from the interview questions were 
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reviewed and reoccurring themes were identified. The coding process was completed 

manually on paper and notes were taken in the margin. First cycle coding involved a list 

of nine preset codes and descriptive coding was employed. Second cycle coding 

procedures were used to further assist in the analysis and coding of data and focused 

coding was employed. Audio and video files will remain archived in a secured server in a 

locked office for five years allowing for reviewing the accuracy of transcripts and 

clarifying or resolving any arising questions. Emerging themes were identified and 

catalogued, and analysis was completed using manual coding analysis tools. 
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Chapter 3 Summary 

 This chapter describes the research design and methodologies used to examine the 

proposed research questions in this study. The problem statement, purpose of this study, 

and research questions guiding the study are stated. Next, the research design, sample and 

population, survey instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data analysis 

techniques are described.  

A mixed methods approach was selected to address and answer the research 

questions. Mixed methods studies combine both quantitative and qualitative approaches 

resulting in a deeper understanding of the research problems (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011). Mixed methods research is a valued approach to studying problems, but the 

procedures can be quite complicated due to the time and resources needed to collect and 

analyze both quantitative and qualitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The data 

collection was completed in two phases. It is important that the quantitative data set 

collected by the two survey instruments is supported by the qualitative data collected, the 

principal interviews (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Therefore, an explanatory 

sequential design was used in this study.  

In this explanatory sequential design, equal priority was given to both quantitative 

and qualitative methods to fully answer and understand the research questions (Creswell 

et al., 2003). The participants in this study consisted of principals who lead high schools 

where students have demonstrated academic growth for two consecutive years. This 

process began with an initial email explaining the study and the importance of their 

participation. In addition, there were questions asked that assisted in participant selection. 

The research process involved gathering data using two quantitative survey instruments, 

the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010) and the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire 
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(Marzano et al., 2005). In particular, the initial quantitative phase was used to 

characterize participants along certain traits, based on leadership behaviors and practices, 

as well as leading PLCs (Creswell et al., 2003). The data gathered from phase one 

informed the interview questions in phase two. In the second qualitative phase, principals 

were asked open-ended interview questions based upon how they report both utilizing the 

21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) and implementing the six 

dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Document review was the third 

source of data collected in this study. All participating principals were asked to share any 

documents produced at their schools related to leadership practices and PLCs. In addition, 

this researcher reviewed testing data, in particular student growth percentile (SGP) data 

provided by Massachusetts Department of Secondary and Elementary Education (MA 

DESE, 2017) 

Data analysis in phase one consisted of a descriptive statistical study on the two 

survey instruments. In phase two, interviews and document analysis were coded into 

emerging themes.  Chapter 4 provides analysis of the data from the surveys using tables 

and written description. Analysis of both the qualitative interviewing and document 

review provided insight into the thematic findings from the high school principals’ 

perspectives on what reform efforts are going on, what principal practices and behaviors 

are being utilized, and if, and how, PLCs are being implemented in high schools where 

students are demonstrating high levels of academic growth. 
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Chapter 4: Data Collection and Analysis 

Structure of the Data Collection and Analysis 

 Chapter 4 presents this study’s research data collection and analysis. This chapter 

is divided into three broad sections. The first section describes an overview of the study, 

which includes the purpose, the problem statement, research questions, and research 

design. Included in this section is a description of the data collection process, as well as 

the demographic data regarding the participating principals and their respective schools. 

The second section presents the results, Phase One, Quantitative Data, collected through 

surveys and document review. The third section describes Phase Two, the Qualitative 

Data Gathering part of the study. It includes the coding process, the process of gathering 

qualitative data from the principal interviews and presents the themes of the interviews. 

Overview of the Study 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this explanatory sequential design is to examine what is happening 

among high schools in Massachusetts demonstrating high student growth. In addition, this 

researcher sought to understand the leadership practices and behaviors of the principals in 

these schools and to determine if and how the six dimensions of Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs) (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented.  

Statement of the Problem 

The principal plays an important role in leading the work of PLCs within a school 

(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010; Easton, 2011; Fullan, 2016; Hord, 1997; Hord 

& Tobia, 2012). The principals’ responsibilities within the PLC include creating a culture 

that develops the six dimensions of a PLC, that is: supportive and shared leadership; 

shared beliefs, values, and vision; intentional collective learning and its application of 
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learning; shared personal and collective practice; supportive structural conditions; and 

supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Principals are often 

credited with both directly and indirectly impacting student achievement (Hallinger & 

Heck, 1998; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Sebastian & Allensworth, 

2012) and research suggests that specific leadership practices are critical for increasing 

student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). This study sought to examine what reform 

efforts are happening in Massachusetts’ high schools where students are demonstrating 

increases in student growth percentile over consecutive years. In addition, this study 

sought to determine the practices and behaviors of the principals leading these schools, as 

well as if and how these schools are implementing the six dimensions of Professional 

Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).   

 Research Questions 

This study examined what reform efforts are happening in high schools where 

students are demonstrating high academic growth. It investigated the practices and 

behaviors principals are implementing within high growth schools and determined if and 

how the six dimensions of PLCs are being implemented. The high schools in this study 

were located in the state of Massachusetts. The questions that will be examined in this 

study are these:  

1)   What are the reform efforts happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

2)   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

3)   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)  
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Participant Population 

 The target population for this study were principals of high schools in 

Massachusetts where students have demonstrated high academic growth over two 

consecutive years. Initially, the list of potential principals was 100, but this number was 

reduced due to certain factors including promotions, retirements, and principal changes 

during the years on which this study focused. It was imperative that this study 

investigated principals who led their respective schools for two consecutive years where 

student growth was examined, so the contributing factors could be attributed to the 

principal. The initial list resulted in 50 potential participants who met the criteria of 

having been a principal in the same high performing school for two years. 

Data Collection 

Emails were sent through Google Tools to all potential participants. The emails 

contained a brief description of the study, asked seven questions, and included a consent 

to participate form. Participating principals then responded to two surveys. The first 

survey administered was the Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised 

(PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). The PLCA-R 

(Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier et al., 2003). The second survey administered was the 

Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). To maximize the number of 

principal participants different approaches were employed. This included personalized 

prenotification emails which enthusiastically described the study and contained a 

statement of appreciation (Dillman, 2000). Three different emails were sent over the 

course of the next two weeks. 

 According to Shannon and Bradshaw (2002), the typical response rate for online 

surveys is 39.6%. Of the 50 possible principal participants in this study, eleven 
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participated in the online surveys, accounting for a response rate of 26%. However, two 

participants did not meet the criteria set forth in this study because they were not 

principals of their schools at the time when students demonstrated two consecutive years 

of academic growth. This  resulted in 18% of the possible pool (n=9) participating in 

Phase One of this study. Each of the principals identified their total years of principalship, 

as well as the number of years of principalship at their present high school. Responses 

indicated 100% of participants had less than eleven years of total principal experience. 

Each principals’ experience is significant because he or she needed to be the principal of 

the school during the time students were demonstrating consecutive years of increased 

academic growth. Nine principals participated in Phase One of the study. However, only 

five principals participated in both Phase One and Phase Two of the study. In addition, 

principals were asked to describe their leadership style. The purpose of this was to inform 

this researcher of their perceived leadership styles, practices, and behaviors as school 

leaders. Of the nine principals completing Phase One, the average principal experience is 

6.3 years overall, and 5.3 years as principal of their respective school. Of the five 

principals who participated in both Phase One and Phase Two of the study, the average 

principal experience in this study is 5.6 years overall, and 4.8 years as principal of their 

respective school.  

Of the five participants of both Phase One and Phase Two, two described their 

leadership style as collaborative, one described her leadership as linear and transparent, 

one described his leadership style as transformational, while one other described his 

leadership as situational (see Table 4.1).  
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Table 4.1 

Phase One Principal Participants (N=9 participants) 

Principal Total Years as Principal Total Years as 
Principal of School 

Leadership Style 

A 7 7 Collaborative 
B 5 5 Situational 
C 11 7 Linear/Transparent 
D 4 4 Collaborative 
E 4 4 Transformational 
F 9 4 Democratic 
G 4 4 Inclusive 
H 5 5 Situational 
I 8 8 Collaborative 

Average Years 6.3 5.3  
 
The respective schools consisted of both urban and suburban schools in the west, central, 

east, and northeast regions of the state of Massachusetts. Of the nine survey participants, 

100% of principals reported that their school had characteristics of PLCs.  Additionally, 

seven out of the nine (78%) participating principals chose to participate in an interview, 

two did not consent to an interview, while two interviews never materialized after many 

attempts to follow up with phone calls and emails, yielding five principal interviews (see 

Table 4.2).  

Table 4.2 

Principal Participant Reporting Characteristics of PLCs (N=9 participants) 

Principal Characteristics of PLCs Interview Consent 
A Yes Yes 
B Yes Yes 
C Yes Yes 
D Yes Yes 
E Yes Yes 
F Yes Yes 
G Yes Yes 
H Yes No 
I Yes No 
Total % 100% 78% 
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Phase One Data Collection - Quantitative 

PLCA-R survey data. Research obtained during the literature review indicated 

that both PLCs and principal practices and behaviors impact student learning (Hipp & 

Huffman, 2010; Hord, 199; Hord & Tobia; Fullan, 2016; Hallinger & Heck, 1998; 

Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano et al., 2005). For the purposes of this study, two surveys 

were given to the nine participants. The first is known as the Professional Learning 

Community Assessment – Revised (PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Appendix G) and 

was used to determine the principals’ perceived level of PLC implementation within their 

school. The PLCA-R instrument uses a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = 

disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. The second called, the Balanced Leadership 

Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005; Appendix H), was used to measure the principals’ 

perceived leadership practices for each of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et 

al., 2005). Data from this instrument will be discussed later in this chapter.  

The PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010) is comprised of statements related to all six 

PLC dimensions: supportive and shared leadership; shared values and vision; collective 

learning and application; shared personal practice; supportive relational conditions; and 

supportive structural conditions. These statements reflect the principals’ degree of 

agreement for each of the six PLC dimensions. 

Results for the PLCA-R are presented in the order in which the survey was taken 

by the participants. The mean scores can be seen Figure 4.1. Regarding statements 

describing supportive and shared leadership, principals rated this PLC dimension the 

highest overall, earning an average of 30.3 out of a possible 36 points (84.1%) as seen in 

Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1 

 

Figure 4.1. PLCA-R Mean Scores. This figure represents the average score of each 
PLCA-R survey section (PLC dimensions) by principal respondents. 
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•   S2 – The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make decisions, 

tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

•   S3 – Staff members have accessibility to key information, S5 – Opportunities are 

provided for staff members to initiate change, S6 – The principal shares 

responsibility and rewards for innovative action, and S7 – The principal 

participates democratically with staff sharing power and authority, tallied 31 out 

of a possible 36 points (86.1%). 

•   S1 - Staff members are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions 

about most school issues, S8 - Leadership is promoted and nurtured among staff 

members, and S9 – Decision making takes place through committees and 

communication across grade and subject areas, tallied 30 out of a possible 36 

points (83.3%). 

•   S10 – Stakeholders assume shared responsibility and accountability for student 

learning without evidence of imposed power and authority, tallied 27 out of a 

possible 36 points (75%). 

•   S11 - Staff members use multiple sources of data to make decisions about 

teaching and learning, tallied 26 out of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

The score for each section is shown in Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. PLCA-R Section 1: Supportive and Shared Leadership. This figure represents 
the total points earned for each statement in section 1 of the PLCA-R survey. 
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Shared values and vision. Shared values and vision is described as an 

unwavering commitment to student learning that is consistently articulated and referenced 

in the staff’s work (Hord, 1997a; Hord & Tobia, 2012). The statements in this section of 

the PLCA-R reflect the principals’ degree of agreement with each of nine statements (S12 

– S20) articulating this dimension. As with the previous section, the highest possible 

score was 36.  

 Scores ranged from 32 (88.8% choosing this statement) to 26 (72.2%). Four 

statements (S13, S14, S16, and S20) received the same score of 29 (80.5%). Two 

statements (S18 and S19) received a score of 28 (77.7%). 

The element receiving the highest point total was S15 – Decisions are made in 

alignment with the school’s values and vision. This element earned 32 of the possible 36 

points (88.8%), In descending order, the other eight statements were: 

•   S17 – School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and grades, 

tallied 31 out of a possible 36 points (86.1%). 

•   S13 - Shared values support norms of behavior that guide decisions about 

teaching and learning, tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S14 - Staff members share visions for school improvement that have an 

undeviating focus on student learning, tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points 

(80.6%). 

•   S16 - A collaborative process exists for developing shared vision among staff, 

tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S20 - Data are used to prioritize actions to reach a shared vision, tallied 29 out of 

a possible 36 points (80.6%). 
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•   S18 – School policies and programs are aligned to the school’s vision, tallied 28 

out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S19 Stakeholders are actively involved in creating high expectations that serve to 

increase student achievement, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S12 A collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of values among 

staff, tallied 26 out of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.3. 
 

 

Figure 4.3. PLCA-R Section 2: Shared Values and Vision. This figure represents the total 
points earned points for each statement in section 2 of the PLCA-R survey. 
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 Intentional collective learning and application.  Intentional collective learning 

and application occurs when school staff at all levels are engaged in processes that 

collectively seek new knowledge among staff and apply learning to solutions that address 

student needs (Hord, 1997a; Hord & Tobia, 2012). PLCs allow members to work 

collaboratively and seek new knowledge and skills to apply their learning to improve 

practices. The statements in this section of the PLCA-R reflect the principals’ degree of 

agreement with each of nine statements (S21 – S30) articulating this dimension. As with 

the previous section, the highest possible score was 36. 

 Scores ranged from 30 (83.3% choosing this statement) to 25 (69.4%). Four 

statements (S21, S22, S27 and S30) received a score of 28 (77.7%). 

The elements receiving the highest point total were S23 – Staff members plan and 

work together to search for solutions to address diverse student needs, S26 – 

Professional development focuses on teaching and learning, and S29 – Staff members 

collaboratively analyze multiple sources of data to assess the effectiveness of 

instructional practices. These elements each earned 30 of the possible 36 points (83.3%). 

In descending order, the other seven statements were: 

•   S25 – Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas 

that lead to continued inquiry, tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S21 – Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies and 

apply this new learning to their work, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points 

(77.7%). 

•   S22 – Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect commitment 

to school improvement efforts, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.7%). 
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•   S27 – School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new 

knowledge to solve problems, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.7%). 

•   S30 – Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve teaching 

and learning, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.7%). 

•   S24 – A variety of opportunities and structures exist for collective learning 

through open dialogue, tallied 26 out of a possible 36 points (72.2%).  

•   S28 – School staff members are committed to programs that enhance learning, 

tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4. PLCA-R Section 3: Collective Learning and Application. This figure 
represents the total points earned points for each statement in section 3 of the PLCA-R 
survey. 
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of the PLCA-R reflect the principals’ degree of agreement with each of seven statements 

(S31 – S37) articulating this dimension. As with the previous section, the highest possible 

score was 36. 

 Scores ranged from 30 (83.3% choosing this statement) to 25 (69.4%). Two 

statements (S32 and S36) received a score of 27 (75%). 

The elements receiving the highest point total were S33 – Staff members 

informally share ideas and suggestions for improving student learning and S35 – 

Opportunities exist for coaching and mentoring. These elements each earned 30 of the 

possible 36 points (83.3%), In descending order, the other five statements were: 

•   S31 – Staff members engage in dialogue that reflects a respect for diverse ideas 

that lead to continued inquiry, tallied 27 out of a possible 36 points (75%). 

•   S36 – Staff members work together to seek knowledge, skills and strategies and 

apply this new learning to their work, tallied 27 out of a possible 36 points (75%). 

•   S34 – Collegial relationships exist among staff members that reflect commitment 

to school improvement efforts, tallied 26 out of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

•   S32 – School staff members and stakeholders learn together and apply new 

knowledge to solve problems, tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 

•   S37 – Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve teaching 

and learning, tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.5. 
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Figure 4.5. PLCA-R Section 4: Shared Personal Practice. This figure represents the total 
points earned for each statement in section 4 of the PLCA-R survey. 
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S42) articulating this dimension. As with the previous section, the highest possible score 

was 36. 

 Scores ranged from 32 (88.9% choosing this statement) to 26 (72.2%). The 

element receiving the highest point total was S38 – Caring relationships exist among staff 

and students that are built on trust and respect. This element earned 32 of the possible 36 

points (88.9%), In descending order, the other four statements were: 

•   S39 – A culture of trust and respect exists for taking risks, tallied 30 out of a 

possible 36 points (83.3%). 

•   S40 – Outstanding achievement is recognized and celebrated regularly in our 

school, tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S42 –Relationships among staff members support honest and respectful 

examination of data to enhance teaching and learning, tallied 27 out of a possible 

36 points (75%). 

•   S41 –School staff and stakeholders exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed 

change into the culture of the school, tallied 26 out of a possible 36 points 

(72.2%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.6.  
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Figure 4.6. PLCA-R Section 5: Supportive Relational Conditions. This figure represents 
the total points earned points for each statement in section 5 of the PLCA-R survey. 
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The element receiving the highest point total was S46 – Appropriate technology 

and instructional materials are available to staff. This element earned 31 of the possible 

36 points (86.1%), In descending order, the other nine statements were: 

•   S47 – Resource people provide expertise and support for continuous learning, 

tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S43 – Time is provided to facilitate collaborative work, tallied 28 out of a possible 

36 points (77.8%). 

•   S49 – The proximity of grade level and department personnel allows for ease in 

collaborating with colleagues, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S51 –Communication systems promote a flow of information across the entire 

school community including: Central Office, personnel, parents, and community 

members, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S48 – The school facility is clean, attractive, and inviting, tallied 27 out of a 

possible 36 points (75%). 

•   S50 – Communication systems promote a flow of information among staff 

members, tallied 27 out of a possible 36 points (75%). 

