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Abstract

This mixed-methods study investigated teachers’ perceptions and implementation of
professional development in writing instruction at a United States public high school campus.
A layered approach to professional development was utilized: (1) one group received weekly
professional development during a Professional Learning Community (PLC) and participated
on a district writing team, (2) one group received weekly professional development during a
PLC and received instructional coaching, and (3) one group received only weekly professional
development during a PLC. Data were gathered on teachers’ responses to their perceptions of
professional development received, teachers’ body and verbal language during PLCs and
professional development, reflection notes documented by teachers receiving instructional
coaching, and interviews of the teachers who received instructional coaching. Analyses of the
data demonstrated application of the newly learned instructional practices in the classroom
indicating the value teachers placed on learning during PLCs. While no significant differences
were noted from the analysis of the pre-to post-observations for teachers in any group it was
evidenced that the teachers who received instructional coaching became more aware of their
instructional practices and had a greater sense of collaboration and collegiality as a result of the
coaching process.

Keywords: professional development, writing instruction, professional learning communities,
teacher collaboration, instructional effectiveness, student writing achievement
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1. Introduction

Public schools in the United States are spending as much as $20 billion USD a year on
professional development (PD) yet the professional development offered has not produced the
desired results (Guskey, 2009). The PD offered from school districts tend to be delivered in a
one-time manner from local sources and is often delivered by individuals with limited content
expertise. PD should be content focused, contain active learning, be well organized, have
sufficient duration, and include the collective participation of teachers as well as follow up
after the initial PD (Desimone, 2009). However, school organizations and teachers have
complex jobs and time demands, which make it difficult to offer sustained PD that produces
changes in teacher beliefs and instructional practices as well as increased student learning
outcomes.

Darling-Hammond and her colleagues (2009a) researched the types of PD that teachers in the
United States typically receive. Their study pulled data from the 1999-2000 and 2003-2004
staff surveys from the National Center for Education Statistics. Over this period of time, the
highest form of PD for teachers (92%) was conducted in traditional settings such as workshops
and conferences. During the 2003-2004 school year, 83% of teachers stated that their PD was
related to their content area, but felt that the training was not very thorough. Teachers also
reported that only 59% of the training they received pertained to their specific content areas
was helpful (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2009a).

A follow-up study was conducted by the National Staff Development Council in 2008 to
determine if growth had occurred since the original study. Results indicated that the United
States had actually declined in delivering teachers the strong, sustained PD proven to make a
difference in student achievement (Chung Wei et al., 2010).

When PD is delivered in what United States educators know to be a traditional format, it
usually consists of trainings over a short time period (Chung Wei, et al., 2010). The time
duration of PD in the US does not reach a level of intensity that connects teachers to effective
training necessary for knowledge acquisition to implement change in how they teach and how
students’ learning improves (OECD, 2014).

Although time duration of PD is noted as insufficient, educators recognize the need for
connecting professional learning to students’ classroom learning outcomes (Applebee &
Langer, 2009; Archibald, Coggshall, Croft, & Goe, 2011). Educators acknowledge the
connection between what teachers learn and increased student performance. Teachers have to
acquire new knowledge to improve how they teach and PD is the best way to inform teachers
of best practices. However, the most effective way to provide strong PD for effective
teaching is still elusive (Young, 2013). For implementation of what teachers learned during
PD, best practices in delivering PD must occur. Professional development cannot just be a
one-day workshop with no follow up. Many high-achieving nations provide five times the
quantity of PD and collaboration compared with the US, where the typical PD does not extend
beyond a single training, and teachers do not believe they are capable of implementing such a
sparse bit of knowledge.
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In order for teacher learning to be applicable in the classroom, professional development needs
to be designed in ways that foster acquisition and application of new teacher learning
(Loucks-Horsley, S., Stiles, K.E., Mundry, S., Love, N., & Hewson, P.W., 2010). According to
Loucks-Horsley, et al. (2010) the best way to ensure that professional development translates
teacher learning into classroom application is when the professional development is driven by a
well-defined vision of effective classroom learning and teaching, is designed to address student
learning goals and needs, provides opportunities for teachers to build their content and
pedagogical content knowledge that allows teachers to reflect on current practices and is
continuously evaluated and improved. The researchers go on to suggest that professional
development should be research based and must engage teachers as adult learners in the
pedagogical approaches they will use with their students and must provide teachers with
opportunities to collaborate with colleagues and other experts to improve their practice. When
teachers are supported in developing their professional expertise and provided with
opportunities to share this new knowledge in leadership roles and can link with other
professional aspects of the educational system then professional development is deemed
effective.

In spite of these recommendations, professional development continues to not connect to the
specific needs of the teachers or students (Chung Wei, Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010).
If teachers are to have the tools they need to ensure that students achieve academically, and
“research shows that teacher quality is the single most power influence on student
achievement,” (Chung et al., 2010, p. 8) then critical analyses should be focused on how PD is
conducted and offered.

2. Related Literature
2.1 Professional Development for English Teachers Who Teach Writing

Teachers’ knowledge about the complex process of developing writing through reading and
critical thinking needs to be further examined as the United States wrestles with the revelation
that the nation’s students are failing as proficient writers. Graham and Perin (2007) report that
over 70% of students across the United States in grades 4-12 are not proficient as writers and
nearly half of students who graduate high school and attend college are not ready for college
writing.