•   S45 – Fiscal resources are available for professional development, tallied 26 out 

of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

•   S44 – The school schedule promotes collective learning and shared practice, 

tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 

•   S52 – Data are organized and made available to provide easy access to staff 

members, tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 
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This data is presented in Figure 4.7. 

  
Figure 4.7. PLCA-R Section 6: Supportive Structural Conditions. This figure represents 
the total points earned for each statement in section 6 of the PLCA-R survey. 
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The average score and the overall ranking for each PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 

2010) survey section is illustrated in Table 4.3. Principal responses for the dimension 

shared and supportive leadership earned the highest overall score, followed by shared 

values and vision, supportive relational conditions, collective learning and application, 

supportive structural conditions, and shared personal practice, respectively.   

Table 4.3 

PLCA-R Survey Section Averages and Overall Ranking for Each Dimension 

PLCA-R Survey Section Ranking Average Score Overall 
Shared and Supportive Leadership 30.3 1 
Shared Values and Vision 29 2 
Collective Learning and Application 28.2 4 
Shared Personal Practice 27.1 6 
Supportive Relational Conditions 28.8 3 
Supportive Structural Conditions 27.4 5 

 
 The sum of the points accumulated by the two highest statements in each PLCA-R 

(Olivier & Hipp, 2010) survey section are represented and ranked in Table 4.4. 

Statements from shared and supportive leadership yielded the highest in both total points 

and average score, while statements from shared personal practice ranked in a tie for 

fourth in terms of the sum of the points accumulated by the two highest statements in 

each section (see Table 4.4).  

Table 4.4 

Sum of Two Highest Scoring Statements and Overall Rankings 

PLCA-R Survey Section Ranking Sum of two highest scoring statements Overall 
Shared and Supportive Leadership 66 1 
Shared Values and Vision 63 2 
Collective Learning and Application 60 4 
Shared Personal Practice 60 4 
Supportive Relational Conditions 62 3 
Supportive Structural Conditions 60 4 
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The two highest scoring statements for each PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010) 

survey section are listed in rank order in Table 4.5, except in the case where there is a tie 

within the PLCA-R section of collective learning and application, in which all three 

statements are represented and result in the same high score.   

Table 4.5 

Highest Scoring PLCA-R Statements in Rank Order and by PLCA-R Section 

Score Statement PLCA-R Dimension 
34 S4: The principal is proactive and 

addresses areas where support is needed 
Shared & Supportive Leadership 

32 S2: The principal incorporates advice from 
staff members to make decisions. 

Shared & Supportive Leadership 

32 S17: School goals focus on student 
learning beyond test scores and grades. 

Shared Value & Vision 

32 S38: Caring relationships exist among staff 
and students that are built on trust and 
respect. 

Supportive Relational Conditions 

31 S15: Decisions are made in alignment with 
the school's values and vision.  

Shared Value & Vision 

31 S46: Appropriate technology and 
instructional materials are available to 
staff. 

Supportive Structural Conditions 

30 S22: Collegial relationships exist among 
staff members that reflect commitment to 
school improvement efforts.  

Collective Learning & 
Application 

30 S25: Staff members engage in dialogue 
that reflects a respect for diverse ideas that 
lead to continued inquiry. 

Collective Learning & 
Application 

30 S33: Staff members informally share ideas 
and suggestions for improving student 
learning. 

Shared Personal Practice 

30 S35: Opportunities exist for coaching and 
mentoring. 

Shared Personal Practice 

30 S39: A culture of trust and respect exists 
for taking risks 

Supportive Relational Conditions 

30 S28: School staff members are committed 
to programs that enhance learning. 

Collective Learning & 
Application 

29 S47: Resource people provide expertise 
and support for continuous learning. 

Supportive Structural Conditions 
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Balanced leadership questionnaire data. The Balanced Leadership 

Questionnaire (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005), a 92-item questionnaire, is designed 

to measure one of the behaviors associated with each respective responsibility. This 

questionnaire is comprised of statements related to all 21 leadership responsibilities 

(Marzano et al., 2005) and reflects the principals’ degree of agreement for each statement. 

In regard to statements describing ideals and beliefs, principals rated this leadership 

responsibility the highest overall, with an average of 32.8 out of a possible 36 points 

(91.1%), as seen in Figure 4.8. 

 

Figure 4.8. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire Mean Scores. This figure represents the 
average score of each Leadership Responsibility by principal respondents. 
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Ideals/Beliefs. The leadership responsibility Ideals/Beliefs describes the ability of 

the principal to communicate and operate from strong ideals about schooling (Marzano, 

Waters & McNulty, 2005).  Those components or elements were addressed through four 

prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). The highest 

score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 33 (91.7%) to 32 (88.9%). The 

elements receiving the highest point totals were S19 – The teachers in my school are 

aware of my beliefs regarding schools, teaching, and learning, S64 - I have well-defined 

beliefs about schools, teaching, and learning, and S79 - I have explicitly communicated 

my strong beliefs and ideals to teachers, each earned 33 of the possible 36 points 

(91.7%). The last statement, S87 - My behavior is consistent with my ideals and beliefs 

regarding schools, teachers, and learning, tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.9. 
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Figure 4.9. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Ideals/Beliefs. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Ideals/Beliefs. 
 
 Outreach. The leadership responsibility outreach describes the principal’s 

effectiveness as an advocate and spokesperson for the school to all stakeholders (Marzano 

et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through four prompts on the 

Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). As in the previous section, 

the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 33 (88.9%) to 32 

(86.1%). The elements receiving the highest point totals were S36 - I am a strong 

advocate for my school to the community at large, S58 - I am a strong advocate for my 

school to the parents of our students, and S75 - I make sure that the central office is 

aware of the accomplishments of my school, each tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points 

(88.9%). The last statement, S13 - My behavior is consistent with my ideals and beliefs 

regarding schools, teachers, and learning, tallied 31 out of a possible 36 points (86.1%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.10. 
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Figure 4.10. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Outreach. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Outreach. 
 
 Visibility. The leadership responsibility visibility describes the quality contacts 

and interactions the principal has with teachers and students (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Those components or elements were addressed through three prompts on the Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the previous section, the highest 

score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 35 (97.2%) to 28 (77.8%).  

The element relative to this responsibility that received the highest point total was 

S33 – I have frequent contact with the students in my school. This element earned 35 of 

the possible 36 points (97.2%). In descending order, the other two statements were: 

•   S55 - I am highly visible to the teachers and students in my school, tallied 32 out 

of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

•   S10 – I make systematic and frequent visits to classrooms, tallied 28 out of a 

possible 36 points (77.8%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.11. 

 

Figure 4.11. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Visibility. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Visibility. 
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 Situational awareness. The leadership responsibility situational awareness 

describes the ability of the principal to be aware of details and undercurrents in the 

running of the school and the use of information to address current and potential 

problems (Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through 

five prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the 

previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 34 

(94.4%) to 27 (75%).  

The element receiving the highest point total was S91 – I am aware of the details 

regarding the day-to-day running of the school. This element earned 34 of the possible 36 

points (94.4%). In descending order, the other four statements were: 

•   S22 – I am aware of the informal groups and relationships among the teachers in 

my school, tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

•   S85 – I am aware of what is running smoothly and what is not running smoothly 

in my school, tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

•   S82 – I can accurately predict things that may go wrong in my school on a day to 

day basis, tallied 30 out of a possible 36 points (83.3%). 

•   S44 – I am aware of the issues in my school that have not formally come to the 

surface but might cause discourse, tallied 27 out of a possible 36 points (75%). 

This data is presented in figure 4.12.  
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Figure 4.12. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Situational Awareness. This figure 
represents the total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership 
Questionnaire, Situational Awareness. 
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teachers and students (Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were 

addressed through three prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et 

al., 2005).  As in the previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. 

Scores ranged from 35 (97.2%) to 28 (77.8%).  

The element receiving the highest point total was S12 – Teachers in my school 

have ready and easy access to me. This element earned 35 of the possible 36 points 

(97.2%). In descending order, the other two statements were: 

•   S57 – Lines of communication are strong between teachers and myself, tallied 29 

out of a possible 36 points (80.6%).  
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•   S35 – Effective ways for teachers to communicate with one another have been 

established in my school, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%).  

This data is presented in figure 4.13 

 

Figure 4.13. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Communication. This figure represents 
the total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Communication. 
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the other three statements were: 
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•   S18 - I try to inspire my teachers to accomplish things that might seem beyond 

their grasp, tallied 32 out of a possible 36 points (88.9%). 

•   S41 - I always portray a positive attitude about our ability to accomplish 

substantive things, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S63 - I try to be the driving force behind major initiatives, tallied 28 out of a 

possible 36 points (77.8%). 

This data is presented in figure 4.14  

 

Figure 4.14. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Optimizer. This figure represents the 
total points earned points for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Optimizer. 
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the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 32 (88.9%) to 29 

(80.6%).  

The element receiving the highest point total was S34 – In my school, seniority is 

not the primary method of reward and advancement. This element earned 32 of the 

possible 36 points (88.9%). In descending order, the other three statements were: 

•   S74 - In my school, advancement and reward are not automatically given for 

“simply putting in your time”, tallied 31 out of a possible 36 possible points 

(86.1%).  

•   S90 - Individuals who work hard and produce results are identified and rewarded 

in my school, tallied 30 out of a possible 36 possible points (83.3%).  

•   S11 - Individuals who excel in my school are recognized and rewarded, tallied 29 

out a possible 36 points (80.6%).  

This data is presented in figure 4.15 

 

Figure 4.15. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Contingent Rewards. This figure 
represents the total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership 
Questionnaire, Contingent Rewards. 
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 Resources. The leadership responsibility resources describes the effectiveness of 

the principal in providing teachers with materials and the professional development 

necessary for the successful execution of their jobs (Marzano et al., 2005). Those 

components or elements were addressed through three prompts on the Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the previous section, the highest 

score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 33 (91.7%) to 28 (77.8%).  

The element receiving the highest point total was S89 – In my school, the 

materials and resources teachers request are procured and delivered in a timely fashion. 

This element earned 33 of the possible 36 points (91.7%). In descending order, the other 

two statements were: 

•   S6 - In my school, I have been successful at ensuring that teachers have the 

necessary resources and professional opportunities to maintain a high standard of 

teaching, tallied 30 out of a possible 36 points (83.3%).  

•   S51 - Teachers in my school are regularly involved in professional development 

activities that directly enhance their teaching, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 

points  (77.8%).    

This data is presented in Figure 4.16. 
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Figure 4.16. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Resources. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Resources. 
 
 Relationships. The leadership responsibility relationships describes the ability of 
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•   S39 - I have a personal relationship with the teachers in my school, tallied 28 out 

of a possible 36 points  (77.8%).    
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•   S16 - I am aware of the personal needs of the teachers in my school, tallied 28 out 

of a possible 36 points  (77.8%).    

This data is presented in Figure 4.17. 

 

Figure 4.17. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Relationships. This figure represents 
the total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Relationships. 
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Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the previous section, 

the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 29 (80.6%) to 28 

(77.8%).  

The elements receiving the highest point totals were S4 – There are well-

established procedures in my school regarding how to bring up problems and concerns 

and S27 - I have successfully created a strong sense of order among teachers about the 

efficient running of the school. Both elements tallied 29 of the possible 36 points (80.6%). 
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The last statement, S27 - I have successfully created a strong sense of order among 

teachers about the efficient running of the school, tallied 28 out of 36 points (77.8%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.18. 

 

 
Figure 4.18. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Order. This figure represents the total 
points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, Order. 
 
 Input. The leadership responsibility input describes the willingness of the 
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policies (Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through 

three prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in 

the previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 

31 (86.1%) to 26 (72.2%).  
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•   S59 – In my school, decisions are made using a team approach, tallied 29 out of 

36 points (80.6%). 

•   S14 - In my school, teachers have direct input into all important decisions, tallied 

26 out of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.19. 

 

 
Figure 4.19. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Input. This figure represents the total 
points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, Input. 
 
 Affirmation. The leadership responsibility affirmation describes the skill of the 

principal in recognizing and celebrating accomplishments, while also acknowledging 

failures (Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through 

three prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in 

the previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 

33 (91.6%) to 25 (69.4%).  
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 The element receiving the highest point total was S38 - The accomplishments of 

the students and the school in general are recognized and celebrated, tallied 33 out of a 

possible 36 points (91.6%). In descending order, the other two statements were: 

•   S15 – The accomplishments of individual teachers in my school are recognized 

and celebrated, tallied 28 out of 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S60 - In my school, we systematically acknowledge our failures and celebrate our 

accomplishments, tallied 25 out of a possible 36 points (69.4%). 

This data is represented in Figure 4.20. 

 

Figure 4.20. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Affirmation. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Affirmation. 
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CELEBRATED

Point  Scale

Balanced  Leadership  Questionnaire:  
Affirmation
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al., 2005).  As in the previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. 

Scores ranged from 31 (86.1%) to 26 (72.2%).  

 The element receiving the highest point total was S47 - I can be highly directive 

or nondirective as the situation warrants, tallied 31 out of a possible 36 points (86.1%). 

In descending order, the other three statements were: 

•   S66 – I adapt my leadership style to the specific needs of a given situation, tallied 

29 out of 36 points (80.6%). 

•   S21 - I am comfortable making major changes in how things are done, tallied 28 

out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S43 - I encourage people to express opinions that are contrary to my own, 26 out 

of a possible 36 points (72.2%). 

This data is represented in Figure 4.21. 

 

Figure 4.21. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Flexibility. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Flexibility. 
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 Culture. The leadership responsibility culture describes the principal’s 

competence in fostering shared beliefs and a sense of community and cooperation 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through six 

prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the 

previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 30 

(83.3%) to 25 (69.4%). 

The element receiving the highest point total was S92 - In my school, we share a 

vision of what we could be like, tallied 30 out of a possible 36 points (83.3%). In 

descending order, the other five statements were: 

•   S2 - Teachers in my school regularly share ideas, tallied 29 out of 36 points 

(80.6%). 

•   S48 - There is a strong team spirit in my school, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 

points (77.8%). 

•   S56 - In my school, we have a common language that is used by administrators 

and teachers, tallied 28 out of a possible 36 points (77.8%). 

•   S67 - In my school, we have a shared understanding of our purpose, tallied 28 out 

of 36 points (77.8%).  

•   S26 - I have successfully developed a sense of cooperation in my school, tallied 25 

out of a possible 36 points (69.4%).  

This data is presented in Figure 4.22. 
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Figure 4.22. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Culture. This figure represents the total 
points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, Culture. 
 

Discipline. The leadership responsibility discipline describes the ability of the 

principal to protect teachers from issues and influences that detract from their teaching 

time and focus (Marzano et al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed 

through six prompts on the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  

As in the previous section, the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores 

ranged from 29 (80.6%) to 24 (66.7%). 

The element receiving the highest point total was S5 - I have been successful in 

protecting teachers from undue distractions and interruptions to their teaching, tallied 29 

out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). In descending order, the other three statements were: 

•   S3 - In my school, the instructional time of teachers is well protected, tallied 27 

out of 36 points (75%). 
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•   S71 - In my school, controversies or disagreements involving only one or a few 

staff members do not escalate into schoolwide issues, tallied 27 out of a possible 

36 points (75%). 

•   S70 - In my school, teachers are not brought into issues external to the school that 

would detract from their emphasis on teaching, tallied 24 out of a possible 36 

points (66.7%). 

This data is presented in Figure 4.23. 

 
Figure 4.23. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Discipline. This figure represents the 
total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Discipline. 
 

Focus. The leadership responsibility focus describes the principal’s ability to 

establish clear goals and keep goals in the forefront of the school’s attention (Marzano et 

al., 2005). Those components or elements were addressed through six prompts on the 

Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the previous section, 
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the highest score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 29 (80.6%) to 21 

(58.3%). 

The elements receiving the highest point totals were S86 - Our schoolwide goals 

are a prominent part of our day-to-day lives, and S84 – Our schoolwide goals are 

understood by all teachers, both tallied 29 out of a possible 36 points (80.6%). In 

descending order, the other four statements were: 

•   S31 - In my school, we have designed concrete goals for our curriculum, tallied 

28 out of 36 points (77.8%).  

•   S53 - We have specific goals for specific instructional practices in my school, 

tallied 26 out of 36 points (72.2%).  

•   S72 - We have established specific goals for the assessment practices in my 

school, accumulated 25 out of 36 points (69.4%).  

•   S8 - Concrete goals for achievement have been established for each student in my 

school, tallied 21 out of a possible 36 points (58.3%).  

This data is represented in Figure 4.24.  
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Figure 4.24. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Focus. This figure represents the total 
points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, Focus. 
 

Change agent. The leadership responsibility change agent describes the 

willingness of the principal to actively challenge the status quo (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Those components or elements were addressed through four prompts on the Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005).  As in the previous section, the highest 

score possible on each element is 36. Scores ranged from 28 (77.8%) to 22 (61.1%). 

The elements receiving the highest point totals were S24 - In my school, we 

systematically consider new and better ways of doing things, and S17 - I consciously try 

to challenge the status quo to get people thinking, both tallied 28 out of a possible 36 

points (77.8%). The other two statements were: 

•   S77 - In my school, we consistently ask ourselves, “Are we operating at the edge 

versus the center of our competence?”, tallied 22  out of a possible 36 points 

(61.1%).  
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•   S40 - I am comfortable initiating change without being sure where it might lead 

us, tallied 22 out of 36 points (61.1%).  

This data is represented in Figure 4.25. 

 

Figure 4.25. Balanced Leadership Questionnaire: Change Agent. This figure represents 
the total points earned for each statement in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire, 
Change Agent. 
 
Document Review 

Artifact examination comprised another source of data collected in this study. 

Participants were asked to share documents produced at their schools related to student 

growth, principal practices, and PLCs. In addition to these documents, other artifacts 

including school websites, school improvement plans (SIP), and other school documents 

were examined. The data were collected and analyzed to add contextual meaning and 

complement research findings (Merriam, 2009). No new preset codes or emergent themes 

surfaced during document review, however, documents served to further support and 

validate information shared during principal interviews.  
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The procedure for document review included making marginal notes in relation to 

the preset coding and emergent themes from the interview analysis. This researcher did 

not cut the documents into different statements because the documents served as support 

and evidence for validating principal interview responses. The process for coding all 

documents is described in more detail in the Coding Procedure in Phase Two Data 

Collection. 

Phase Two Interview Data Collection - Qualitative 

Interviews were conducted with five of the nine participants. Each interview 

lasted between 45 minutes and one hour. A responsive, semi-structured interviewing 

technique was employed. This approach involves choosing knowledgeable participants, 

actively listening to what they have to say, and asking new follow-up questions based on 

the responses provided (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). After these interviews were audiotaped, 

transcribed, and validated by the participating principals, by sending transcripts to them 

ensuring accuracy, the process of data analysis began. 

Coding Procedure 

First Cycle Coding 

 Face to face interview questions were based on a combination of the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) and the six dimensions of Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia) as well as an additional 

question regarding student academic growth. These leadership responsibilities and PLC 

dimensions were used as preset codes for organizing interview data. The preset codes 

provided this researcher direction when looking at the data and allowed this researcher to 

focus on concepts and topics of interest with respect to this study (Renner & Powell, 

2003). A preset list of codes enables the data to align with the study’s conceptual 
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framework by supporting analysis that directly answers the research questions (Saldana, 

2010). See Table 4.6 for the preset codes of this study. 

Table 4.6 

Preset Codes 

 
Preset Code 1   Relationships 
Preset Code 2   Shared & Supportive Leadership 
Preset Code 3   Situational Awareness 
Preset Code 4   Flexibility/Change Agent 
Preset Code 5   Discipline 
Preset Code 6   Culture/Shared Beliefs 
Preset Code 7   Communication 
Preset Code 8   Visibility 
Preset Code 9   Optimizer 

 
Note: Information adapted from Marzano et al (2005), Hord (1997), and Hord and Tobia 
(2012). 
 
 Each of the five interview transcripts were read through and notes were taken in 

the margins of any statements related to the preset codes. This strategy allowed this 

researcher to analyze, interpret, and make contextual meaning of the data (Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldana, 2013; Saldana, 2013). The coding process was completed 

manually on paper, rather than electronically. Manipulating data on paper is 

recommended (Seidman, 2013) and allows the researcher more control and ownership of 

the work (Saldana, 2013).  

 In the first cycle of the coding process descriptive coding was employed. 

Descriptive coding analyzes and classifies data into basic categories by summarizing each 

passage into a word or phrase (Saldana, 2013). Descriptive coding was used because it 

provided this researcher with a grasp of the study (Saldana, 2013). This coding process 

was used to analyze the data into “a categorized inventory, tabular account, summary, or 
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index of the data’s contents” (Saldana, 2013, p. 89). This was completed by making notes 

in the margins of all five interview transcripts and allowed this researcher to be able to 

have others see and hear what transpired in the interviews (Wolcott, 1994). In addition, 

statements were able to be grouped and categorized into preset codes related to PLCs 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) and the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et 

al., 2005).  

Second Cycle Coding 

 Second cycle coding was implemented in this study to yield a greater 

understanding of the preset codes and any emergent themes from the data. This strategy is 

an advanced way to reorganize and reanalyze data coded through the first cycle (Saldana, 

2013). The goal for this researcher was to “develop a sense of categorical, thematic, 

conceptual, and/or theoretical organization” (Saldana, 2013, p. 207) from first cycle data. 

 Focused coding is a process that searches for the most frequent codes in the data 

(Saldana, 2013). This researcher employed focused coding during the second cycle 

process allowing him to search for the most significant preset codes and compare them 

across other participants’ data (Saldana, 2013).  

 After the preset codes were noted in the margins of each interview transcript, 

statements from the transcripts relating to the categories identified, were placed under 

each preset code. For example, within the leadership responsibility of communication, all 

statements in the transcripts related to this were placed under this code. Each interview 

transcript was printed on different colored paper to easily identify the principal, and each 

statement made was identified with a letter, A through E, identifying each principal 

accurately. The statements were cut from the color-coded transcripts and were placed 

under each preset code and emergent theme. In addition, each statement that was similar 
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in content with a statement made by another principal was place in close proximity to 

each other on the chart paper. This process served as a visual for this researcher to see 

commonalities and differences among principals as to the reform efforts happening within 

their school, the principal practices being utilized, and how PLCs are being used within 

their respective schools.   

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 Phase Two consisted of semi-structured interviews that were conducted with five 

principals. Each interview was dedicated to the reform efforts happening in their schools, 

the leadership practices and behaviors employed by these principals, and the degree of 

PLC (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) implementation. To create a holistic analysis, 

data collected from the semi-structured interviews was compared and contrasted with 

survey data to identify the common codes and emerging themes. 

Quantitative data collected through Phase One PLCA-R Survey (Olivier & Hipp, 

2010; Olivier et al., 2003) and Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005) 

were the basis for the questions for the qualitative Phase Two interviews. These interview 

questions were designed to allow participants to articulate and expand upon their 

understanding, context, perceptions, and clarity about the reform efforts happening within 

their respective schools, the leadership behaviors and practices of these principals, and 

the extent to which the six dimensions of PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are 

being implemented. The following twelve survey sections were addressed during these 

semi-structured principal interviews. Each area was explored in great detail and depth. 

For a complete list of interview questions, see Appendix H. 
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•   Relationships: Can you describe the personal relationships you have with your 

staff? Can you describe professional relationships you have with your staff? 

•   Shared and Supportive Leadership: What ways have you been developing shared 

and supportive leadership within your staff? How do you get staff buy in? 

•   Situational Awareness: How are you aware of what is happening in your school 

in terms of the details and undercurrents? How do you use this information to 

address current or potential issues? 

•   Flexibility: Can you discuss how you've adapted your leadership behaviors to the 

needs of a current situation? How comfortable are you with dissent? 

•   Discipline: What are some ways you protect the teachers from issues that detract 

from the teaching and learning? 

•   Culture/Shared Beliefs: How do you foster a culture of shared beliefs and a sense 

of community? 

•   Leadership Practices: Which of your leadership practices do you feel has the 

greatest impact on student learning?  

•   Change Agent: How have you challenged the status quo at your school?  

•   Communication: How do your teachers have ready and easy access to you? What 

does this look like? 

•   Visibility: How do you have frequent contact with the students, teachers, and 

parents in your school? 

•   Optimizer: How do you feel about the statement, we can accomplish anything if 

we work hard enough and we believe in ourselves? 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

156  

•   Student Growth: Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your 

experience with looking at increasing the student growth at your school, under 

your leadership? 

 Relationships. There is no doubt that relationships “are central to the effective 

execution of many other [leadership] responsibilities” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 58). This 

researcher found through the literature and the principal interviews that relationships help 

to create a positive school culture, a sense of community, and increase collaboration 

(Hord, 1997; Fullan, 2016). When the five principals were asked about the personal and 

professional relationships they have with their staff, it was clear that they each believe 

(100%) building positive relationships requires trust. Principal C described that trust 

needs to be reciprocated by stating, “The trust I placed in my staff is the reason why they 

trusted me.” Principal B suggested that the relationships allow “Us to learn from each 

other and that’s the key.” This researcher identified three principals (60%) who believe 

fostering relationships is fundamental in improving school culture. Principal B suggested, 

positive relationships help “To create a culture where people want to work together on 

similar goals.” Principal D contended, “Our relationships have built a culture where our 

values are what drives us.” Principal E stated, “Personal and professional relationships 

help me grasp what the culture is and how to move forward from that.” 

When describing personal and professional relationships, principals indicated that 

positive relationships attributed to an increase in: 

•   shared and supportive leadership; 

•   sharing personal practices; 

•   staff motivation,  
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•   school culture; and  

•   carrying out the school vision. 

As a school administrator, this researcher agrees with the importance of positive 

relationships and believe it is important to foster them by investing in the time and 

resources needed. When there is mutual trust between principals and staff members, we 

have been able to work together collaboratively in the best interests of our students. In 

addition, this researcher believes that this leadership responsibility leads to educators 

feeling comfortable with taking risks in implementing instructional innovations, which in 

turn will allow students to take more academic risks. 

Shared and supportive leadership. Each of the five principals interviewed (100%) 

indicated that shared and supportive leadership is present within their schools. There is 

agreement that this PLC dimension develops aspiring leaders, gives opportunities for staff 

members to get involved, empowers staff members and gives them voice. Principal E 

stated that sharing leadership has “Empowered staff to help create schoolwide changes.” 

Principal A strongly feels that the shared and supportive leadership has “Attributed to our 

success because if you look at the [lack of] resources we have, we shouldn’t be doing as 

well on the MCAS [exam] as we are.” This researcher found that three principals (60%) 

believed that shared and supportive leadership provided a collaborative approach to 

leadership. Principal D stated, “This has created an environment where the staff are 

comfortable feeling they have a say in what is happening across the school.” Principal E 

suggested his focus has been to “Really start it [leadership] at the bottom of the pyramid 

and grow it up,” and Principal C stated that shared leadership has helped staff “Develop 

appropriate professional development for the school year.” 
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When describing shared and supportive leadership, principals indicated that this PLC 

dimension has attributed to: 

•   increased adult learning opportunities; 

•   a collaborative or grass roots approach to leadership; 

•   teacher led professional development;  

•   collegial relationships; and  

•   more risk-taking. 

This researcher understands the importance of shared and supportive leadership within 

schools. However, with isolation considered a norm, establishing a collaborative culture 

within a PLC requires shifts within mindsets (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Spillane & Louis, 

2002). Principal E agreed that this is “A shift for some people who expect leaders to 

deliver the information.” 

Situational awareness. Each of the five principals (100%) reported the 

importance of both obtaining knowledge about what is going on within their schools and 

being proactive to anticipate potential issues. Three principals (60%) attributed 

communication and visibility as the most influential factors. Principal A strongly believes 

that visibility and communication are essential to understanding what is happening in her 

school in terms of both the day-to-day details and undercurrents that were not openly 

discussed. Principal C stated that staff members would “Tell me what was going on and I 

would be able to circumvent some pitfalls potentially by reacting proactively instead of 

reactively.” Three principals (60%) believed that it was the established relationships with 

staff members that allowed for them to “Get the vibe of what’s going on” (Principal A) 
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and teachers “Share information that might make me as a principal kind of disappointed 

to hear, but they do it in a way that makes me understand it” (Principal E). 

When describing situational awareness, principals indicated this leadership 

responsibility attributed to: 

•   sharing information openly and honestly; 

•   listening to staff concerns; 

•   offering support and professional development; 

•   anticipatory leadership; and  

•   a culture driven by values. 

It has been the experience of this researcher that when change is initiated, that changes 

that take into account informal groups, staff relationships, and the ability to anticipate 

pitfalls (Marzano et al., 2005) have been well received and are more successful. Principal 

B suggested that, “Finding a middle ground [while] maintaining what we are trying to get 

across is fundamental in addressing undercurrents.” 

Flexibility and change agent. There is overlap between the traits of flexibility and 

change agent (Marzano et al., 2005). Each of the five principals (100%) have adapted 

their leadership and challenged the status quo at their schools. Three principals (60%) 

have challenged the status quo by challenging the belief systems of their staff by trying to 

become a more inclusive school. This researcher found three examples where principals 

acted as an agent of change. Principal A stated, “We are really trying to integrate more 

students into mainstream classes.” Principal C stated, “We had to allow more opportunity 

for our students to access upper level and advanced placement (AP) classes.” Principal E 
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stated, this was accomplished by “Increasing the rigor and believing all students will be 

successful.” 

When describing flexibility and change agent, principals indicated this leadership 

responsibility attributed to: 

•   adapting leadership to different situations; 

•   reviewing core beliefs, values, and vision; 

•   modeling academic conversations; 

•   creating schoolwide norms for both staff and students; 

•   reflecting on graduation requirements, review curriculum, and determine what a 

21st Century graduate looks like;  

•   focusing on teaching and learning; and 

•   making data driven decisions. 

As a school leader in an urban school, this researcher understands firsthand the 

importance of becoming a more inclusive school. This moral imperative is something this 

researcher is passionate about as our schools strive to meet the needs of all of our students 

and provide them access to all content and curriculum.  

Discipline. Protecting teachers from issues that detract from student learning is 

important (Marzano et al., 2005). All five principals (100%) discussed various ways in 

which this leadership responsibility occurs within their respective schools. Limiting 

interruptions to instructional time and continuing to focus on teaching and learning 

illustrates the importance of this responsibility. Three principals (60%) acknowledged 

that limiting disruptions to learning started with reflecting on their own priorities. 

Principal A stated that, “Respecting instructional time starts with me.” Principal D stated, 
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“I try to be conscious of interruptions that disrupt instruction.” Principal B stated, “I still 

balance whether a class assembly is worth the disruption to instruction.”  

When describing discipline, principals indicated this leadership responsibility 

attributed to: 

•   protecting teachers from parents when appropriate; 

•   creating interventions and supports; 

•   holding ongoing conversations about teaching and learning; 

•   reviewing priorities; and  

•   challenging the status quo. 

Discipline “refers to protecting teachers from issues and influences that would detract 

from their instructional time and focus” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 48). This is an issue this 

researcher is experienced with and his team has had to make decisions regarding the 

timing of announcements or determining whether a class assembly is worth the 

interruption to student learning. Principal E shared a similar experience with examining 

field trips and extended learning opportunities (ELOs). This led to “Creating norms and 

consistencies around missing classes or days of school.” 

Culture/shared beliefs. All five principals (100%) indicated the importance of 

culture as is defined by the shared beliefs, values, and vision within their school 

community (Marzano et al., 2005). Each principal agreed that reflecting upon this PLC 

dimension and leadership responsibility is a continuous process. Principal A stated, “We 

continue to reevaluate our mission statement and our core values…and every staff 

member has an opportunity to participate at multiple levels.” In addition, each principal 

agreed that establishing a vision is a team effort. Another commonality between three 
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principals (60%) is that a positive school culture is integral for the success of staff and 

students. Principal E stated, “I think a positive school culture where employees are happy, 

and students are proud of their school and their community will create a better learning 

environment.” Principal A stated, “We have a culture where people are collegial, we 

share our successes and our failures.” Principal B stated, “Sharing practices and working 

hard on how we talk to each other, has helped us to have a culture where we continue to 

learn and try to do better.” 

When describing the leadership responsibility culture, and the PLC dimension 

shared beliefs, values, and vision, principals indicated these contributed to: 

•    increasing opportunities for collaboration; 

•   promoting a sense of moral purpose; 

•   improving central office support; 

•   increasing the number and types of community events; 

•   improving school pride; and 

•   creating clear expectations. 

The role of this researcher, as an assistant principal, is to build a culture that positively 

influences staff members who can then influence students (Marzano et al., 2005). This 

researcher has found through the literature “Fostering a school culture that indirectly 

affects student achievement” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 47) is a central theme to principal 

leadership.  

 Communication. Establishing strong lines of communication with and between 

staff and students is an important principal leadership responsibility (Marzano et al., 

2005). All five principals (100%) interviewed expressed the significance of 
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communication and related it to many other leadership responsibilities. In addition, all 

principals discussed modes of communication to staff, students, and the community. 

Principal E discusses utilizing social media, such as Facebook and Twitter, to “Celebrate 

the successes of our students and our faculty.” Principal B stated, “Communication, 

communication, communication, is the most important thing.” Three principals (60%) 

openly discussed the role positive communication plays in the community by 

“showcasing how great our school is (Principal B), “Providing an opportunity to humble 

brag about what we are doing,” (Principal C) and “Posting pictures, tweeting the score, 

and following up with something on the website to show who we are.” (Principal E) 

When describing the leadership responsibility communication, principals 

indicated this leadership responsibility attributed to: 

•   frequent communication; 

•   sharing school vision; 

•   translating information for greater access to information; 

•   celebrating successes and discussing challenges; 

•   knowing the undercurrents and responding proactively; and 

•   more risk-taking. 

The experience of this researcher has led him to believe that communication is a central 

theme that transcends multiple leadership responsibilities. Effective communication may 

be the glue that holds all leadership responsibilities together (Scribner, Cockrell, 

Cockrell, & Valentine, 1999). Communication can be both positive and negative. 

However, when clear lines of communication exist, information can be shared, and 

schools can work towards a common purpose. 
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 Visibility. The leadership responsibility of visibility addresses the extent to which 

principals interact with teachers, students, and parents (Marzano et al., 2005). Each of the 

five principals (100%) described making frequent visits to classrooms, being visible by 

students, staff, and parents daily and at numerous events. Principal C stated, “I went 

everywhere. It didn’t matter. I was at every sporting event, musical, prom, plays, and 

state events.” Each principal (100%) indicated visibility is an essential part of building 

relationships. Principal A stated, “My staff knows when and where to find me and know I 

am there to listen.” Principal B stated, “I attend social events, like bowling, and it gets us 

to know each other on a personal level…It fosters a lot of good things.” Principal C 

stated, “Visibility makes the community feel valued. The teachers, the students, and the 

parents feel comfortable when they see you everywhere. It is just visibility over and 

over.” Principal D described visibility as a daily occurrence stating, “Our whole team is 

always out, from when the buses start rolling in and throughout the day the kids always 

know where they can find us, as does the staff.” Lastly, Principal E stated, “Being visible 

leads to more face-to-face communication and natural relationships.” 