Students’ poor writing performance links to a lack of effective PD that equips teachers with
knowledge, instructional methods and support to enhance the quality of their writing
instruction. Writing teachers often teach based on factors such as their personal confidence,
experience, and knowledge of writing (Fleischer, 2004; Limbrick, Buchanan, Goodwin, &
Schwarcz, 2010).Many teachers report that they feel ill-prepared to teach writing. Half of all
secondary teachers surveyed reported that they had no knowledge or skills for teaching writing.
Yet, when the professional development offered is focused on strategies for teaching writing,
student achievement in writing increases (Fearn & Farnan, 2007; Flint, Zisook, & Fisher,
2011).
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The above issues point to the need for professional development that address teachers’
confidence as writing teachers and their knowledge about writing. Such an approach would
allow teachers to reflect on the effectiveness of their own teaching practices and why they
teach writing the way they do (Applebee &Langer, 2009). Teachers who participate in
professional development that examine their own teaching practices for writing through
reflective inquiry-based approaches increase their confidence and ability as writing teachers
(Limbrick et al., 2010). This indicates a reciprocal relationship between confidence and
implementation of effective instructional strategies for writing.2.2lmportance of Critical
Thinking and Writing

Writing is a process that occurs through thinking (Reither, 1985). Teaching students to employ
critical thinking in their writing is a necessary and key element of the United States Common
Core State Standards (CCSS). Mehta and Al-Mahrooqi (2015) identified ways in which
teachers can equip students to develop critical thinking skills. These involve helping students
discover their prior knowledge and biases about a subject, teaching them how to address their
biases through identifying sources that either support or refute the biases, and teaching them to
address their beliefs with arguments that are based on readings and other sources. Without the
critical thinking prior to writing, a person is likely writing without a larger purpose in mind and
possibly with bias and undeveloped thoughts (Mehta & Al-Mahrooqi, 2015). Once critical
thinking has been integrated into the writing process, the writing of a person then becomes a
way to communicate with others. Writing has been clearly defined as a language process that is
focused on communication (Heilman, Blair, & Rupley, 2002). Essentially, the writer
communicates information to a reader and the reader comprehends or reconstructs a credible
understanding of the author’s message (Rupley, Nichols, & Blair, 2008).

One way to address writing proficiency and enhance teachers’ understanding of the connection
between critical thinking and the communicative properties of reading and writing can be
through the creation of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). Although most schools
adopt a mission or vision that refers to creating a supporting and encouraging classroom
environment for learning, they often do not include the idea that teachers are a part of that
learning (DuFour, 2004). Teachers ought to assume the responsibility of learner outcomes as
well as realize that today’s students are tremendously different from when they were students.
Teachers of writing can embrace the notion that “the core mission of formal education is not
simply to ensure that students are taught but to ensure that they learn” (Dufour, 2004, p. 7).

The link between teachers learning and teaching critical thinking skills can be done within
PLCs. There exists a fair amount of knowledge on the effective use of PLCs where teachers use
their own critical thinking skills to examine their classroom practices to determine whether or
not they are pushing students to think at higher levels than what normally happens in
classrooms (Phillips, Nichols, Rupley, Paige, & Rasinsk, 2016). Most portrayals of PLCs
include common components such as teachers sharing a common purpose for how students
learn, teachers working collaboratively towards that purpose, and teachers all agreeing that
they work as a team in order to see students learn (Blankstein, 2004). This focused purpose and
approach is more meaningful and effective than traditional approaches to professional
development (Schmoker, 2006). Effective PLCs support learning new knowledge, and the
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training is ongoing and long-term. Many factors are central in creating the time for all teachers
to come together as a learning community. In order for PLCs to function as they should, leaders
need to create an environment that promotes collegiality and collaborative learning (Jaquith,
2013). As PLCs promote professional growth and can occur as teachers understand that this
interactive environment fosters collaborative learning.

2.3 Instructional Coaching Writing Instruction

Coaching is seen as a powerful and highly effective way in helping teachers implement new
learning into their classrooms and sustain P D. Lotter, Yow, and Peters (2014) found that when
both coaches and teachers work together in ways that promote inquiry through critical
reflection of one’s practices, teachers are more likely to make connections between their
instruction and the inquiry process they are experiencing and will make that a part of their own
instructional routine. Likewise, Teemant (2013) found that coaching does impact teacher
attitudes and resulted in increased students’ performance.

When employing instructional coaches in a school, campus leaders must choose people who
are equipped to skillfully coach others. Loucks-Horsley et al. (2010), identify five key
elements of coaching:

e Teachers focus on learning or improvement;

e A climate of trust, collegiality, and continuous growth is cultivated;

e Coaches are well prepared with in-depth content knowledge and adult learning skills;
e  Mechanisms for observing practice and providing feedback are critical; and

e  Opportunities for interaction are provided (p. 226).

Individuals, who have relationship skills, foster trust, expertise in content, and communication
skills, can be effective coaches for teachers. Anderson, Feldman, and Minstrell (2014) found a
relationship between stronger teaching practices and the time spent between teachers and their
coaches. As coaches begin to work with teachers, transfer of learning occurs. Teachers will use
their new learning more frequently, will retain their new skills longer, and they will have a
greater understanding of why their practices needed to change (Joyce & Showers, 2002).

Instructional coaching can focus on many different aspects of education, but Knight (2009b)
narrows it to a framework that creates a focus on four key areas: classroom management,
content planning, instruction, and assessment for learning. As instructional coaches develop a
trusting relationship with teachers and use a framework such as this, they can identify critical
areas that need attention. With an ongoing collegial relationship, and a focus for planning what
needs to be addressed, teaching practices improve and students are in an environment designed
for learning.

2.43ustained Professional Devel opment

Ongoing and sustained professional development enables teachers to acquire knowledge that
directly connects to teaching practices in ways that improve their students’ writing
achievement. Allowing for the time it takes to help teachers learn and positively change their
teaching practices is important. Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, and Shapley (2007) evaluated
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more than 1,300 studies that addressed teacher staff development, and only 9 met the What
Works Clearinghouse Evidence Sandards and demonstrated a direct correlation between
intense and ongoing professional development and student achievement. From these nine
studies, the average amount of time teachers participated in professional development was 49
hours over a 6 to 12 month time period. When teachers receive training that is meaningful,
effective and targeted, and occurs for more than a one-day session, teaching practices can
change.