When describing the leadership responsibility visibility, principals indicated this 

leadership responsibility attributed to: 

•   an open-door policy; 

•   building relationships; 

•   being supportive; 

•   improving communication; and  

•   increasing collaboration 
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As both a teacher and administrator, being visible at events pertaining to students was 

always an important way for this researcher to connect with students and community 

members. In addition, it is a way to view students in a different context. Oftentimes, the 

importance of visibility is neglected, however, this leadership responsibility is 

demonstrated to be a very important responsibility. 

 Optimizer. Principals are responsible for setting the tone of their building and 

often optimism and energy are needed to initiate change (Marzano et al., 2005). Each 

principal (100%) believed they portray a positive attitude and believe that they inspire 

others to accomplish things beyond their grasp. Principal E continually reads motivational 

books and videos and shares them with staff and students. He stated, 

I think that with students and faculty, if they're inspired then they're empowered a 

little bit and then take more responsibility. Motivation makes all the difference in 

the world. Sometimes I think that we focus in a lot on the instructional side of 

things and sometimes we just need a little motivation and inspiration.    

Three principals (60%) viewed the leadership responsibility optimism, as a part of 

their ideals, values, and beliefs. “I believe that all kids can be successful. I’ve seen 

students accomplish goals that I thought were monumental. Things like that keep me 

inspired,” (Principal A) “Everyone deserves the same shot. All that is important is that 

every child has access to the curriculum and he or she can walk across the stage with the 

tools they need to go to the next level,” (Principal C) “We have made tough decisions that 

haven’t been always well received. However, we did it because it was right for kids.” 

(Principal D) 

When describing the leadership responsibility optimizer, principals indicated this 

leadership responsibility attributed to: 
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•   modeling the vision and values of the school;  

•   maintaining a positive school culture;   

•   driving/leading the innovation or change; and  

•   providing support 

Inspiring others is a skill for all leaders including school principals. As an assistant 

principal, this researcher has experienced days when staff members struggle to execute 

their lesson or manage student behaviors. Regardless, setting an optimistic tone helps 

provide support and resources when difficult moments arise.  
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Chapter 4 Summary 

 The first phase of this mixed methods research, the quantitative phase, consisted 

of gathering numerical data from two online surveys, the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; 

Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) and The Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano 

et al., 2005). Survey participants consisted of principals who lead schools where students 

have demonstrated academic growth for two consecutive years. Survey data was analyzed 

in both aggregate and disaggregate results, then integrated to inform the semi-structured 

interview questions of the qualitative Phase Two section of the study. The interviews 

provided in-depth information and clarity to the data collected in the Phase One principal 

surveys. Data collected from principal interviews were compared and contrasted with 

survey data. Each provided insight into the reform efforts happening in their respective 

schools, as well as the principal practices being used, and determining if and how PLCs 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented.  
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Chapter 5: Findings, Interpretations, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

Structure of the Findings, Interpretations, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

Chapter 5 presents the findings, recommendations, and conclusions generated by 

this research. This chapter is divided into five broad sections. The first section provides 

an overview of the study, including the purpose, the problem statement, research 

questions, participant population, and research design. The second section contains a 

comparison and integration of Phase One quantitative and Phase Two qualitative results. 

The third section presents the interpretation of findings and summarizes the answers to 

the research questions of this study. The fourth section describes recommendations for 

school principals interested in the leadership practices and behaviors associated with 

reform efforts in schools where students demonstrate academic growth. The fifth section 

provides insight into possible recommendations for future study. 

Overview of the Study 

Purpose of the Study 

This explanatory sequential design examined what is happening among high 

schools in Massachusetts where students are demonstrating high academic growth. 

Additionally, this researcher sought to investigate the leadership practices and behaviors 

of the principals in these schools and determine if and how the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being 

implemented.  

Statement of the Problem 

Principals are responsible for creating a school culture that develops the six 

dimensions of PLCs, which are: supportive and shared leadership; shared beliefs, values, 

and vision; intentional collective learning and its application of learning; shared personal 
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and collective practice; supportive structural conditions; and supportive relational 

conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Additionally, research suggests that 

principals both directly and indirectly impact student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 

1998; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004) and there are specific leadership 

practices which are critical for increasing student achievement (Marzano, Waters, & 

McNulty, 2005). This study examined what reform efforts are happening in 

Massachusetts’ high schools where students are demonstrating increases in academic 

growth percentile over two consecutive years. In addition, this study investigated the 

practices and behaviors of the principals leading these schools and determined if and how 

these schools are implementing the six dimensions of Professional Learning Communities 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).   

 Research Questions 

This study examined what reform efforts are happening in high schools where 

students are demonstrating high academic growth. It investigated the practices and 

behaviors principals are implementing within these schools and determined if and how 

the six dimensions of PLCs are being implemented. The high schools in this study were 

located in the state of Massachusetts. The questions examined in this study were:  

4)   What are the reform efforts happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?   

5)   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

6)   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)  
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Participant Population 

 Participants for this study were principals of high schools in Massachusetts where 

students have demonstrated academic growth over two consecutive years. Specific 

criteria was imperative in this study because this researcher investigated principals who 

led their respective schools for two consecutive years where academic growth was 

examined, so the contributing factors could be attributed to the principal. Nine principals 

participated in Phase One, the quantitative phase of this study, and five principals 

participated in Phase Two, the qualitative phase of this study.   

Data Collection 

All potential participants were sent emails through Google Tools. The emails 

contained a brief description of the study, asked seven questions, and included a consent 

to participate form. Participating principals then responded to two surveys. The first 

survey administered was the Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised 

(PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). The second survey 

administered was the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Different approaches were employed to maximize the number of principal participants, 

including personalized emails and follow up phone calls. 

Review of Methodology 

 This explanatory sequential mixed methods study consisted of two phases. Phase 

One collected quantitative data from an initial email, two surveys, and document review. 

The Professional Learning Community Assessment – Revised (PLCA-R) (Olivier & Hipp, 

2010) (Appendix G) was used to determine the principals’ perceived level of PLC 

implementation within their school. The Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et 

al., 2005) (Appendix H), was used to measure the principals’ perceived leadership 
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practices for each of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Quantitative data from phase one was collected from nine principals. Phase One data was 

analyzed using descriptive statistical methods identifying trends and patterns. This 

analysis developed the interview questions for Phase Two. 

 Phase Two collected qualitative data through interviews with five principals. 

Interview questions were based on a combination of the responses received from both 

surveys, as well as an additional question regarding student academic growth. These 

semi-structured interviews were digitally recorded. This data were analyzed through both 

first and second cycle coding processes. Descriptive coding was employed in first cycle 

coding and focused coding was employed in second cycle coding. Findings were derived 

from synthesizing and analyzing quantitative and qualitative data collected during both 

phases of this study. 

Findings and Interpretations 

Phase One Findings – Quantitative 

 The complete analysis of quantitative data in Phase One yielded several findings 

within each survey administered to principals. Three major findings from the PLCA-R 

(Olivier & Hipp, 2010) centered on shared and supportive leadership, shared values and 

vision, and relational conditions. The two statements in the shared and supportive 

leadership section of the survey that emerged were S4 – The principal is proactive and 

addresses areas where support is needed (94.4%), and S2 – The principal incorporates 

advice from staff members to make decisions (88.9%). These two statements strongly 

suggest these principals are very supportive and truly share leadership by empowering 

staff to have a voice on school-based decisions. These findings support the importance of 
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principals sharing leadership to develop leadership capacity in staff and nurture a 

community of learners.  

 The two statements that were distinctive in the shared values and vision section of 

the survey were S15 – Decisions are made in alignment with the school’s values and 

vision (88.9%), and S17 - School goals focus on student learning beyond test scores and 

grades (86.1%). The first statement indicates these principals do not only articulate their 

vision, but their actions align with that vision. The second statement addresses the 

importance of educating and developing the whole student from more than an academic 

standpoint. These findings support the importance of a commitment to student learning 

and defining how the school operates, as well as its purpose. 

 The statement that was most important in the supportive relational conditions 

section of the survey was S38 – Caring relationships exist among staff and students that 

are built on trust and respect (88.9%). This illustrates the importance of developing 

positive relationships between staff and students in schools. It was clear that principals 

believe there is a mutual trust and respect between staff and students. This finding 

suggests the important role caring relationships play in a student’s learning. 

 There were statements in sections of the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010) that 

were of note because principals ranked these statements the lowest among the six PLC 

dimensions. These included statements from the following three sections of the survey: 

•   Intentional collective learning and its application, statement S28 - School staff 

members are committed to programs that enhance learning (69.4%); 

•   Shared personal practices, statement S32 - School staff members and stakeholders 

learn together and apply new knowledge to solve problems (69.4%); statement 
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S37 – Staff members collaboratively analyze student work to improve teaching 

and learning (69.4%); statement S34 – Collegial relationships exist among staff 

members that reflect commitment to school improvement efforts (72.2%);  

•   Supportive structural conditions, statement S44 – The school schedule promotes 

collective learning and shared practice (69.4%); and statement S52 – Data are 

organized and made available to provide easy access to staff members (69.4%). 

The PLC dimensions, intentional collective learning and its application, shared 

personal practices, and supportive structural conditions were ranked lower and contained 

statements that were also ranked the lowest. These findings indicate that principals in this 

study believed these are the least implemented PLC dimensions within their schools. 

These statements demonstrate the challenges and road blocks principals have in leading 

and developing PLCs.  

 Eight major findings from the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et 

al., 2005) centered on the leadership responsibilities of ideals/beliefs, outreach, visibility, 

situational awareness, communication, optimizer, contingent rewards, and resources.  

Ideals/Beliefs 

 In statements describing the leadership responsibility ideals/beliefs, statements 

S19 (91.7%) – The teachers in my school are aware of my beliefs regarding schools, 

teaching, and learning, S64 (91.7%) - I have well-defined beliefs about schools, teaching, 

and learning, S79 (91.7%) - I have explicitly communicated my strong beliefs and ideals 

to teachers, and S87 (88.9%) - My behavior is consistent with my ideals and beliefs 

regarding schools, teachers, and learning were prominent. This clearly illustrates that 
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principals communicate and operate from strong ideals and beliefs about schooling. In 

addition, principals’ actions align with their ideals/beliefs. 

Outreach 

 In statements describing the leadership responsibility outreach, statements S36 

(88.9%) - I am a strong advocate for my school to the community at large, S58 (88.9%) - 

I am a strong advocate for my school to the parents of our students, S75 (88.9%) - I make 

sure that the central office is aware of the accomplishments of my school, and S13 – I 

make sure my school complies with all district and state mandates (86.1%) were 

conspicuous. This strongly suggests that these principals are effective advocates for their 

schools. In addition, these principals demonstrate the ability to communicate to all 

stakeholders in the community. 

Visibility 

In statements describing the leadership responsibility visibility, statements S33 

(97.2%) – I have frequent contact with the students in my school, was the element earning 

the highest overall score and S55 (88.9%) - I am highly visible to the teachers and 

students in my school, were pronounced. This indicates that these principals have quality 

contact and interactions with staff members and students. Additionally, being visible 

communicates a message that these principals are engaged in all school operations. 

Situational Awareness 

In statements describing the leadership responsibility situational awareness, three 

statements S91 (94.4%) – I am aware of the details regarding the day-to-day running of 

the school, earning the second highest statement score, S22 (88.9%) – I am aware of the 

informal groups and relationships among the teachers in my school, and S85 (88.9%) – I 

am aware of what is running smoothly and what is not running smoothly in my school 
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were clearly visible. This illustrates that these principals are aware of the details and 

undercurrents happening in their schools and use this information to address issues. 

Additionally, these principals possess the ability to anticipate both opportunities and 

threats. 

Communication 

 One element in the leadership responsibility communication, S12 (97.2%) – 

Teachers in my school have ready and easy access to me, earned the highest statement 

score. This clearly exemplifies that staff members have ready and easy access to these 

principals. Furthermore, these principals establish strong lines of communication with 

both staff members and students.   

Optimizer 

 Two statements describing the leadership responsibility optimizer, S78 (94.4%) – 

I believe that we can accomplish just about anything if we are willing to work hard 

enough and if we believe in ourselves, earning the second highest statement score, and 

S18 (88.9%) - I try to inspire my teachers to accomplish things that might seem beyond 

their grasp, were distinctive. This strongly suggests these principals hold dear the belief 

that they can accomplish anything if the entire staff work hard enough and believe they 

can. In addition, these principals are inspirational leaders who lead new innovations.  

Contingent Rewards 

Two elements regarding statements describing the leadership responsibility 

contingent rewards, S34 (88.9%) – In my school, seniority is not the primary method of 

reward and advancement, and S74 (86.1%) - In my school, advancement and reward are 

not automatically given for “simply putting in your time” were noticeable. This 

emphasizes that these principals recognize and reward individuals for their 
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accomplishments. In addition, staff members are not rewarded based upon seniority or for 

putting in their time.  

Resources      

 One statement describing the leadership responsibility resources, S89 (91.7%) – 

In my school, the materials and resources teachers request are procured and delivered in 

a timely fashion, was discernible. This clearly demonstrates that these principals provide 

staff members with materials and resources necessary to execute their jobs. In addition, 

these principals provide appropriate professional development for their staff members.  

 There were statements in the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 

2005) that this researcher found to be extremely interesting because principals ranked 

these statements the lowest among the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

2005). These included statements from the following four sections:  

•   Visibility: S44 – I am aware of the issues in my school that have not formally 

come to the surface but might cause discourse (75%); 

•   Culture: S26 - I have successfully developed a sense of cooperation in my school 

(69.4%);  

•   Focus: S8 - Concrete goals for achievement have been established for each 

student in my school (58.3%);  

•   Change agent: S77 - In my school, we consistently ask ourselves, “Are we 

operating at the edge versus the center of our competence?” (61.1%), and S40 - I 

am comfortable initiating change without being sure where it might lead us 

(61.1%).   
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The low scores in these sections of the survey are quite fascinating for a few reasons. 

First, three sections including visibility, culture, and focus were ranked high overall, as a 

cluster of questions regarding these leadership responsibilities. The first statement 

suggests that there are undercurrents or issues going on inside schools that the principal is 

unable to anticipate or address proactively. Although principals reported being 

anticipatory and having an ability to be aware of undercurrents, there are still issues 

occurring behind the scenes which can cause discourse and distract from teaching and 

learning. While principals in this study are easily accessed by staff members, there are 

occasions when the execution of this leadership responsibility may be limited because of 

other aspects of the position, resulting in a breakdown of other leadership responsibilities 

such as communication or culture. 

 The second statement suggests principals still struggle to get cooperation from all 

staff members. Principals believe that their staff members can become more empathetic 

and accepting of ideas not already within their own construct. Although principals 

reported having a shared vision and a shared sense of purpose in their schools, 

cooperation still suffers. When a sense of cooperation is limited, there may be a lack of 

empathy to truly understand the needs of all students.  

 The third statement suggests that principals believe student achievement data is 

not personalized to each student and individual students’ goals are limited. Although 

principals report establishing school-wide goals for curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment, there is room for growth in personalizing these goals to meet the needs of 

each student.  

 The fourth and fifth statements suggest that principals hesitate to initiate change 

that may not lead to a specific result or outcome. In addition, principals struggle to 
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challenge the beliefs of their staff members or systemic structures already in place at their 

school. However, principals executed this responsibility by challenging the status quo of 

their staff members and discussed ways to improve and innovate their schools.      

Reform Efforts  

Phase Two Findings – Qualitative 

 The complete analysis of qualitative data in Phase Two yielded four major reform 

efforts happening in high schools where students are demonstrating academic growth. 

These reform efforts include establishing: 

•   A Purposeful Community 

•   High Expectations for All 

•   Shared and Supportive Leadership  

•   A Focus on Teaching and Learning.  

Building a Purposeful Community 

 A purposeful community is defined as having “the collective efficacy and capacity 

to develop and use assets to accomplish goals that matter to all community members 

through agreed-upon processes” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 99). This researcher has 

identified building a purposeful community as a reform effort happening in high schools 

where students are demonstrating academic growth. It was evident that each principal was 

continually trying to build a purposeful community where the focus is on teaching and 

learning. Marzano et al. (2005) suggests four important concepts are embedded in 

purposeful communities including; collective efficacy, the development and use of all 

available assets, accomplishing goals that matter to all community members, and agreed-

upon processes.  
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 Collective efficacy. Collective efficacy is a shared belief that people can enhance 

the effectiveness of the organization by believing they can make a difference (Marzano et 

al., 2005). Although many leadership responsibilities were executed by each principal to 

foster a shared belief that operating as a collective group can effect change, two 

leadership responsibilities stood out, Optimizer and Affirmation. For example, Principal 

B demonstrated the responsibility of optimizer when discussing the research supporting 

21st century learning and stated, “What we are trying to do here is define the vision of a 

21st century graduate coming out of our school.” Principal B added, “This has caused a lot 

of good discussion about updating and reviewing curriculum and integrating more 

technology into classes.” Two principals demonstrated the leadership responsibility 

affirmation by stating, “Our social media page is for parents, students, and faculty. And 

it’s about celebrating students and celebrating faculty,” (Principal E) and “We make 

announcements that highlight student behavior and school behavior that supports our 

vision.” (Principal A) Collective efficacy is connected with the PLC dimension shared 

beliefs, values, and vision. In PLCs, the collective efficacy of all staff members is 

enhanced by employing actions that improve their effectiveness as professionals for the 

students’ benefit (Hord, 1997).  

 The PLC dimension shared beliefs, values, and vision were also pervasive 

throughout the interviews. Each principal believed that the school’s vision was based on 

the beliefs and values of all stakeholders and was created through a collaborative process. 

Principal C stated, “We are a very value-driven school. We really live our vision because 

many different people contributed to it.” School vision describes how a school operates as 

well as its purpose (Hord, Roussin, & Sommers, 2010). Each principal focused their 

vision around student learning. For example, “We strive to meet the needs of our 
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students,” (Principal C) “When students improve from needs improvement to proficient, 

that measures growth,” (Principal B) and “Our vision is to support the learning of all 

students.” (Principal A) All suggest student learning is the true purpose of their respective 

school. These three principals demonstrated a similar shared vision about student 

learning.     