Other reports support the fact that professional development should be long term. Teachers
need nearly 50 hours of sustained professional development in order to see student
achievement gains (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009a; Yoon et al., 2007). In 2003-2004, the
Schools and Staffing Survey reported that more than 50% of teachers received less than 16
hours of professional development during a one-year period (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2009a)

Long-term and sustained professional development allows for teachers to examine, evaluate
and change their current practices in order to improve instruction. When teachers follow
research-driven approaches to professional development that involves ongoing training, they
are able to reflect on why they do what they do and believe what they believe as educators
(Limbrick, Buchanan, Goodwin, & Schwarcz, 2010).Ongoing sustained PD enables teachers
the opportunity to reflect and challenge one’s practices and occurs over time as teachers learn
more about their content, pedagogy, best practices, and how all of it relates to their present
methods of instruction.

The establishment of PLCs that utilize instructional coaching (DuFour, 2004; DuFour & Eaker
1998) is a critical component of sustained professional development. PLCs that include
instructional coaches help promote change and can lead to effective professional development.
Prytula’s (2012) study of teachers’ metacognition within a PLC environment determined that
teachers were more able to recognize what they were thinking in their own teaching practices
and why adjustments should to be made. When teachers have time to reflect on their teaching
with an instructional coach in a supportive community, they are better able to learn from one
another and discern what changes they need to make as individuals. Prytula’s study also
revealed that the instructional leaders of PLCs were also metacognitive as they learned and led
other teachers. Teacher leaders promote positive change when they understand and employ
best practices and can lead their teams in that direction.

Change for many teachers can be very difficult. However, Darling-Hammond (1995) indicated
that change in schools occur when teachers have an environment that allows them to work
together in ways that promote student achievement. In order for teachers to utilize PLCs that
produce the desired results for students, teachers need to work together and support one another
to implement needed instructional changes. Teachers are in a profession where change is
common and does not last long; therefore, teachers do not always want to accept that change is
needed (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005, p. 65). Lewis (2011) noted that “communication
plays a critical role in fostering the fad of change in organizations” (p. 22). The reason for
needed instructional changes must be communicated clearly and well to teachers in order for
them to buy into change and to understand consequences of not changing.

38 www.macrothink.org/jse



ISSN 2162-6952

\\ M acrothink Journal of Studies in Education
A Institute ™ 2016, Vol. 6, No. 3

The present study examined how a US public school, Wildflower (pseudonym) Independent
School District (WISD) engaged in professional development that focused on the best
practices for writing instruction. Research indicates that most teachers use a variety of methods
with which to teach writing, but also indicates that teachers devote less than 90 minutes a week
to writing in the classrooms (Troia, Lin, Cohen, & Monroe, 2011).WISD high school English
teachers historically devoted a limited amount of time to writing instruction and used a variety
of approaches to teach. Thus, a goal of WISD was to address professional development for
teachers of writing so that all teachers become equipped with proper knowledge and best
practices for teaching writing with the anticipation that students will not only meet
expectations on state writing assessments, but they will also be ready for life beyond high
school.

3. Methods
3.1Setting

The 81* Texas Legislature decided in 2009 through House Bill 3 that the STAAR test would
replace the TAKS test in order to create a more rigorous assessment that was aligned to state
standards, ensure that the state was measuring students’ postsecondary readiness, and help
determine as early as possible whether or not students were “on track™ to be successful as they
moved from grade to grade (TEA, 2014c, p. 78). WISD began working to address areas that
were identified as weak in performance, including writing. The school district administrators
supported the plan to work with English teachers at the high school level to increase student
performance through the implementation of PLCs, instructional coaching, and establishment of
a vertical writing team that included English teachers from grades 6-12.This study involved a
mixed-method approach of collecting data in order to analyze the effects of professional
development provided to English teachers at the high school in WISD(Creswell, 2014;
Creswell, Plano, Gutmann, & Hanson, 2003). The first level of support for these teachers
involved a weekly PLC each Friday for 45 minutes dedicated to the professional development
topics of improving writing instruction and the environment of the writing classroom. The
professional development time was led by either the researcher, a member of the secondary
writing team, or by an outside consultant who was an expert in writing. An additional layer of
professional development was added by involving 4 of the 18 English teachers from the high
school on a vertical writing team that also included teacher representatives from grades 6, 7 and
8. This team spent an average of six hours each month, face-to-face, working on district writing
goals.

A final layer of support was designed for 3 of the 18 English teachers at the high school who
voluntarily participated in an instructional coaching program. This program was to further
strengthen the implementation of the professional development learned through PLCs and to
focus on specific goals each teacher had for his or her classroom. The goals for these three
teachers focused on student engagement during writing instruction, incorporating writing
instruction that was effective and research-based, and providing structure for student writers of
all abilities. These 3 teachers worked for a total of 10 weeks and approximately 2-4 hours each
week with either the researcher who served as their instructional coach or on their own time.
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The study was conducted at WISD high school, which is the only high school in the district.
This particular campus first opened in the fall of 2003, and served 2,218 students at the time of
the research study. On the Texas Academic Performance Report published by TEA (2014d),
the percentage of economically disadvantaged students on the campus was 24.4%, and the
percentage of students identified as at-risk was 27.6%. The ethnic breakdown of students was
13.7% African American, 19.8% Hispanic, 58.4% White, 1% American Indian, 5% Asian, and
2.1% two or more races. All 18 English teachers at the high school voluntarily participated in
this study as a part of their standard expectations for professional development from the
campus and district administrators. All teachers knew that expectations were to improve their
quality of writing instruction in order to improve students’ writing achievement. Furthermore,
they knew that data would be collected and used to identify strategies to enhance the quality of
writing instruction. The three teachers who participated in the instructional coaching program
as a part of this study also did so voluntarily. The researchers prior to this study selected the
four teachers who participated on the district writing team. Of the teachers involved in this
study, five taught ninth grade English, four taught tenth grade English, three taught eleventh
grade English, four taught twelfth grade English, and two served as academic intervention
English teachers. Table 1 below explains the breakdown of education, gender and years of
experience for all teachers involved in this study. The researcher, the writing team members,
and an outside writing expert conducted the professional development through PLCs. The
researcher conducted the coaching.