 Developing and using available assets. Assets within a school can be tangible or 

intangible (Kaplan & Norton, 2004). Tangible assets include financial and physical 

resources, school personnel and their respective talents, technology, and access to 

information (Marzano et al., 2005). The tangible assets are linked to the PLC dimension 

supportive structural conditions. Within a PLC, supportive structural conditions include 

physical conditions, such as time and proximity, that encourage and sustain a collegial 

atmosphere for collective learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). This researcher 

determined that each principal has time within the schedule for staff members meeting in 

PLCs to learn and share practices; however, this time is limited. Principal E stated, “This 

happens a lot less than I would like. We meet twice a month. One time is departmental, 

and the other is grade level.” Principal B stated, “We are doing good PLC work in small 

pockets.”  

Intangible assets within a school include elements such as shared vision, shared 

ideals and beliefs, or mission (Marzano et al., 2005). The intangible assets are very 

similar to the PLC dimension shared beliefs, values, and vision. These shared beliefs, 

values, and vision include a school-wide commitment to student learning that is 

articulated and referenced frequently in the staff members’ work (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012). Each principal executed the development of the schools’ vision through 

shared beliefs and values and this is a process that continues to be reviewed. Principal C 
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stated, “Part of our vision is to give more kids access to more rigorous content.” Principal 

E discussed, “Reviewing the vision to include the belief that raising the bar for both 

teachers and students will improve learning.” In all cases, the ideals and shared beliefs of 

the school were led by the principal but was an inclusive process. Principal C described 

ideals and shared beliefs as a community wide vision by including all stakeholders, 

stating, “I think our schools reflect the values of the community and our community 

values a well-rounded student over a high-profile academic student.” It seems these 

principals believe that empowering many stakeholders to develop community ideals and 

shared beliefs will allow for healthy conversations and provide opportunities for other 

perspectives to be valued.  

 Accomplishing goals that matter to all community members. Marzano et al 

(2005) suggests the driving force behind this concept is that all staff members “believe 

that their day-to-day efforts serve common goals” (p. 102). It is the principal’s 

responsibility to keep school-wide goals articulated and keep academic conversations 

from being forgotten. The principal does this through his or her actions. This researcher 

found each principal employed three specific leadership responsibilities which led to 

accomplishing goals that mattered to all community members. Three leadership 

responsibilities that were utilized by principals in various ways were visibility, situational 

awareness, and relationships. Each principal discussed the frequent contact they had with 

staff and students. Examples include, “I am visible in the cafeterias and at school events.” 

(Principal A) “You saw me in classrooms and in the hallways. I would do my work at 

3pm. It was just the visibility over and over.” (Principal C) This research supports the 

idea that the leadership responsibility of visibility is a crucial component of principal 

leadership and one any principal can execute to accomplish goals that matter to all 
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stakeholders. In this researcher’s experience, many principals discuss the importance of 

being a presence in the hallways, cafeterias, and classrooms as well as attending events 

outside of the school day. These examples help to build relationships and improve 

communication.  

Principals were able to discuss the leadership responsibility situational awareness 

as actions employed to be aware of both details and undercurrents occurring at their 

schools. The responsibility of visibility lends itself to the execution of situational 

awareness because, “If you don’t know what the rumors out there are or what the 

concerns being discussed in the lunchrooms are, then you are missing some very valuable 

information.” (Principal E) 

Establishing a purposeful community is built upon the principal leadership 

practices and behaviors that develop relationships (Marzano et al., 2005). During the 

principal interviews the topics of personal and professional relationships continued to be 

integrated within many leadership responsibilities and PLC dimensions, including 

supportive relational conditions. Principal A suggests, “I attribute a lot of our success to 

the collaborative and collegial relationships we have here.” Two consistent concepts 

about relationships each principal discussed were trust and respect. “Trust is huge. To 

make any changes there needs to be some trust.” (Principal E)  

When principals promote and enhance the relationships within schools, student 

achievement can be positively affected (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Building relationships 

is important for each staff member to share personal practices and support one another. 

These experiences create the support for teaching and instruction to improve, and impact 

student learning. This was evident in principal interviews when describing the practices, 

he or she employs to build relationships. Principal A stated, “I try and get to know all of 
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the students in my school” and Principal D expressed, “These relationships start with 

small talk in the hallways or cafeterias.” This research suggests that principals focus on 

building positive relationships with students.   

 Agreed-upon processes. Agreed-upon processes is the fourth concept that 

Marzano et al (2005) suggest as a component of a purposeful community. These 

processes enhance communication among members of the community, provide for 

efficient reconciliation of disagreements, and keep members attuned to the well-being of 

the community (Marzano et al., 2005). The principal leadership responsibility input, the 

extent to which the principal involves staff members in designing and implementing 

important decisions and policies, (Marzano et al., 2005) helps to address these issues. 

Each principal identified the importance of having an open-door policy and empowering 

staff as a means of executing this responsibility. The following examples illustrate the 

responsibility, input. “I have the most open-door policy. People come to me all day every 

day,” (Principal E) and “People tell me I make myself too accessible at times.” (Principal 

B) “We have department liaisons and we meet on a regular basis to discuss school-wide 

issues.” (Principal D) This researcher understands the significance of agreed upon 

processes to keep staff members informed of what is occurring in the school. Allowing 

staff members to have a voice in school-wide decisions is a major component in PLC 

implementation by learning from each other, sharing leadership, and establishing 

supportive relational conditions among team members (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012). These elements provide the conditions necessary to create a culture of high 

expectations for all.  
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High Expectations for All 

 Another major reform effort happening at these schools is the overarching theme 

of high expectations for all. Each principal discussed the importance of having high 

expectations for both staff and students. High expectations were conveyed in various 

ways. Conceptually, high expectations for all indicates a vision in which there is a school-

wide belief that all students and staff can learn and be successful. An interesting finding 

when discussing high expectations for all was the goal of each principal to create a more 

inclusive school, increasing equity and access for their students. Communication, 

visibility, culture and shared beliefs, collaboration, and relationships were all principal 

practices this researcher discovered as ways principals conveyed high expectations.   

 Communication. Researchers have indicated that consistently communicating 

high expectations has been linked to positive results in school and student achievement 

(Cheng, 1997; Gullat & Lofton, 1996, Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Waters, Marzano, & 

McNulty, 2003). Principals discussed their approach to communicating high expectations 

by stating, “We have been communicating the idea that everyone should strive to do 

better. For example, if a student is proficient we want them to shoot for advanced.” 

(Principal B) “We continue to talk about high expectations and we have done a lot with 

social emotional learning, making it a priority, supporting the whole student.” (Principal 

A) Each principal communicated the importance of creating the conditions that help 

improve adult learning within their schools. It was clear that each principal placed high 

expectations for all staff members in their schools as well. Principal E stated, “We know 

the best thing you can do for a student is to put a high-quality teacher in front of them. 

This is done by establishing clear expectations and holding everyone accountable.” This 

research suggests that creating a culture of high expectations for all students and staff 
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encompasses the real goal of PLCs because when adult learning is improving, then 

student learning is improving (Hord, 1997).  

 Visibility. Principals confirmed the importance of visibility to communicate 

messages clearly and to provide opportunities for them to be in classrooms, observing 

teaching and learning. Being in classrooms allows the principal to determine if the 

expectations established for students are high or low. Visibility in the classrooms happens 

through observations, walk-throughs, and evaluations. “Being visible in classes is helpful 

for us knowing what’s the norm in that classroom, the structures and routines for student 

learning, or the management of student behavior.” (Principal E) Additionally, principals 

discussed visibility as being an active participant in both professional development and 

other school-based committees. This researcher concludes that principals need to be the 

lead learners in PLCs and actively participate in the learning taking place. PLCs are 

grounded in the idea that everyone, the principal included, is learning together. This 

allows for leadership responsibilities to be executed and PLC dimensions to be a natural 

component of the school culture.  

Culture/shared beliefs. The principals believed that within their respective 

schools, school culture and shared beliefs played a large role in having high expectations 

for all. The belief that “all students can learn and be successful” (Principal C) was a 

consistent message throughout the interview process. In many cases, the culture of high 

expectations was an arduous process and took a long time to establish. For example, 

Principal D stated, “We have spent ten years really building that culture where our values 

are what drives us.” Along with the length of time, the empowerment of staff to build this 

culture was imperative. Each principal found various ways to reflect on the core values as 

a school community. For example, Principal A stated, “We spent time reevaluating our 
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mission statement, our core values, and every staff member had an opportunity to 

participate.” In PLCs, it is important for all staff members to review the school’s mission 

and reflect upon core values. The information this researcher gathered from the 

interviews illustrated the important influence shared culture and beliefs have upon 

schools. The culture can both positively and negatively affect student learning. Therefore, 

the emotional tone set by the school principal can lead to a culture where student learning 

is the top priority. 

Collaboration. Collaboration was another component that led to establishing high 

expectations. Throughout conversations with principals it was clear that their role is 

extremely complex and the need for collaboration was essential to accomplish most of 

their goals. In fact, each principals’ leadership style was collaborative in nature and this 

was demonstrated by statements such as, “It’s a team effort. A school effort,” (Principal 

B) and “We all worked together for a common goal.” (Principal A) In addition, principals 

suggested collaboration allowed for relationships to develop, which is an integral 

component of PLCs, specifically the PLC dimension, supportive relational conditions 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia). 

Relationships. One very interesting finding determined by this researcher was 

that each principal interviewed had prior experience in some other role or position at their 

current school before becoming principal. It was apparent that each had found ways to 

foster relationships, however, each indicated that many relationships were established 

before becoming principal. For example, “I have been in the district for many years and 

in different capacities…so I had a lot of credibility” (Principal C) and “Throughout my 

career, I have had to make difficult decisions, however, relationships have helped me get 

through them.” (Principal B) It was clear that establishing relationships allowed 
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principals to know their staff and understand their strengths and weaknesses. This 

researcher believes this understanding helps to support staff members and build their 

capacity. The data suggests that principals take the time to get to know their staff 

members and establish relationships. The trust and respect developed will allow for more 

collaboration focused on learning.  

Shared and Supportive Leadership 

 Another reform effort occurring in schools where students are demonstrating high 

academic growth is the PLC dimension, shared and supportive leadership. Each of these 

principals believed in dispersing leadership in various ways such as in leadership teams, 

committees, school senate, teacher leaders, and coordinators. In addition, each principal 

displayed humility and attributed any school success to their staff members in various 

ways. Principal A stated, “We all worked together for a common goal. I can’t say I 

personally did anything other than supporting them with what they needed and wanted to 

do.” This illustrates the various ways principals can be supportive to the needs of their 

staff members for them to execute their jobs, as well as demonstrate that sharing 

leadership is an integral part of school success. 

 Shared and supportive leadership is a foundational principle in PLCs and the 

leadership responsibilities executed by the principal will impact the degree to which this 

PLC dimension is implemented. This PLC dimension suggests the principal nurture staff 

members’ development and provides opportunities for leadership. Each principal referred 

to different leadership teams as examples for sharing leadership. Principal E stated, “In 

the last couple of years our leadership team focused on grading practices and looking to 

make them more consistent. We have also focused on lesson development. These were all 

teacher led.” It was apparent that sharing leadership requires the principal to relinquish 
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control and help other staff members become leaders. Principal B described his shared 

leadership in the role as a mentor stating, “I love to develop leaders. I try to mentor 

people to become leaders. They may not even want to be a principal, but we have so 

many other leadership roles.” This researcher contends any reform effort within a school 

will need a team approach that is focused on building the capacity of others to share 

leadership.  

Focus on Teaching and Learning 

 An additional reform effort identified through Phase One and Phase Two analysis 

and synthesis was establishing a focus on teaching and learning. Other than the classroom 

teachers, the principal is consistently considered the most important school-based factor 

affecting student achievement. Each principal in this study described components from 

PLC dimensions as well as certain leadership responsibilities that ensured the focus 

remains on teaching and learning. Principal E stated, “We use data to look at students on 

an individual level. Unpacking the individual case is important. If we raise the bar the 

right amount each week, each month, each semester, each year, all students will get 

there.” Improving student performance requires schools to transform. In schools 

demonstrating high academic growth, principals articulated their ideals and core beliefs to 

create a school vision, improved equity and access for all students, and established an 

environment that fosters relationship building with students.  

 Shared beliefs, values, and vision. When shared beliefs, values, and vision are 

centered on students and their learning, the principal and staff members can all work 

towards a common goal. This goal was reiterated by each principal, but the message was 

clear; increase student learning. Although there are different ways to illustrate what a 

school values, a few consistent examples were demonstrated and described by principals 
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in this study. Principals recognized the accomplishments of both staff members and 

students. This was accomplished by “Putting student work up in our hallways,” (Principal 

A) “We recognize accomplishments from athletics, academic achievements, and musical 

performances,” (Principal C) “We use social media to build pride. We have so many great 

things going on.” (Principal E) The recognition of staff members and students is an 

important culture builder that emphasizes the achievements occurring at schools. These 

celebrations can foster the building of relationships (Louis, 2008) an important piece of 

PLC implementation and leadership responsibility. 

 Second, observing classrooms is essential to ensuring that learning in the 

classroom is meeting expectations. Principals described the classroom visits as formal 

and informal observations, walk-throughs, and learning walks. Additionally, each 

principal discussed the importance of visiting classrooms. Principal E stated, “I ask my 

team to get into classrooms every day. We need to see how we are doing.” This 

researcher agrees that observing in classrooms allows principals to determine if 

expectations are being met, lessons are personalized and engaging, and routines and 

structures are in place. This can be a time where principals and their teams can plan 

professional development around teaching and learning.  

Equity and Access. Equity and access were not listed in the preset codes; 

however, the importance of this topic was communicated through a few of the leadership 

responsibilities such as ideals/beliefs, communication, optimizer, situational awareness, 

and change agent. Each principal acknowledged the importance of equity and 

accessibility within their schools. While the context of each was different, the idea was 

discussed within many questions this researcher asked. There are two examples that 

illustrate equity and access. Two principals challenged the status quo, seeking to change 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

190  

the mindset of some staff members. Teachers within the upper level classes and 

Advanced Placement (AP) program were described as “gate-keepers of access to upper 

level classes…and these were courses for the elite,” (Principal C) and “We have done a 

lot of work to rewrite our course expectations for advanced placement classes and how all 

students can access them.” (Principal E) Each principal communicated the importance of 

equity and access within their own school context and all believe that as the school leader 

they are making a difference and allowing all students more equitable access to 

curriculum.   

Summary of Conclusions 

Reform Efforts 

 Research question one examined the reform efforts happening in high schools 

where students were demonstrating high academic growth. The conclusions from this 

research question are based upon the analysis and synthesis of the data and findings. The 

four reform efforts shown to be happening in these high schools were establishing: 

•   A Purposeful Community  

•   High Expectations for All  

•   Shared and Supportive Leadership  

•   A Focus on Teaching and Learning.  

This researcher concludes that these four reform efforts are contributing to the student 

academic growth within these high schools. The high schools examined in this study are 

led by principals who are committed to these efforts through their leadership 

responsibilities and PLC implementation.  
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Leadership Practices and Behaviors 

Research question two investigated the leadership practices and behaviors of 

principals in these high growth schools. The conclusions from this research question are 

based upon the analysis and synthesis of the data and findings. The practices and 

behaviors exhibited by these principals are consistent with the 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005). However, the Leadership Responsibilities 

executed most frequently by the principals in this study were: 

•   Ideals/Beliefs 

•   Outreach 

•   Visibility 

•   Situational Awareness 

•   Communication 

•   Optimizer 

•   Contingent Rewards  

•   Resources.  

This researcher concludes that these leadership responsibilities are contributing to the 

student academic growth within these high schools. However, this researcher understands 

that principals execute each of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities to some extent. The 

high schools examined in this study are led by principals who are committed to these 

specific leadership responsibilities and committed to improving student academic growth. 

PLC Implementation 

Research question three determined how these high schools implemented the six 

dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). 
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The conclusions from this research question are based upon the analysis and synthesis of 

the data and findings. This researcher concludes that each principal is implementing the 

six dimensions of PLCs. The degree to which each dimension is being implemented 

varies slightly; however, all six PLC dimensions are contributing to students 

demonstrating high academic growth. The six dimensions of PLCs being implemented 

are:  

•   Shared and Supportive Leadership,  

•   Shared Values, and Vision,  

•   Shared Personal Practice, 

•   Collective Learning and its Application, 

•   Supportive Relational Conditions, and 

•   Supportive Structural Conditions. 

This researcher concludes that these PLC dimensions are contributing to the student 

academic growth within these high schools. However, the three PLC dimensions being 

implemented to a higher degree were shared and supportive leadership, shared values, 

and vision, and supportive relational conditions. The high schools examined in this study 

are led by principals who are committed to supporting the PLC work needed to improve 

student academic growth. 

Recommendations 

We cannot solve the problems of today with the same thinking that gave us the 

problems in the first place. - Albert Einstein 

In the age of high stakes accountability, principals’ responsibilities have 

increased. Leading any reform effort is a monumental task for any individual. “No single 
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person has the expertise, influence, and energy to initiate and sustain a substantive change 

process” (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008, p. 310). Research synthesis performed by 

Marzano et al (2005) describes 21 Leadership Responsibilities required for school 

principals but acknowledges it would be rare to find any principal capable of mastering 

every one. Additionally, while there has been an emphasis placed on PLCs in schools, it 

is clear that certain PLC dimensions seem to be a larger part of the school culture. Both 

challenges indicate that there is a high need for current principals, aspiring principals, and 

principals in training programs to lead reform efforts, execute the 21 Leadership 

Responsibilities, (Marzano et al., 2005) and implement PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012) within their schools.   