\ M ac rot h i n k Journal of Studies in Education
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Table 1.Teacher demographics

\\ M ac rot h i n k Journal of Studies in Education

Teaching Position Gender Education Level Years Teaching
9™ Grade Teacher 1 Female Bachelor’s Degree 14
9™ Grade Teacher 2 Female Bachelor’s Degree
9™ Grade Teacher 3 Female Bachelor’s Degree
9™ Grade Teacher 4 Female Bachelor’s Degree 18
9™ Grade Teacher 5 Female Bachelor’s Degree 29
10™ Grade Teacher 1 Female Bachelor’s Degree 6
10™ Grade Teacher 2 Female Bachelor’s Degree 10
10™ Grade Teacher 3 Female Bachelor’s Degree 17
10™ Grade Teacher 4 Male Bachelor’s Degree 1
11™ Grade Teacher 1 Female Bachelor’s Degree 37
11" Grade Teacher 2 Male Master’s Degree 5
11" Grade Teacher 3 Female Bachelor’s Degree 16
12" Grade Teacher 1 Female Master’s Degree 26
12" Grade Teacher 2 Male Bachelor’s Degree
12" Grade Teacher 3 Male Master’s Degree 7
12" Grade Teacher 4 Female Master’s Degree 15
Academic Intervention Female Bachelor’s Degree 5
Teacher 1
Academic Intervention Female Bachelor’s Degree 24
Teacher 1

English teacher break down.

The participants in this study exhibit a wide variety of teaching experience, with the most
experienced teacher having taught for 37 years and least experienced teacher having taught for
one year. Four of the teachers were male, and 14 were female. The teaching experience for
these teachers averaged 13.4 years.

3.3Research Questions and Data Sources

Within this mixed-methods study, different data sources were used in order to answer each
research question.

1. What is the perception of WISD high school English teachers regarding the quality of the
writing professional development they received through PLCs?

At the beginning of the study, all teachers were given a preliminary survey to identify the types
of writing topics they wished to explore (i.e. Teaching grammar, teaching writing strategies,
teaching parts of the writing process, understanding expectations for students in the writing
standards, using mentor text to model good writing, conferencing with students, using rubrics
for instruction and assessment, effective instruction for struggling writers, using the results of
assessment to plan effective instruction, effective classroom management during writing
instruction, teaching specific writing genres, integrating reading and writing into lessons, and
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other identified topics). Teachers rated their level of interest by indicating if it was a high,
moderate or low-level priority.

The top six topics became focus areas for professional development during PLCs. The top six
topics were: writing calibration, effective instruction for struggling writers, mentor text to
model good writing (such as published pieces of literary or informational text), conferencing
with students, teaching grammar through writing, and integrating reading and writing.

Two primary pieces of data were collected to gain insight into teachers’ perceptions of the
professional development offered at the end of the study. First, the researchers utilized an
observation protocol for PLCs in order to observe behaviors and comments made during each
professional development session provided each week for the English teachers. The
observation involved both descriptive and reflective notes taken by the researchers (Creswell,
2013). There were a total of seven PLCs for each grade level where the observation protocol
was used.

The second piece of data used to gain insight into teachers’ perceptions of the professional
development offered was a survey at the end of the study. The survey contained 10 questions
that focused on the types of professional development offered, feelings about being involved as
participants, use of strategies and information from the PD, adequacy of levels support, and
perceptions of the writing team who delivered PD. All questions were based on a Likert-type
scale with four options for response: Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree
(Appendix 1). Four of the questions also contained an open-ended response to further elaborate
on that particular question.

The next three research questions were addressed simultaneously:

2. What differences occurred in writing instruction with four English teachers not on the
writing team but who received professional development through Professional Learning
Communities?

3. What differences occurred in writing instruction with the four teachers who are writing team
members after conducting and receiving professional development through Professional
Learning Communities?

4. What differences occurred in writing instruction with the three teachers who received
instructional coaching in addition to writing professional development through Professional
Learning Communities?

To answer these research questions data were collect from the 360° Walkthrough Observation
form used by all administrators in the district. This instrument was designed by the Region 20
Education Service Center in San Antonio, Texas, in 2007. All administrators have been
extensively trained to use this instrument for all observations in the district, and this instrument
has been used on a weekly basis for the last three school years. Observation data collected by
using the 360° Walkthrough instrument are based on five over-arching categories that pertain
to what students are doing in classrooms:
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1. Learning process—learner engagement, success in learning, critical thinking and problem
solving through level of cognition, self-direction, and connecting learning;

2. Learner-centered instruction—goals and objectives, learner-centered instruction,
motivational strategies, curriculum alignment and pacing, appropriate questioning and inquiry,
use of technology and tools;

3. Learner progress—monitoring and assessing, alignment of assessment and instruction,
appropriate assessment for all students, reinforced learning, constructive feedback, and
relearning or reevaluating;

4. Learner management—discipline procedures, self-direction, equitable student-teacher
interactions, expectations for behaviors, redirection for disruptive behavior, reinforcement of
desired behavior, equitable and various instructional materials, and management of time and
materials; and

5. High-yield strategies/best practices such as cooperative groups, note taking, non-linguistic
representations, graphic organizers, brainstorming, modeling, manipulatives, setting objectives,
reinforcing efforts, and word walls.