Recommendations are based on the findings and conclusions of this study. These 

recommendations may guide principals with the practices and behaviors necessary to lead 

reform efforts within their schools and to implement PLCs. This researcher suggests the 

following recommendations for experienced, new, and aspiring principals, as well as 

principal training programs.  

Recommendation #1: Shared and Supportive Leadership 

It is recommended that principals share leadership with staff members as well as 

provide and support leadership opportunities that develop staff capacity. This is an 

important PLC dimension and suggests that principals and staff members are working 

collaboratively to improve academic growth. Shared leadership in one of the most 

important elements in developing PLCs (Hord & Tobia, 2012). This PLC dimension is 

demonstrated when principals share power, authority, and decision making with staff 

members (Hord, 1997).  
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Recommendation #2: Shared Values and Vision and Ideals/Beliefs 

 This researcher recommends that principals not only need to know and be able to 

articulate their own values and vision but must also create a school vision that includes 

the values of all stakeholders. When principals empower others, there is more ownership. 

In PLCs, developing shared beliefs, values, and vision contributes to staff members’ 

commitment to student learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Shared values and 

vision establish a culture of both adult and student learning. The PLC dimension shared 

values and vision is closely related to the leadership responsibility of ideals/beliefs. It is 

necessary for principals to communicate and operate from strong ideals and beliefs about 

schooling (Marzano et al, 2005). A principals’ ideals/beliefs are a necessary leadership 

responsibility to execute.  

Recommendation #3: Supportive Relational Conditions 

 Principals should consider fostering relationships with both staff members and 

students. Relationships are essential in any organization, including schools. For PLCs to 

be successful caring relationships need to exist where there is mutual trust and respect. 

The ability for the principal to develop personal and professional relationships is essential 

in implementing PLCs. In terms of a leadership responsibility, relationships are the extent 

to which the principal demonstrates an awareness of the personal aspects of staff 

members (Marzano et al., 2005). The relationships developed by principals are essential 

in leading any school reform effort.     

Recommendation #4: Outreach  

 Principals can benefit from being the spokesperson for the entire school 

community. The principal should be an advocate for the school and be willing and able to 

communicate with people inside and outside the school (Marzano et al., 2005). This 
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leadership responsibility suggests the principal ensures that the school complies with any 

district, state, or federal regulation (Marzano et al., 2005). Additionally, the responsibility 

outreach is employed by simply communicating with the superintendent about the latest 

accomplishments of the school (Marzano et al., 2005). The complex nature of a high 

school emphasizes the need for principals to create partnerships to be highly effective 

when leading reform efforts.  

Recommendation #5: Visibility  

 Principals should reflect upon the importance of being visible to staff members, 

students, and community members. Principal presence is vastly vital as both a leadership 

responsibility and as a participant in PLCs. Frequent classroom visits and being 

recognized as a lead learner has a great influence in terms of supporting leadership, 

developing relationships, and communicating the message that the principal is interested 

in what is going on in his or her school. Additionally, principal presence in the PLC work 

is one of the most powerful ways for principals to expand their learning (Hirsch & Hord, 

2008). Teachers and administrators learning from each other helps to build collective 

efficacy, which is a key variable in explaining student academic achievement (Hoy, 

Sweetland, & Smith, 2002). This researcher suggests principals model being the lead 

learner.      

Recommendation #6: Situational Awareness/Flexibility 

 It is recommended that the principal be aware of details and undercurrents 

happening in the school to address them proactively. Equally important, is the ability to 

adapt leadership behaviors to meet the needs of the current situation. Implementing PLCs 

will require a shift in what is currently done in many schools. In addition, any deep 

change will employ different leadership strategies. When leading change, dissent from 
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staff members will occur. Principals will need to be able to deal with dissent in a 

productive manner. When leading a school reform effort, the principal will need to be 

both directive and nondirective as the situation warrants (Marzano et al., 2005). 

Recommendation #7: Communication  

  This researcher recommends principals establish clear lines of communication 

with staff members, students, and other stakeholders. This leadership responsibility 

integrates with all other responsibilities and is an important component in leading and 

implementing PLCs. Communicating a strong vision about the importance of both student 

and adult learning is essential for principals implementing PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & 

Tobia, 2012). The manner in which a principal communicates will have an impact on the 

culture of the school, including the beliefs, values, and vision.  

Recommendation #8: Optimizer 

 Principals should recognize that they set the emotional tone of their building. It is 

critical that the principal inspires others as he or she is the driving force behind PLCs or 

any other reform effort. Additionally, optimism is identified as an important characteristic 

of an effective school leader (Blase & Kirby, 2000). 

Recommendation #9: Contingent Rewards 

 Recognizing staff members and students for their accomplishments is a leadership 

responsibility that principals should execute. This is a way to demonstrate what the vision 

and values of the school are, such as improving academic achievement. When principals 

recognize the skills and talents of staff members, it builds teacher efficacy and develops 

trust and respect, which are all essential elements in the implementation of PLCs (Hord, 

2004). In addition, this leadership responsibility assists in both communicating the 
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message and reminding all students and staff members what is important in their school 

(Kouzes & Posner, 1999).          

Recommendation #10: Resources 

 Principals should provide staff members with the materials and professional 

development necessary to improve teaching and learning. These resources can be both 

tangible and intangible. Principals should ensure that staff members are provided the 

resources and materials to execute their job (Marzano et al., 2005). For PLCs to be 

implemented, appropriate professional development will be needed and the participation 

from each staff member and school leader, including the principal is essential. Within the 

PLC, the professional development is the ongoing process of collective inquiry, learning 

from doing and from each other (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008).  

Recommendation #11: Principal Training Programs 

Principal training programs should consider shifting from the traditional or 

managerial role of the principal to a shared leadership approach. More needs to be done 

to prepare future school leaders to lead change within their schools, such as any reform 

effort. Understanding and utilizing the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

2005) are one large component of being a principal. Additionally, leading and 

implementing PLCs would require principals to know and understand each PLC 

dimension to be able to implement them effectively.  

Recommendation #12: Inclusive Practices and Collaboration 

 This researcher recommends that principals utilize an inclusive and collaborative 

process when leading reform efforts. For principals to lead them successfully will require 

principals to lead second-order change. Therefore, principals should recognize not all 

change is first-order and reform efforts will demand a principal to “ratchet up his 
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idealism, energy, and enthusiasm” (Marzano et al., 2005, p. 75) and lead second order 

change.   

Recommendations for Further Research 

This research has provided data and findings which describe the reform efforts 

happening in schools demonstrating academic growth, the principal practices and 

behaviors utilized in these reform efforts, and the level of PLC implementation within 

these schools. Although research suggests that both PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012) and the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) impact academic 

achievement, there was a lack of research in the literature that described how the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) and the six dimensions of Professional 

Learning Communities (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012), could be used together to 

impact student academic achievement. This study was designed to address any gaps in the 

literature, and the need for further study will be very beneficial to school leaders as they 

embark on school reform. Based on data analyzed and findings presented, this researcher 

suggests related topics for further research: 

Further research is needed to address the limitation of this study. This study was 

limited to a purposeful sample of high school principals in Massachusetts that were 

leading schools where students were demonstrating academic growth for two consecutive 

years. A broader understanding of reform efforts, principal practices, and PLC 

implementation could be derived from expanding the study to include middle school or 

elementary schools where student academic growth has increased for consecutive years, 

In addition, further insight could be researched by examining high schools which have 

demonstrated inconsistent growth, as well as schools which have demonstrated student 

academic growth for more than two consecutive years.  
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Another recommendation for further study, would be to examine the staff  

members’ perceptions at these same high schools in this study to determine how the 

reform efforts, the 21 Leadership Responsibilities, and the degree of PLC implementation 

findings compare to the findings of this study. 

A third recommendation for further study would be to examine how a principal’s  

longevity within a school relates to high academic growth and investigate how a 

principals’ role in other capacities within the school or district relate to high academic 

growth. 

Conclusion 

This study examined the reform efforts happening in high schools where students 

were demonstrating high academic growth, investigated the leadership practices and 

behaviors being utilized within these schools, and determined if and how the six 

dimensions of PLCs are being implemented. Although the findings from this study 

provided valuable insight into the leadership responsibilities and degree of PLC 

implementation principals are utilizing to lead reform efforts at their schools, these 

findings are limited and not necessarily transferrable to all high schools in the United 

States. Furthermore, the findings were based on the principals’ perceptions of their 

leadership responsibilities and degree of PLC implementation, possibly presenting bias.  

For the purpose of this study, data was gathered from two separate phases, 

analyzed and interpreted, to answer three research questions. The first research question 

examined the reform efforts happening at schools where students were demonstrating 

high academic growth. The findings supported four reform efforts which included 

building a purposeful community, high expectations for all, shared and supportive 
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leadership, and a focus on teaching and learning are each contributing to the student 

academic growth within these high schools.   

In response to the second research question of the study, the leadership practices 

and behaviors principal utilized were consistent with the 21 Leadership Responsibilities 

(Marzano et al., 2005). Although each responsibility was employed, the eight leadership 

responsibilities executed most frequently by the principals in this study were 

ideals/beliefs, outreach, visibility, situational awareness, communication, optimizer, 

contingent rewards, and resources. These responsibilities contributed to the student 

academic growth in these schools. 

Regarding the third research question in this study, if and how PLCs (Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented, it was clear that the dimensions of PLCs 

(Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) are being implemented in these schools and are 

contributing to the student academic growth within these high schools. Three PLC 

dimensions being implemented to a greater extent and essential in the reform efforts of 

these schools were shared and supportive leadership, shared values and vision, and 

supportive relational conditions. The high schools examined in this study are led by 

principals who are committed to supporting the PLC work needed to improve student 

academic growth. 

In closing, as an assistant principal in Massachusetts and an aspiring principal, 

this researcher believes that both PLCs and the leadership responsibilities principals 

execute positively impact student academic growth. As a school leader, leading change is 

a difficult task. However, there are two conceptual frameworks PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord 

& Tobia, 2012) and the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) principals 
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can learn from and build their own capacity and understanding to lead school reform 

efforts. 
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Appendix A 
 

Initial Email/Letter to Principal 
Dear Principal, 
 
I am a doctoral student at Plymouth State University (PSU) and I am also an assistant 
principal at Salem High School, Salem MA. I have focused my area of research on 
examining what reform efforts are happening in high schools where students are 
demonstrating high levels of academic growth, the practices principals are utilizing in 
these schools, and if and how Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are being 
implemented. As a principal who is leading a high school where students are 
consecutively demonstrating high academic growth, your input will provide great insight 
into the reform efforts happening in your school and the leadership practices and 
behaviors you are utilizing that are essential to your schools’ success. The chairperson of 
my dissertation committee is Dr. Emily K. Spear.  
 
Your participation in this study consists of responding to two online surveys and 
participating in a face-to-face interview at your school. The approximate time to complete 
both surveys is 60 minutes. The interview will be approximately one additional hour.  
 
I want to assure you that your participation in this study will remain confidential and your 
name and your school will also remain confidential. In addition, any descriptive coding 
process of any information shared will remain anonymous.  
 
I would greatly appreciate your participation in my research project. 
 
Before responding to the following questions, I will need your consent to participate in 
the study. The consent form is attached as an attachment in this email. 
 

 
If you have chosen to consent, you will be sent a follow up email. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
James Flynn 
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Doctoral Candidate, Plymouth State University 
17 High Street 
Plymouth, NH 03264 
jamesflynn@salemk12.org   Tel. 617.640.4141  
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Appendix B 

 
Survey and Interview Participant Consent Form 

 
INVESTIGATOR NAME: James Flynn 
 
STUDY TITLE: High Schools Demonstrating High Academic Growth: A Mixed-Methods 
Approach to Examine What Reform Efforts are Happening in These High Schools and What 
Practices These Principals are Utilizing.  
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: The purpose of this study is to examine what is happening 
among high schools where students are demonstrating high academic growth, identify the 
leadership practices and behaviors of the principals in these schools and to determine if 
and how the six dimensions of PLCs are being implemented. This work is being 
undertaken as part of the Plymouth State University doctoral program. 
 
I am being asked to participate in the study because I am currently the principal of a high 
school where students have demonstrated academic growth from 2014-2016. 
 
DESCRIPTION OF STUDY: This study will attempt to examine the reform efforts 
happening in high schools where students are demonstrating academic growth. In 
addition, this study will attempt to identify the leadership practices and behaviors used in 
these schools and determining if and how PLCs are being implemented. 
 
The amount of time required to participate in this study is approximately 2 hours. My 
participation will consist of completing two surveys. Interviews will be approximately 1 
hour in length. 
 
There are no costs to me for participating in this survey and/or interview. 
 
RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS: This study presents minimal risk. The online surveys will 
collect no personal information about the participating principals. The subsequent semi-
structured interviews with participating principals will be conducted in 1:1 settings with 
the researcher; only perspectives relative to what reform efforts are happening at the high 
school are relevant.  
 
BENEFITS: There will be no direct benefit to participants. However, their participation 
may provide insight and contribute to the knowledge development for future school 
leaders about the reform efforts that are happening in high schools where students are 
demonstrating high academic growth. The experiences from principals who have both 
sustained effective PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) and strongly utilized the 21 
Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005) will help other school 
leaders focus on and improve their specific leadership practices that relate to the depth of 
PLC implementation. 
 
ALTERNATIVE PROCEDURES: The alternative is not to participate in the study. 
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CONFIDENTIALITY: All documents and information pertaining to this research will be 
kept confidential in accordance with all applicable federal, state, and local laws and 
regulations. I understand that data generated by the study may be reviewed by Plymouth 
State University’s Institutional Review Board, which is a committee responsible for 
ensuring my welfare and rights as a research participant, to assure proper conduct of the 
study, and compliance with university regulations. If any presentations or publication 
results from this research, I will not be identified by name.  
 
The information collected during my participation in this study will be kept for a period 
of five years in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s home; including all printed data 
(Excel Spreadsheets). After five years the files will be destroyed. My confidentiality will 
also be protected by the removal of any IP addresses collected automatically on Google 
Forms.  
 
TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION: I may choose to withdraw from this study at 
any time for any reason. If I choose to drop out of this study, I understand that the surveys 
are anonymous and therefore research records cannot be destroyed following submission 
of surveys. 
 
I understand that I must be 18 years of age or older to participate in this study. 
 
COMPENSATION: Participation in this study is strictly voluntary. I understand that I 
will not receive payment for this study and there will be no cost for my participation. 
 
INJURY COMPENSATION: Neither Plymouth State University nor any government or 
other agency will provide special services, free care, or compensation from any injuries 
resulting from this research. I understand that treatment for such injuries will be at my 
expense and/or paid through my medical plan.  

QUESTIONS: All of my questions have been answered to my satisfaction and if I have 
further questions about this study, I may contact James E. Flynn at (617) 640-4141 or 
jflynn8@plymouth.edu. I may direct calls to the Dissertation Chair, Dr. Emily K. Spear at 
(603) 286-8383 or ekspear@plymouth.edu. If I have any questions about the rights of 
research participants, I can contact the Chairperson of the Plymouth State University’s 
Institutional Review Board at 603-535-3221.   
 
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION: I understand that my participation in this study is 
entirely voluntary and that refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of 
benefits to me. I am free to withdraw or refuse consent, or to discontinue my 
participation in this study at any time without penalty or consequence.  

By selecting “Yes” below, you are providing your consent to be a participant in 
this study. Please print this page and keep a copy for your records.  

Plymouth State University’s IRB has approved the solicitation of participants for 
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the study until ____________January 18, 2019______(Date).         
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Appendix C 

Email to Participating Principals 

 Thank you for your interest in participating in this study by responding to the two 

survey instruments and consenting to an interview. As a principal who is leading a high 

school where students are consecutively demonstrating high academic growth, your input 

will provide great insight into the reform efforts happening in your school, the leadership 

practices and behaviors you are utilizing, and how you have implemented Professional 

Learning Communities at your school that are essential to your school’s success.   

 It is important that you understand that this study is for research purposes only 

and consent must be established. Please review the attached consent form prior to 

answering the follow up questions and accessing the surveys. If you have any questions 

or concerns about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me immediately through 

email or phone so these issues can be addressed.  

 After reviewing the consent form, if you do not have any questions or concerns, 

please click the link below. The first step in this online process will require you to 

electronically consent to participate in the two surveys. 

 Thank you in advance for your time and participation in this study. Your insight 

may assist future principals in leading reform efforts to improve student academic 

growth. If you have agreed to participate in the face-to-face interview, I will contact you 

soon via phone and/or email to set up a time and place.  

 
Please respond to the following questions:  
 

1.   How many years have you been principal?  
2.   How many years have you been the principal at your present high school? 
3.   Please describe your leadership style.  
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4.   Do you believe your school has characteristics of Professional Learning 
Communities?  

5.   If so, would you share any artifacts such as PLC agendas, meeting minutes, or 
general information about student achievement and growth?  

6.   Would you consent to an interview? 
 
 
Please click on the links below 
 
PLCA-R Survey click: https://goo.gl/forms/5sTUR4y9VjkOo8H43 
 
Balanced Leadership Questionnaire click: https://goo.gl/forms/XLc6yWUdMN51a9yQ2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

247  

Appendix D 
 

    Department of Educational Foundations  
      and Leadership 
      P.O. Box 43091 
      Lafayette, LA 70504-3091 
 
February 5, 2017 
  
James Flynn 
11 Herbert Avenue 
Peabody, MA  01960  
 
Dear Mr. Flynn: 
 
This correspondence is to grant permission for the utilization of the Professional Learning 
Community Assessment-Revised (PLCA-R) as your instrument for data collection for your 
doctoral study though Plymouth State University. I believe your research examining leadership 
responsibilities of school leaders who implement, support, and sustain professional learning 
communities will contribute to the PLC literature and provide valuable information related to 
school improvement in secondary schools.     I am pleased you are interested in continuing to use 
the PLCA-R measure in your research.  
 