For the purposes of this study, only specific areas within the district observation instrument
were of focus because they aligned with the professional development topics provided during
PLCs. Those focus areas analyzed were:

1. Learning process—Ilearner engagement and critical thinking and problem solving through
level of cognition (specifically, synthesis and evaluative levels).

2. Learner-centered instruction—motivational strategies used to teach writing.

3. Learner progress—monitoring and assessing students writing, appropriate assessment for all
students (specifically, meeting the needs of struggling writers), and constructive feedback for
students and their writing.

4. High-yield strategies/best practices such as use of graphic organizers, brainstorming,
modeling, setting objectives, and reinforcing writing efforts of students.

Within the three groups, all teachers had received the professional development delivered
weekly through their PLCs. The first group received weekly professional development, and
participants in this group were teachers chosen to be a part of the district vertical writing team.
The second group received only weekly professional development. The third group received
weekly professional development just as the first two groups and worked with the on-site
researcher who served as instructional coach for 10 weeks during the 15-week time period of
this study. Observation data were collected during unannounced walkthroughs and used to
compare the three groups of teachers to determine the effects of the writing PD. The 360°
Walkthrough Observation form was used to create consistency across all observations. In
addition to using the observation form for the teachers receiving coaching as a pre- and
post-observation, the on-site researcher video recorded five observations. Teachers’ evaluated
and reflected on their lessons using these recorded observations for viewing. In between each
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recorded lesson, the on-site researcher met with each of these teachers individually to discuss
and reflect on the taught lesson. The teachers were also to complete a Lesson Reflection Form
(Hasbrouck & Denton, 2005) prior to each meeting. The form asked teachers to reflect on their
instructional goals, to discuss what happened in the lesson, what changes if any would they
recommend, what should be retained in the lesson, and what the plan of the next lesson should
be. Using the recording from the lesson reflection, and the observation notes, researchers,
instructional coach, and the teacher would determine a plan for the next observed lesson. At the
conclusion of the study, the on- site researcher conducted an individual interview with each
participant (Appendix 2). Interviews and reflection forms were transcribed, analyzed and
coded to determine themes or categories for the coaching experience.

The last research question was:

5. Did student achievement increase in writing in the 9th grade teachers’ classrooms on the
STAAR Writing assessment from the pre-assessment to the post-assessment?

A total of 630 students took English I STAAR assessment as a pre-test prior to this study and
the English I STAAR assessment in April as the post-assessment. The focus areas for analyses
on both the pre-test and post-test were: overall revision of text, editing of text, revision of
expository text, editing of sentence structure, editing of punctuation, and editing of spelling.

4. Results

Seven different sources of quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed to determine
teachers’ perceptions and implementations of professional development in writing instruction.
Qualitative data were collected through an observation protocol used during PLCs to document
teachers’ behaviors and comments regarding professional development and teachers’
perceptions of the quality, usefulness and importance of the training they received throughout
the semester. Qualitative data were also collected using reflective forms completed after every
coaching observation, and researcher interviews completed at the end of the coaching cycle. In
addition, qualitative data were gathered at the end of the semester through administration of a
survey of teachers’ perceptions about the PD. Quantitative data were collected through pre-
and post-observations (four writing team and, four non-writing team teachers), three teachers
who received additional coaching, and students’ pre- post-test writing growth measured by the
STAAR writing assessment results of the 9™ grade team.

4.1 Data Analysis for Research Question 1

Reflection notes about WISD’s quality of the writing PD were recorded during PLCs in order
to determine teachers’ behaviors and implementation of professional development being
offered. In addition, a voluntary survey was given at the end of the study period, and all 18
English teachers were invited to partake of the survey in order to give their feedback and
perceptions regarding the professional development that had been offered throughout the
semester.

The reflection notes were analyzed using a constant comparative method (Creswell, 2013),
whereby the data collected were used to determine “emerging categories” based on what the
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teachers said and the behavior they exhibited during their PLCs that involved professional
development. During the 15-week study period, there were 28 PLC observations by the on-site
researcher. Table 2 reflects the writing professional development topics that were shared
throughout the weekly observation time period.

Table 2. Writing professional development topics

PLC Week Writing Topic
Week 1 Writing Calibration
Week 2 Writing Instruction for Struggling

Learners

Week 3 Writing Conferences
Week 4 Integrating Reading and Writing
Week 5 Using Mentor Text to Teach Writing
Week 6 Integrating Grammar and Writing
Week 7 Planning Future Writing Instruction

Weekly PD writing topics.

All 28 observation protocols were analyzed for evidence of language or behaviors that could be
coded into broader categories in order to determine themes that emerged from the protocols.
Three primary categories emerged as focus areas, or themes: collaboration, attitude of learning,
and a willingness to try something new based on what was being learned. Through descriptive
and reflective notes taken during each PLC, these themes emerged as teachers both responded
to professional development being given either through body language or through verbal
responses both during and after the professional development was given. As the protocols were
analyzed the themes began to emerge.

One of the primary themes to emerge with the observation protocol used during the 28 PLC
observations was the idea of collaboration. Both words and behaviors became evident with
respect to collaboration. Some examples of both verbal cues and body language include the
number of teachers participating, all teams participating, sharing ideas, verbal agreement,
active conversations, enthusiasm in sharing, and rich discussions, etc.

The second theme that emerged was attitude of learning. Table 3provides a visual
representation of the verbal and body language that were identified for this theme.
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Table 3. Theme of attitude of learning

Body Language

Verbal Language

Positive

Negative

Positive

Negative

Every team member was
very positive.

One teacher did not
bring any writing
samples with her, even
though all were asked
to bring them.

Teachers asked great
questions.

One teacher repeatedly
does not offer any

information, questions or

advice.

Both teachers took notes

Unspoken tension

Several commented

One teacher responded

during the presentation. among the group liking the checklist. fairly negatively.
All teachers were very ~ Two teachers seemed  This group is very good Many comments were
attentive. to be less engaged than  about asking questions. negative.
others based on eye
contact with the
presenter.
All teachers were This group’s demeanor  Everyone in the group They all groaned saying
attentive. tends to send messages shared at least one idea. they had already done
that they don’t feel these.
these PLCs are
important.
She nodded in Eye rolling and body = They shared great ideas  One teacher complained
agreement through the posture/language for next year. that there isn’t anything
conversation. artistic for students to do

on the list given.

This group was very
attentive.

Both teachers were
attentive and
participatory.

Group’s demeanor was
very positive and
agreeable.

All teachers paid
attention.

Generally very positive

Always the most
positive

They were very positive

Table 3 is a visual representation of the verbal and body language that were identified.

Following this analysis, the survey that all teachers were invited to take was analyzed to
determine the correlation between what was seen in PLCs and what was shared in the survey
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(Table 4). The survey and the observations were analyzed together by comparing the behaviors
and comments recorded in PLCs with the outcomes of each of the survey questions. Out of the
18 teachers who participated in the weekly professional development through PLCs, 15
completed the survey. The survey contained 10 questions; each was based on a Likert scale
(Appendix 1).

Table 4. Summary of teachers’ responses to final survey

Question Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly

Disagree
1 5 10 0 0
2 6 8 1 0
3 5 10 0 0
4 4 8 3 0
5 0 4 9 0
6 7 8 0 0
7 8 7 0 0
8* 5 9 0 0
9 5 9 1 0
10 6 5 4 0

*Teacher skipped question
Teacher survey answers comparing behaviors.

Out of the 15 teachers who participated in the survey, all of them indicated on five of the survey
questions that they either strongly agreed or agreed with what was being asked. Those five
questions where there was agreement were: question 1 that asked teachers if they liked having
the opportunity to give input into the type of writing professional development , question 3 that
asked teachers if they have incorporated at least one new strategy or idea learned through
professional development, question 6 that asked teachers if they liked working with their teams
in PLCs to share ideas for writing, question 7 that asked teachers if they felt like they had been
provided opportunities to learn from colleagues, and question 8 that asked teachers if they felt
that the professional development they had received was useful in helping to improve student
achievement.
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The open-ended response for the second question where teachers were asked to state which
topic helped the most indicated that seven teachers felt that mentor text was the most helpful
and six stated that conferencing was most helpful. Two teachers skipped the open-ended
response for question two. One teacher disagreed on this question that any of the topics offered
during the semester helped in teaching writing; however, this teacher also stated in the
open-ended response that the use of mentor text was the most helpful topic.

The fourth question focused completely on the four teachers who are on the district writing
team and their planning and delivery of several of the modules. Either the writing team
members or the on-site researcher delivered the professional development during the semester.
The only PLC where the writing team members or the researcher did not deliver the
professional development was with the module on writing instruction for struggling learners,
which was delivered by an outside writing consultant. Out of the 15 teachers answering the
fourth question, three did not agree that the vertical writing team did a good job with the
creation and delivery of the professional development modules.

The fifth question had the most teacher disagreement; however, that question asked teachers
whether or not they felt they needed more support in implementing one or more of the new
ideas into their classrooms. Nine of them did not feel they needed support.The last question
asked teachers whether or not they felt their team values learning in PLCs. Four teachers
indicated that they disagreed with this statement. Because this survey was anonymous, there is
no way to determine which teachers felt this way about their PLC groups.

4.2 Data Analysis for Research Questions 2-4

The second, third and fourth research questions work individually and together as data are
analyzed to determine changes in different groups of teachers. The second, third and fourth
questions were:

2. What differences occurred in writing instruction with four English teachers who are not on
the writing team but who received professional development in PLCs?

3. What differences occurred in writing instruction with the four teachers who are writing team
members after conducting and receiving professional development in PLCs?

4. What differences occurred in writing instruction with the three teachers who received
instructional coaching in addition to writing professional development in PLCs?

To analyze these three questions, they were first examined as three separate teacher groups. An
unannounced observation was done on each teacher at the beginning of the semester before
professional development began in PLCs and at the end of the semester after all professional
development had concluded. The focus areas from the observation instrument analyzed for this
study were:

1. Learning process—Ilearner engagement and critical thinking and problem solving through
level of cognition (specifically, synthesis and evaluative levels);

2. Learner-centered instruction—motivational strategies used to teach writing;
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3. Learner progress—monitoring and assessing students writing, appropriate assessment for all
students (specifically, meeting the needs of struggling writers), and constructive feedback for
students and their writing, and

5. High-yield strategies/best practices such as use of graphic organizers, brainstorming,
modeling, setting objectives, and reinforcing writing efforts of students.

The first group of four teachers only received the writing professional development during the
seven PLCs. They received no other professional development, support, or were served in any
other capacity. A paired samples t-test was utilized to evaluate pre- and post-observation data
on the identified related variables. Analysis revealed no significant differences on identified
variables for the four teachers only receiving professional development in PLCs.

The second group of teachers was the four teachers who serve on the district writing team. In
addition to receiving and assisting with the professional development during PLCs each week,
they also received an additional layer of professional development by meeting with a district
writing team who researched, analyzed data, and created writing professional development
based on the identified needs of students. A paired samples t-test was utilized to evaluate pre-
and post-observation data on the identified related variables. Analysis revealed no significant
differences on identified variables for the writing team teachers.