This permission letter allows use of the PLCA-R through paper/pencil administration, as well as 
permission for online administration, as detailed in your PLCA-R Request Form.  
 
While this letter provides permission to use the measure in your study, authorship of the measure 
will remain as Olivier, Hipp, and Huffman (exact citation on the following page). This permission 
does not allow renaming the measure or claiming authorship.  
    
Upon completion of your study, I would be interested in learning about your entire study and 
would welcome the opportunity to receive an electronic version of your completed dissertation 
research. 
 
Thank you for your interest in our research and measure for assessing professional learning 
community attributes within schools. Should you require any additional information, please feel 
free to contact me. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Dianne F. Olivier 
 
Dianne F. Olivier, Ph. D. 
Associate Professor and Coordinator of the Doctoral Program 
Joan D. and Alexander S. Haig/BORSF Professor 
Department of Educational Foundations and Leadership 
College of Education 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette 
P.O. Box 43091 
Lafayette, LA   70504-3091 
(337) 482-6408 (Office)    dolivier@louisiana.edu  
 
Reference Citation for Professional Learning Community Assessment-Revised measure:  
 
Source:  Olivier, D. F., Hipp, K. K., & Huffman, J. B. (2010). Assessing and analyzing  
      

schools. In K. K. Hipp & J. B. Huffman (Eds.). Demystifying professional 
learning communities: School leadership at its Best. Lanham, MD:  
Rowman & Littlefield. 
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Appendix E 
 
October 16, 2017 
 
James Flynn 
Assistant Principal, Grade 9 
Salem High School 
77 Willson St. 
Salem, MA 01970  
jamesflynn@salemk12.org 
 
Permission to Use McREL Material 
 
Permission is hereby granted to James Flynn to use McREL’s Balanced Leadership 
survey in the dissertation that he is writing.  
 
When the survey is distributed please mark the instrument “Copyright McREL 
International. Reprinted and distributed with permission.” We ask that you do not reprint 
the survey in the text of your dissertation. 
 
We understand that the dissertation containing these figures is for satisfying program 
requirements only and will not be commercially distributed. This permission is limited to 
the use and materials specified above.  Any change in the use or materials from that 
specified above requires additional written permission from McREL before such use is 
made. 
 
Please send McREL a copy of the completed dissertation for our records. 
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
Maura McGrath 
Knowledge Management Specialist 
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Appendix F 
 

Professional Learning Communities Assessment-Revised 
 
Directions: 
 
This questionnaire assesses your perceptions about your principal, staff, and stakeholders 
based on the dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and related 
attributes. This questionnaire contains a number of statements about practices which 
occur in some schools. Read each statement and then use the scale below to select the 
scale point that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the statement. Shade 
the appropriate oval provided to the right of each statement. Be certain to select only one 
response for each statement. Comments after each dimension section are optional. 
 
This questionnaire assesses your perceptions about your principal, staff, and 
stakeholders based on the dimensions of a professional learning community (PLC) and 
related attributes. This questionnaire contains a number of statements about practices 
which occur in some schools. Read each statement and then use the scale below to 
select the scale point that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the 
statement. Shade the appropriate oval provided to the right of each statement. Be certain 
to select only one response for each statement. Comments after each dimension section 
are optional. 
 
Key Terms: 

§   Principal  =  Principal,  not  Associate  or  Assistant  Principal  
§   Staff/Staff  Members=  All  adult  staff  directly  associated  with  

curriculum,  instruction,  and  assessment  of  students  
§   Stakeholders  =  Parents  and  community  members  

 
Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree (SD) 

2 = Disagree (D) 
3 =Agree (A) 
4 = Strongly Agree (SA) 
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Appendix G 
 

 
 

 
All of the remaining 92 questions will follow the same Likert scale as 
represented above. The other 92 questions are shown below. 
 
1.  The changes I  am trying to make in my school will represent a significant 

challenge to the status quo when they are implemented. 

2.  Teachers in my school regularly share ideas. 

3.  I n  my school, the instructional time of teachers is well protected. 

4.  There are well-established procedures in my school regarding how to bring 

up problems and concerns. 

5.  I    have been successful in protecting teachers from undue distractions and 

interruptions to their teaching. 

6.  In my school, I  have been successful at ensuring that teachers have the 

necessary resources and professional opportunities to maintain a high standard 

of teaching. 

7.  I  am directly involved in helping teachers design curricular activities for 

their classes. 

8.  Concrete goals for achievement have been established for each student in 

my school. 

9.  I am very knowledgeable about effective instructional pr act i ces.  

10. I make systematic and frequent visits to classrooms.  
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11. Individuals who excel in my school are recognized and rewarded. 

12. Teachers in my school have ready and easy access to me.  

13.  I  make sure that my school complies with all district and state mandates. 

14.  In my school, teachers have direct input into all important decisions. 

15. The accomplishments of individual teachers in my school are recognized 

and celebrated. 

16.  I  am aware of the personal needs of the teachers in my school.  

17.  I    consciously try to challenge the status quo to get people thinking. 

18. I try to inspire my teachers to accomplish things that might seem beyond 

their grasp. 

19. The teachers in my school are aware of my beliefs regarding schools, 

teaching, and learning. 

20.  I monitor the effectiveness of our curriculum. 

21.  I   am comfortable making major changes in how things are done. 

22.  I am aware of the informal groups and relationships among the teachers in 

my school. 

23.  I    stay informed about the current research and theory regarding effective 

schooling. 

24.  In my school, we systematically consider new and better ways of doing 

things. 

25.  I  am directly involved in helping teachers address inst ruct ional   issues in 

their classrooms. 

26.  I    have successfully developed  a sense of cooperation in my school. 

27.  I  have successfully created  a strong sense of order among teachers about  

the  efficient running of the  school. 

28.  One  of the  biggest priorities in my school is to keep the staff's energy  

level up and maintain the progress we have already made. 

29.  The changes we are trying to make in our school  require the  people  

making the  changes to  learn new concepts and skills. 

30.  We  have made good  progress, but we need  another "shot  in the arm" to  

keep us moving forward on our improvement efforts. 
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31.  In  my school, we have designed concrete  goals for our curriculum. 

32.  I am very knowledgeable about  classroom curricular issues. 

33.  I  have frequent  contact with the students  in my school. 

34.  In  my school, seniority is not the  primary method  of reward  and 

advancement. 

35.  Effective ways for teachers to communicate with one another have been 

established in my school. 

36.  I am a strong advocate for my school to the community at large. 

37.  Teachers are directly involved in establishing policy in my school. 

38.  The accomplishments  of the students  and the school  in general are 

recognized and celebrated. 

39.  I  have a personal  relationship with the teachers in my school. 

40.  I am comfortable initiating change without being sure where  it might lead 

us. 

41 .  I  always portray  a positive attitude  about our ability to accomplish 

substantive things. 

42. I continually monitor the effectiveness of the instructional practices used in 

our school. 

43.  I    encourage people to express opinions that are contrary to  my own. 

44.  I  am aware of the issues in my school that have not formally come to the 

surface but might cause discord. 

45.  I   continually expose  teachers  in my school to cutting-edge  ideas about  

how to  be effective. 

46. There  are deeply ingrained practices in my school that  must be ended  or 

changed if we are to make any significant progress. 

47.  I   can be highly directive or- nondirective as the situation warrants. 

48. There  is a strong team  spirit in my school. 

49.  There  are well-established routines regarding the  running of the school 

that staff understand  and follow. 

50.  I  am directly involved in helping teachers  address assessment issues in 

their classrooms. 
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51.  Teachers  in my school are regularly involved in professional development 

activities that  directly enhance  their teaching. 

52.  The changes I    am trying to make in my school will challenge the existing 

norms. 

53.  We  have specific goals for specific instructional practices in my school. 

54.  I am very knowledgeable about  effective classroom assessment  practices. 

55.  I am highly visible to the teachers  and students  in my school. 

56.  In my school, we have a common  language that is used by administrators  

and teachers. 

57.  Lines of communication  are strong  between teachers and  myself. 

58. I    am a strong advocate for my school to the  parents of our students. 

59.  In my school, decisions are made using a team approach. 

60.  In my school, we systematically acknowledge our failures and celebrate  our 

accomplishments. 

61.  I   stay informed about significant personal issues in the  lives of the teachers. 

62. Unless we make significant changes in my school, student achievement is not going 

to improve much. 

63.  I    try to  be the  driving force  behind  major initiatives. 

64.  I       have well-defined beliefs about  schools, teaching, and learning. 

65.  I    continually monitor  the  effectiveness of the assessment  practices used in 

my school. 

66.  I    adapt  my leadership style to the specific needs of a given situation. 

67.  In  my school, we have a shared  understanding  of our purpose. 

68.  In  my school, we systematically have discussions about  current  research  

and theory. 

69.  The most important changes we need to  make in  my school are the  ones 

the staff most strongly resists. 

70.  In my school, teachers are not brought  into issues external to the school  

that would detract from their emphasis on teaching. 

71. In my school, controversies or disagreements involving one or a few 

staff members do not escalate into schoolwide issues. 
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72.  We  have established specific goals for the assessment  practices in my 

school. 

73.  I     provide conceptual  guidance for the teachers in my school  regarding 

effective classroom  practice. 

74.  In my school, advancement and reward  are not automatically given for 

simply "putting in your time.” 

75.  I   make sure that the  central office is aware of the accomplishments  of my 

school. 

76.  I   make sure that significant events  in the lives of the teachers  in my school  

are acknowledged. 

77.  In  my school, we consistently ask ourselves, "Are we operating  at the  

edge versus the  center of our competence?" 

78.  I  believe that we can accomplish just about anything if we are willing to 

work  hard enough  and if we  believe in ourselves. 

79.  I  have explicitly communicated  my strong  beliefs and ideals to teachers. 

80.  At any given time, I    can accurately determine how effective our school  is 

in terms  of enhancing student  learning. 

81. In  my school, we are currently experiencing  a period during which things 

are going fairly well. 

82.  I  can accurately predict things that  may go wrong  in my school on a day-

to-day  basis. 

83.  In  my school, we systematically read articles and books about  effective 

practices. 

84.  Our schoolwide goals are understood by all teachers. 

85.  I    am aware of what is running smoothly and what is not running smoothly  

in my school. 

86.  Our  schoolwide goals are a prominent  part of our day-to-day lives. 

87.  My behavior is consistent  with my ideals and beliefs regarding schools, 

teachers, and learning. 

88.  In my school, it would be useful to have a period of time during which we 

do not undertake  any new, big initiatives. 
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89.  In  my school, the  materials and resources  teachers request  are procured  

and delivered in a timely fashion. 

90.  Individuals who work  hard and produce  results are identified and 

rewarded in my school. 

91.  I    am aware of the details regarding the  day-to-day running of the school. 

92.  In my school, we share a vision of what we could be like. 
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Appendix H 

 
Interview Questions 

 
•   Relationships: Can you describe the personal relationships you have with your 

staff? Can you describe professional relationships you have with your staff? 

•   Shared and Supportive Leadership: What ways have you been developing shared 

and supportive leadership within your staff? How do you get staff buy in? 

•   Situational Awareness: How are you aware of what is happening in your school 

in terms of the details and undercurrents? How do you use this information to 

address current or potential issues? 

•   Flexibility: Can you discuss how you've adapted your leadership behaviors to the 

needs of a current situation? How comfortable are you with dissent? 

•   Discipline: What are some ways you protect the teachers from issues that detract 

from the teaching and learning? 

•   Culture/Shared Beliefs: How do you foster a culture of shared beliefs and a sense 

of community? 

•   Leadership Practices: Which of your leadership practices do you feel has the 

greatest impact on student learning?  

•   Change Agent: How have you challenged the status quo at your school?  

•   Communication: How do your teachers have ready and easy access to you? What 

does this look like? 

•   Visibility: How do you have frequent contact with the students, teachers, and 

parents in your school? 
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•   Optimizer: How do you feel about the statement, we can accomplish anything if 

we work hard enough and we believe in ourselves? 

•   Student Growth: Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your 

experience with looking at increasing the student growth at your school, under 

your leadership? 
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Appendix I 

PLYMOUTH STATE UNIVERSITY 

Institutional Review Board 

Application for Approval for Research Involving Human Subjects 

_____________________________________________________________

_____ 

Full Review   ☐ Expedited Review   ☒ Exempt Review   ☐  

Proposed Start Date : January 19, 2018 

Is research being funded?  Yes  ☐ No  ☒  Source of funding: N/A 

Title of Study: High Schools Demonstrating High Academic Growth: A Mixed-Methods 

Approach to Examine What Reform Efforts are Happening in These High Schools and What 

Practices These Principals are Utilizing. 

Investigator: 

 Name: James Flynn 

 Position: Assistant Principal, Salem High School 

 Phone Number: 617.640.4141 

 Email: jflynn8@plymouth.edu 

            Faculty Advisor Name (if applicable): Dr. Emily K. Spear  

           Qualifications to Conduct this Research: Doctoral Candidate 

 

Additional Research Staff and Qualifications to Conduct Research 

N/A 

 

 

Describe your research question and the background for the study. Include a brief 

literature review with supportive references.  

 

 

 

1. Purpose of the Study and Brief Background and Review of Literature 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

264 

Purpose of the Study 

The review of literature related to leadership responsibilities and the six 

dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) strongly suggests that both 

directly impact student achievement. General characteristics of principal leadership, such 

as creating a vision are important, but specific actions that affect student achievement 

must be identified (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Wimpleberg, Teddlie, & 

Stringfield, 1989). Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) have created a set of research-

based leadership responsibilities that are quantified with the relationship to student 

achievement. In Massachusetts, student growth achievement can measure student 

achievement because it measures how much improvement a student shows from one year 

to the next, relative to that students’ peers (Massachusetts Department of Secondary and 

Elementary Education, 2017). This researcher believes that student growth is an 

important factor in measuring student achievement. This explanatory sequential design 

seeks to examine what reform efforts are happening in Massachusetts’ high schools 

where student growth percentile is increasing over consecutive years. In addition, this 

researcher seeks to identify the practices and behaviors of the principals leading these 

schools, as well to determine if and how these schools are implementing the six 

dimensions of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs; Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 

2012).  

Background of Study 

 Reform attempts in public education have been occurring for many decades: 

however, there is little evidence suggesting that schools have become more effective 

(DuFour & Eaker, 1998). Additionally, there is an increasing amount of pressure for 



REFORM EFFORTS AND PRINCIPAL PRACTICES 

 

265 

educators to improve instruction and increase student learning (Cuban, 1993; Darling-

Hammond, 1997; Fullan, 2016; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Efforts to improve schools have 

fallen short of the anticipated results due to a number of reasons, such as “the complexity 

of the task, misplaced focus and ineffective strategies, lack of clarity on the intended 

results, failure to persist, and a lack of understanding of the change process” (DuFour & 

Eaker, 1998, p. 17). The culture existing within schools is primarily isolated and the work 

of principals involves tasks that are distant from the work of teachers and students (Beck 

& Murphy, 1993; Cuban, 1993; Evans, 1996). However, there is growing evidence that 

school improvement involves changing the culture of a school (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 

Fullan, 2016; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Principals can change this culture by working 

collaboratively, building consensus, and creating opportunities for all staff to grow and 

develop (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Lieberman, 1995). The principal plays a key role in 

developing and nurturing a collaborative school culture that is focused on learning 

(Mullen & Schunk, 2010).  

  Many researchers agree that transforming schools into Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs) offers a strategy for school improvement (Darling-Hammond, 1996; 

Drucker, 1992; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012). Additionally, 

PLCs provide a structure with the potential to sustain continuous growth for all educators 

and students (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 1997; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). Schools 

functioning as effective PLCs are characterized by six dimensions: (1) supportive and 

shared leadership; (2) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (3) intentional collective learning 

and its application of learning; (4) shared personal and collective practice; (5) supportive 

structural conditions; and (6) supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 
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2012). Research indicates that principals play an essential role in creating, implementing, 

supporting, and leading PLCs (DuFour, DuFour, & Eaker, 2008; Evans & Mohr, 1999; 

Hord, 1997; 2004; Schein, 1992). There is a vast amount of research indicating that PLCs 

can improve student achievement (Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis & 

Kruse, 1995; Supovitz, 2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003). In addition to the impact 

PLCs have on student achievement, there is also a rich body of literature suggesting that 

the role of the principal also impacts student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; 

Leithwood, Day, Sammons, Harris, & Hopkins, 2004; Marzano et al., 2005). The 21 

Leadership Responsibilities developed by Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) 

quantify the relationship between specific principal behaviors and student achievement by 

“providing insight into how the responsibilities interact and are applied” (p. 75).  

Review of Literature 

In order for schools to be equipped to effectively address state and federal 

mandates, an increasingly diverse student body, new teaching and learning standards, and 

a myriad of other challenges schools will face, the ability to adapt to changes and reform 

is paramount (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Huffman & Hipp, 2010). This presents a 

challenge for schools and for the principals that lead them because “people embrace 

progress but loathe change” (Johnson, 2005, p. 5). To change people’s behaviors requires 

a community where new ideas and beliefs can be expressed and nurtured (Gladwell, 

2000). These communities are built upon the leadership and the members’ ability to 

continuously improve, adapt, and collaborate to solve the complex challenges that 

continue to arise in schools (Fullan, 2016).  
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The literature indicates that Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are the 

best hope for addressing issues of reform, teacher isolation, and student and adult 

learning, because leaders work to establish a collaborative culture where everyone learns 

together to support student achievement (Huffman & Hipp, 2010). PLCs are a powerful 

strategy for developing these cultures “provided they are seen as deep-learning cultures” 

(Fullan, 2016, p. 229) and delve into systemic cultural change. PLCs allow meaningful 

collaboration between educators that fosters a culture of continuous inquiry and 

improvement (Hord, 1997). 

The conceptual frameworks that were critical in this literature review about PLCs 

and school leadership were Senge’s (1990) five disciplines within learning organizations 

and Hord’s (1997) dimensions of PLCs. These two frameworks have been pivotal in the 

literature and in research; however, Hord’s (1997) five dimensions of PLCs provided the 

most thorough lens for this study to pursue the research on PLCs and her work is critical 

in the application of PLCs in an educational setting. The original work of Hord (1997) 

identified and defined five dimensions to which more recent research by Hord and Tobia 

(2012) redefined PLCs into six dimensions to further clarify the attributes. The six 

dimensions of a PLC identified, defined, and investigated in this study are: (a) shared and 

supportive leadership; (b) shared beliefs, values, and vision; (c) collective learning and 

application; (d) shared personal and collective practice; (e) supportive structural 

conditions; and (f) supportive relational conditions (Hord, 1997, 2004; Hord & Sommers, 

2008; Hord & Tobia, 2012; Huffman & Hipp, 2003). 

The six dimensions of PLCs help build a culture that seeks to continually improve 

rather than reengineer or restructure (Louis, 2006). It is clear that PLCs are a cultural 
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change and “not an innovation to be implemented” (Louis, 2006, p. 482). However, this 

professional community of learners directs its efforts toward increased student learning 

(Hord, 1997; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). The educational community widely accepts 

the value of PLCs in improving student learning (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997, 

2004; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; 

Olivier & Hipp, 2006; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sackney, Mitchell, & Walker, 2005; Schmoker, 

2006). Schools that embrace PLCs have leaders who understand that leadership is a 

shared process (Lambert, 2000). In addition, these leaders recognize the importance of 

teacher collaboration and building leadership capacity (Lambert, 2000).   

Many different leadership theories have been extensively researched and studied 

(Northouse, 2013). However, within the context of schools the leadership of the principal 

has been evolving as administrators and staff collaborate, support each other’s growth, 

and redefine their professional roles (Hoerr, 1996). Principal leadership is shifting from 

an individual role to an organizational capacity (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000). This allows the 

principal to focus on providing the resources, so all students, staff, and administrators 

have quality learning opportunities (Ogawa & Bossert, 2000).  

Research suggests principal leadership directly and indirectly impacts student 

achievement (Bell, Bolam, & Cubillo, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood, Seashore 

Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005; Witziers, 

Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). It is apparent that no one leadership skill, style, or behavior can 

be responsible for the success of a school (Marzano et al., 2005). Creating the culture and 

conditions that support a professional community of learners requires a complex 

combination of 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005).  
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The conceptual framework underlying this study on principal leadership is the 

quantitative meta-analysis performed by Marzano et al. (2005) and the creation of the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities that are correlated to student achievement. These leadership 

responsibilities are not new to the literature; however, the research determined a direct 

relationship between the responsibilities and student achievement (Marzano et al., 2005). 

This leadership framework was chosen because this study may serve as a tool for school 

principals to apply the findings from the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

(2005) into their own leadership behaviors and practice. Furthermore, 66 leadership 

practices have been identified and grouped into 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano 

et al., 2005).  

In PLCs, it is important for the principal to participate in the implementation of all 

six PLC dimensions (Hord & Tobia, 2012). The role of the principal is essential in 

implementing, supporting, and sustaining PLCs (Combs, Edmonson, & Harris, 2013; 

Louis, Dretzke, & Wahlstrom, 2010; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Actively 

participating in PLCS allows the principal to serve as the lead learner so that the learning 

culture truly becomes established (Fullan, 2016). Researchers have identified suggestions 

as to how the principal can utilize the six attributes that comprise PLCs to improve 

student learning (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012).       

It is evident that both PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) and the 21 

Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 2005) have been shown to increase student 

achievement. However, little research has been devoted to specifically examining what is 

happening in high schools across the state of Massachusetts that are demonstrating high 

levels of student growth, to determine the leadership practices and behaviors that these 
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principals are utilizing, and understanding how PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) 

are being implemented in the high growth high schools. Thus, there is a need to extend 

previous research by conducting a sequential explanatory mixed methods design focused 

on examining what is happening in high schools in Massachusetts that are showing high 

levels of student growth for consecutive years, determining which practices and behaviors 

these principals are utilizing, and learning how PLCs (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012) 

are being implemented.  

Research Questions 

 Scholars and researchers suggest that Professional Learning Communities impact 

student achievement (Berry, Johnson, & Montgomery, 2005; Bolam, McMahon, Stoll, 

Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Hollins, McIntyre, DeBose, & Hollins, 2004; Hord, 1997; 

Hord & Tobia, 2012; Louis & Marks, 1998; Phillips, 2003; Strahan, 2003; Supovitz, 

2002; Supovitz & Christman, 2003). Additionally, research suggests that the practices 

and behaviors of the principal also impact student achievement (Bell et al., 2003; 

Leithwood et al., 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004, Marzano et al., 2005; Witziers et al., 

2003). Therefore, the questions that this study will examine are as follows: 

4.   What reform efforts are happening in high schools where students are 

demonstrating high levels of academic growth?  

5.   What are the leadership practices and behaviors of principals in these high 

growth schools? 

6.   How, if at all, do these high schools implement the six dimensions of 

Professional Learning Communities? (Hord, 1997; Hord & Tobia, 2012)   

7.    
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A. List the expected number of participants: This research will include approximately 10 

principals from public high schools in Massachusetts. 

B. Does the research involve special populations specifically, children, prisoners, or 

individuals who are cognitively impaired?  Yes  ☐  No  ☒ 

 

C. Describe who is going to participate in the research (i.e. age, demographic 

characteristics, etc.).  

This researcher will recruit participants from the current pool of high school principals in 

Massachusetts where students have demonstrated high levels of academic growth at least 

two consecutive years, from 2014-2016. This data is available through the Massachusetts 

Department of Secondary and Elementary Education (MA DESE, 2017) and a 

comprehensive list will be compiled. Interview participants will be selected from the pool 

of participants who voluntarily indicate their interest in being interviewed. All principals 

must still be employed in that position and school at the time in which qualifying criteria 

was demonstrated. 

 

D. Indicate whether anyone might be excluded from the research and why. 

Any principal who has not been in that respective position during the time of increased 

student growth will be excluded. For example, a new principal of a school where students 

have previously demonstrated high levels of academic growth would be excluded from 

this research because that principal would not have the experiences necessary to answer 

interview questions regarding leadership practices and behaviors, or PLC implementation, 

at the time the students demonstrated high levels of academic growth, 2014-2016.  

 

E. Discuss how and by whom participants will be recruited, selected, and assigned to 

groups. Attach flyers, posters, oral or written communication, or other recruitment 

materials used to contact potential subjects as an appendix. 

2. Recruitment Procedures and Participant Population 
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This researcher will recruit volunteer participants during an initial email that will describe 

the purpose of the study and the time commitment of the participants. This email will ask 

participants to consent to participate in the study. At the same time each principal will 

receive the informed consent form (Appendix B). Willing principals will be asked to send 

the informed consent form back to me via email. After this, willing participants who have 

consented to the study will be sent a follow up email (Appendix C) consisting of six 

questions. In this follow up email participants will be given access to two online surveys. 

These are described in the two phases of this study. Phase 1 participants will consist of 

principals who will complete two online surveys. Phase 2 participants will consist of 

principals who completed the surveys and are willing to participate in semi-structured 

interviews based on analysis of survey data.      

 

 

A. Materials: Describe the apparatus, stimuli, questionnaires, or any type of measures to 

be used in the study. Attach questionnaires, interview guidelines, and measures to be used 

as an appendix.  

This study will use two quantitative surveys and up to 10 semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews. For the online surveys, principals will be required to have an individual 

computing device (i.e. laptop, desktop, iPad) with internet access. Interviews will be 

conducted in person and at the site of the participant’s school, or online via the BlueJeans 

application. The questions for the interview will be informed from the analysis of the two 

surveys.  Appendix (I) lists the possible questions that might be asked in the interview 

situation.  

 

B. Describe each step of the procedure or study protocol, including the instructions 

participants will be given and any experimental manipulations that will be administered. 

Indicate where the research be conducted.  

Initial Email (Appendix A) 

The initial email will explain the study and its purpose; it will include information about 

the researcher, university affiliations, and chairperson of dissertation committee. In 

addition, this email will describe the expected time commitment and the process for data 

3. Procedures and Methodology 
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collection. Principal will be asked to participate in the study. Willing principals will be 

sent the informed consent form (Appendix B) as well as an initial six question follow up 

email (Appendix C) with the last question pertaining to consenting to an interview.  

Principals who are willing to participate will be given access (via Google Tools) to 

respond to the two surveys.  

 

Participants will be asked to consent to participate in the study prior to the following 

questions. The willing participants will then be sent a follow up email. 

 

Follow up Email (Appendix C)  

The following questions will be included in this email (see Appendix C): 

1.   How many years have you been principal?  

2.   How many years have you been the principal at your present high school? 

3.   Please describe your leadership style.  

4.   Do you believe your school has characteristics of Professional Learning 

Communities?  

5.   If so, would you share any artifacts such as PLC agendas, meeting minutes, or 

general information about student achievement and growth?  

6.   Would you consent to an interview?   

 

Phase I: Quantitative Data Collection 

Research conducted during phase 1 of this study will consist of acting principals.  

Online Surveys 

Data will be collected through two different survey instruments. The PLCA-R (Olivier & 

Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) survey instrument is a 52-item 

questionnaire that scores the responses using a four-point Likert scale. This survey 

measures the principals’ perceptions on the six dimensions of a PLC and its related 

attributes. Principals will read each statement and then use the scale to select the point 

that best reflects their personal level of agreement with the statement (Olivier & Hipp, 

2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003). The second survey instrument that will be 

administered is the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005). This 
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instrument was developed by Marzano et al. (2005) and is a 92-item questionnaire that 

will measure a principal’s perceived leadership practices indicating the level of 

principal’s behaviors for each of the 21 Leadership Responsibilities (Marzano et al., 

2005). This instrument uses a four-point Likert scale with descriptors ranging from a high 

of this characterizes me or my school to a great extent, to a low of this does not 

characterize me or my school (Marzano et al., 2005). Analyses of the PLCA-R (Olivier & 

Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) “diagnostic tool have confirmed internal 

consistency resulting in the following Cronbach Alpha reliability coefficients for factored 

subscales (n=1209): Shared and Supportive Leadership (.94); Shared Values and Vision 

(.92); Collective Learning and Application (.91); Shared Personal Practice (.87); 

Supportive Conditions – Relationships (.82); Supportive Conditions – Structures (.88); 

and a one-factor solution (.97)” (p. 30), ensuring this as a valid instrument. The Balanced 

Leadership Questionnaire instrument was given to 652 principals and their responses to 

the questionnaire had a Cronbach’s Coefficient reliability of 0.92 (Marzano et al., 2005), 

again ensuring validity.  

 

Permission to use both the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 

2003) instrument and the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005) are 

shown in Appendix D and E, respectively.  

 

The PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 2010; Olivier, Hipp, & Huffman, 2003) instrument is 

shown in Appendix G and the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano et al., 2005) 

is shown in Appendix H.  

 

Phase one, the quantitative portion, will be a descriptive statistical study that will analyze 

the data collected from the principal responses to the two survey instruments. The first 

survey will measure the degree of PLC implementation in these schools.  The second 

survey will be conducted to determine the leadership practices and behaviors of principals 

leading high schools where students are demonstrating high levels of academic growth. 

Results of the quantitative analysis of the survey research data will be analyzed for 

themes and will inform the design of the semi-structured interview questions used in the 
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qualitative portion of the study, phase two. These surveys will be created and 

disseminated through the program Google Tools or SurveyMonkey. The programs 

automatically analyze the data calculating scores for both the PLCA-R (Olivier & Hipp, 

2010; Olivier et al., 2003) survey and the Balanced Leadership Questionnaire (Marzano 

et al., 2005).   

 

Email to participating principals (Appendix C)  

Thank you for your interest in participating in this study by responding to the two survey 

instruments and consenting to an interview. As a principal who is leading a high school 

where students are consecutively demonstrating high academic growth, your input will 

provide great insight into the reform efforts happening in your school and the leadership 

practices and behaviors you are utilizing that are essential to your school’s success.  

 

It is important that you understand that this study is for research purposes only and 

consent must be established. Please review the attached consent form (Appendix B) prior 

to answering the follow up six questions and accessing the surveys. If you have any 

questions or concerns about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me immediately 

through email or phone so these issues can be addressed.  

 

After reviewing the consent form, if you do not have any questions or concerns, please 

click the link below. The first step in this online process required you to electronically 

consent to participate in responding to the follow up questions as well as the two surveys. 

 

Thank you in advance for your time and participation in this study. Your insight may 

assist future principals in leading reform efforts to improve student academic growth. If 

you have agreed to participate in the face-to-face interview, I will contact you soon via 

phone and/or email to set up a time and/or place.  
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Phase II: Qualitative Data Collection 

 

Phase two, the qualitative portion, will be analyzed using standard qualitative techniques. 

All of the interviews will be recorded. Audiofiles of the completed interviews will be 

transcribed using a software program called Trint. The responses from the interview 

questions will be reviewed and recurring themes will be identified. An analytic software 

program, Dedoose, will be used to organize and assist in the analysis and coding of data. 

Audio and video files will remain archived in a secured server allowing for accurate 

review of transcripts and clarification and resolution of any questions that arise. Emerging 

themes will be identified and catalogued, and analysis will be completed using Dedoose 

coding analysis tools. 

 

The interview questions will be informed by the themes that emerge from the quantitative 

phase of the study. Possible interview questions may include the following (Appendix I): 

10.  Tell me about the personal and professional relationship among your staff.  

11.  How have you been developing shared and supportive leadership with your 

staff? 

12.  How are you aware of what is happening in your school, in terms of the details 

and undercurrents, and do you use this information to address current/potential 

issues? 

13.  Can you discuss how you have adapted your leadership behaviors to the needs 

of a current situation? How comfortable are you with dissent from staff? 

14.  How do you protect teachers from issues that detract from teaching and 

learning?  

15.  How do you foster a culture of shared beliefs and a sense of community? 
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16.  Which of your practices or behaviors do you feel have the greatest impact on 

student learning? 

17.  How have you challenged the status quo at your school?  

18.  Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your experience with 

increasing student growth at your school, under your leadership? 

 

 

C. State the specific dates/timeframe in which you plan to conduct your research. 

Jan. 26, 2018-May 31, 2018 

 

 

A. How and when will you explain the study and the informed consent? 

The details of this study will be fully disclosed to all participants through an initial email, 

as well as through informed consent documents (Appendix B) that will identify the 

purpose of the study, its voluntary nature, any potential risks and benefits to participants, 

procedures for recruitment and means of maintaining confidentiality of participants. 

Principals participating in the study will be sent the consent form electronically and 

required to complete it and resend it to the researcher prior to answering the initial six 

questions and prior to accessing and completing the surveys. 

 

Interview participants will be asked to consent to an interview in the same follow up 

email. This researcher will review the purpose of the study and the consent form prior to 

the individual face-to-face interviews. 

 

B. If there are subjects under the age of 18, how will the study be explained to them? 

How will parental consent and child assent be handled? 

N/A 

 

4. Informed Consent Process 
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C. Indicate the primary language(s) of the participants. If not English, explain how you 

will ensure the participants understand the informed consent and procedures of the study. 

Discuss the need for foreign language translations, if applicable. 

English 

 

 

Will participants be exposed to deception?  Yes  ☐  No  ☒ 

If yes, how will the participants be debriefed?  

N/A 

 

 

A. What kind of risks, if any, will the participants be exposed to?  

The risks you describe here should match the risks you list in the informed consent 

form. 
Guidelines for Determining Risk.  

Risk relates to the probability of harm or injury (physical, psychological, social, economic, legal) occurring 

as a result of participation in a research study. Risks also include invasion of privacy and loss of 

confidentiality. Types of risk include: (1) physical, (2) psychological, (3) social, (4) legal and (5) economic 

harm. A risk is minimal where the probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in the 

proposed research are not greater, in and of themselves, than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or 

during the performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests.  

 

Risk in this study is determined to be minimal. The online surveys will collect no 

personal information about the participating principals. These surveys will only be used 

to examine the leadership practices and behaviors utilized and to determine the level of 

PLC implementation. The subsequent semi-structured interviews with participating 

principals will be conducted in 1:1 settings with the researcher. The transcripts of 

interviews will be submitted to the principals for their review for accuracy in order to 

ensure validity. This will be completed before using any of the information collected in 

the interviews.   

 

B. What efforts will be made to minimize the risks? 

5. Participant Debriefing 

 
 

6. Risks and Safeguard Procedures to Minimize Risk 
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Minimizing the risk associated in this study will be accomplished by adhering to research 

guidelines and properly storing data. All video and audio recordings, as well as 

transcripts, will be stored and maintained on a secure server. Confidentiality of all 

participants will be secured in password protected files and will only be accessible to the 

researcher. Publications from this research will not include any personally identifiable 

information. 

 

C. Discuss how participants’ rights to privacy and confidentiality will be protected. 

Discuss how and where data will be stored and how long the data will be kept. Who will 

have access to the data and how will access be limited? 

Concealment of names and/or the use of pseudonyms will be used to protect the 

anonymity of principals and their respective schools, as well as a descriptive coding 

process of any information shared.  

All non-electronic information collected during this study will be kept for five years in a 

locked file cabinet drawer in the researcher’s home. After five years, all collected data 

will be destroyed. In addition, confidentiality will be further protected by having any 

names and any identifying labels such as school or principal name removed from the 

records before storing in the locked file cabinet drawer. 

 

D. Alternative Therapies or Procedures: Indicate if there are any alternatives. If there are 
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help other school leaders focus on and improve their specific leadership practices that 

relate to the depth of PLC implementation. Information gathered in this study can help 
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from this information. 
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