The last group of teachers to be observed was three teachers who received the professional
development during PLCs each week and also participated in instructional coaching with the
researcher during the duration of the study. A paired samples t-test was utilized to evaluate pre-
and post-observation data on the identified related variables. Analysis revealed no significant
differences on identified variables for the three teachers who received professional
development in PLCs and received instructional coaching.

In addition to the quantitative data for the teachers who participated in instructional coaching,
these teachers were also video recorded during each observation and were asked to complete a
Lesson Reflection Form to reflect on their own teaching as they watched their video. They
discussed their reflections with the on-site researcher. There were five coaching sessions and
five coaching observations over a 10-week period of time. In addition, each teacher was
interviewed at the end of the 15 weeks. Prior to the interview with each teacher, they were
given the interview questions (Appendix 2) where they were asked to respond to the questions
in writing and to bring them to the interview. The face-to-face interviews with these three
teachers were recorded, and the recordings were transcribed. Transcriptions of recordings were
compared to the transcriptions of written responses from the teachers regarding the questions
asked in order to determine comparable statements between what they wrote and what they
stated in the interview. The exact same questions were asked in the interviews that were asked
for the written response. Each teacher used the paper as a reference during the interview but
expanded on their written statements as they spoke.

Using these transcriptions and comparisons, along with the reflection notes the teachers
completed after each observation categories as evidence arose from what each teacher said that
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began to become similar (Creswell, 2013). Following the identification of categories, themes
were established that arose collectively from the transcriptions.

The three teachers who received instructional coaching were asked three questions pertaining
to their overall experience at the end of the study. The three questions were:

1. What do you feel you learned from this experience?
2. What would you have liked to have seen happen during this experience that did not happen?
3. Do you feel the coaching experience has helped you reach the goals you set for yourself?

Within their reflection notes after each observation, the teachers were also asked five
questions:

1. What were my goals?

2. What happened in the lesson?
3. What should I change?

4. What should stay the same?

5. What’s my plan for next time?

Within the transcriptions of all three interviews and the reviewing of teachers’ reflection notes,
two major themes arose from their perceptions of being coached. Self-awareness and
collaboration throughout the coaching process became immediately evident with each teacher.
Table Sprovides a visual of the awareness theme and examples from interview notes.
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Table 5. Awareness theme from interviews

“I’ve still got a ways to go on all of those things, but I think I got better.”

“If I know you or another administrator are coming in to watch me do something and I want to
do it well, I am going to practice it before then too.”

“I was very conscious of everything going on.”
“Which normal teaching is that, being so aware of...”
“I was thinking forward, ahead of time.”

“I listed my three I felt I grew the most in, and that was pushing low readers, challenging my
GT kids, and the higher level thinking skills, and then conferencing.”

“I learned some of my own behaviors, I guess, that I have in front of the room and in front of
the kids that I don’t pay attention to.”

I learned more about “engagement of the kids more from watching the videos.”
From the videos, “it’s the little things you don’t notice you’re doing.”

“The videos were the most integral part because I could watch them, I could make observations,
I could reflect, and then I could think about it until the next time or even the next day.”

“I feel like from where we started and the battles we had, we came a long way in those five
weeks.”

“I think it’s just really beneficial because there are so many things about yourself you don’t
even realize unless you see it.”

I also noticed that my two classes who struggle the most are my 6" and 7™ periods, which are
my last two classes.”

“I believe the lesson was way too long and needs to be shortened.”

“I felt like I left more time for students to ask questions at the end; though, I think I could have
left even more time.”

Examples of the collaboration theme emerging from interviews are found in Table 6.
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Table 6. Collaboration theme from interviews

Examples from Interviews

“if you say, ‘you really need to work on your questioning strategies—let me show you
what that looks like next time.’”

“If I get an intern...we would go and observe a class during the conference for like 20-30
minutes. We would come back and compare notes to discuss ...”

“it won’t be like, I teach and you stay off to the side. We’ll both be in front of that room
together.”

“It holds you accountable.”

“I like having goals set at the beginning and working together towards those goals.”

“if we had someone who was always here who was room to room constantly...you could
just say, ‘hey, I am struggling with this...”

I almost don’t want people to tell me when they are going to show up. Give me maybe a
window of like sometime this month I’1l be there...I want you to see the majority rather
than me putting on a show.”

3.3 Data Analysis for Research Question 5

In order to answer the fifth research question regarding whether or not student achievement
increased significantly in the 9™ grade teachers’ classrooms, a percent change on the STAAR
Wkiting assessment was calculated from students’ pre-test and post-test scores. An independent
samples t test was conducted to determine whether significant differences existed between
teachers who received instructional coaching along with weekly professional development and
teachers who only received weekly professional development. Evaluation of statistical data
revealed no significant differences between the groups in any of the assessed STAAR variables.
However, it is worth noting that there was a trend toward students’ improving more on the
mechanics of their writing, for example editing of punctuation and sentence structure and
revision of narrative text.

5. Discussion

This mixed-methods study sought to examine the perceptions of teachers regarding
professional development they received to become better writing teachers, and to examine the
impact of that professional development as seen in classrooms.

The high school campus in WISD implemented PLCs two years ago. This campus was halfway
through their second year of implementation when this study began. Their administrators had
given teachers norms as to how PLCs should occur, and they had been given a focus area for
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each day of the week. Prior to this study, teachers were on their own to ensure that the focus
areas were covered each day of the week. Researchers found prior to the study that little
professional development was occurring with these teachers beyond the minimum of two days
required of them annually by the school district that was outside of their teaching contract. The
desire of the district administration was that writing proficiency for high school students
improve, and the campus administration wanted PLCs to be more effective in order to help
reach the goal of improving writing proficiency. Research efforts were made to create
continuity with weekly professional development and to ask teachers what they desired to learn
during the PLCs. Through utilizing the time through PLCs and the feedback from teachers on
areas they wished to receive during professional development, PLCs were focused on those
areas. Four of the teachers were also a part of a district writing team that met monthly with the
researcher to investigate and problem solve the writing weaknesses at the secondary level.
Instructional coaching was an added layer of support for three teachers who volunteered to
work with the on-site researcher as an instructional coach in addition to participating in the
weekly professional development that all other teachers received. The structure of the PD
during PLC for this study followed the suggestions of Loucks-Horsley, et. al (2010) to ensure
the transfer of learning gained from the PD to changes of pedagogy in the classroom.

This study revealed that teachers were not used to having a detailed focus for professional
development during their PLC, nor were they used to having an administrator present each
week for a PLC in order to ensure that ongoing professional development occurred. The
qualitative results revealed that teachers perceived the professional development offered to be
a positive experience and agreed that they not only valued having input on the topics covered,
but they tried to implement one or more of the learned strategies. Most teachers also felt that
the professional development they received during this time period was valuable to them. The
themes that presented themselves from the observed PLCs (collaboration, attitude of learning,
and willingness to try something new) displayed more positive outcomes than negative with all
18 English teachers as they worked to establish an ongoing professional development approach.
However, the survey also revealed that several teachers do not feel that all colleagues value the
learning that takes place during PLCs. That data parallels some of the negative verbal and body
language recorded during PLCs. Similar mixed results have been found when the focus is
science content instead of writing (Jones, Gardner, Robertson, & Robert, 2013).

The instructional coaching layer included observations, reflection forms, and interviews with
the researcher. Although pre- and post-observations did not reveal significant changes with
these three teachers, the qualitative data, similar to Phillips, et al. (2016) did reveal that these
teachers became much more aware of themselves as teachers and more reflective in regard to
what should and should not be occurring in their instructional lessons. They had the
opportunity to view themselves teach through recorded videos, and they were able to
collaborate and dialogue after every recorded lesson, which provided them the opportunity to
reflect and analyze their own teaching practices. These occurrences received very positive
feedback from all three teachers who participated, and they not only wanted to continue with
instructional coaching, but they also wished more teachers would be willing to participate. The
current study supported a recent longitudinal study that demonstrated that the combination of
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instructional coaching and sustained PD increases teachers use and continued use of different
pedagogical strategies (Teemant, 2014).

The quantitative data determined that some significant changes occurred with teachers from
the pre- and post-observations, which were seeking implementation of strategies and
discussions learned during the PLCs. These observations were two data points that occurred
one time at the beginning and one time at the end of the study. Although observations were
done with hopes of seeing implementation of one or more of the learned strategies through
professional development, they did not reveal that implementation of these learned strategies
were occurring in all of the classrooms at the time of the post observation. However, even
though the quantitative data did not indicate that implementation of learned strategies had
occurred, the qualitative data did indicate that there is a progression of change in thinking and
collaborating in professional development with the high school English teachers at WISD.

The practical implications of this study suggest that this campus must continue to create
structure and delineate accountability with PLCs so that teachers see the daily time given as an
opportunity to be learners who have time to collaborate and learn from one another. Research
shows that PLC can increase teachers’ knowledge, change instructional practice and increase
student achievement (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2007). The idea of connecting all PLCs each
week will enforce and strengthen this learning and reflection time for teachers. Campus leaders
can continue to expect and to encourage teachers to determine their needs and to seek ways to
meet those needs during PLCs. Campus leaders can also consider more ways of incorporating
instructional coaching where needed or desired by teachers. As Limbrick, et al. (2010)
conclude, when teachers see themselves teaching, are provided with opportunities to work with
someone they trust and respect, and provided with time to reflect on their practices, their desire
to become stronger teachers will naturally occur.

6. Limitations

This study took place on one high school campus and examined 18 English teachers during a
15-week period of time during PLCs and instructional coaching. The results of this study
suggest that PLCs can be powerful for teachers in order to collaborate and to learn new
strategies to improve their own instruction. The results also suggest that instructional coaching,
when the relationship between the coach and the teacher is strong, trustworthy and respectful,
can aid in teachers becoming more aware of their own teaching practices and create a desire for
more collaboration in order to become stronger teachers. However, there are three
recommendations for future research as to how this study could have been enhanced or
improved. The three recommendations that could have improved this study are: exploring how
other PLC focus areas connect to the professional development focus, exploring more student
assessment data in relation to PLC practices, and extending the amount of time for the study.

In this study, only one PLC focus area was studied: professional development. The teachers
also have focus areas of data, technology and lesson planning in their PLCs the other days of
each week. By including the focus areas of data, technology and lesson planning as they
connect to professional development, conclusions could be made as to how they affect student
achievement in writing.
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Additionally, including more student assessment data in a study could provide evidence as to
whether or not PLCs are making a difference in students’ mastery of writing proficiency. This
study only included the STAAR writing data of the ninth grade and only included certain skills
that were assessed. No essay scoring data was included due to the extenuating details included
in the scoring process. However, other research could examine individual student essays to
determine if instructional strategies used to teach specific writing skills have an impact on
essay writing.

Extending the amount of time of this study could also offer more information. This study took
place over a 15-week time period. During that time period, there were seven PLCs per grade
level devoted to different writing professional development focus areas. Along with the
professional development provided during PLCs, there were also 10 weeks of instructional
coaching that took place with three teachers. Because PLCs are still new to this campus, the
attitude and desire of teachers to use that time to improve professionally still lacks in a few of
the teachers. Along with trying to create norms and a regular occurrence of professional
development each week for the teachers, some teachers still did not want to buy in to the
reasons for why this ongoing professional development was important. With a longer period of
time and set expectations for learning, research could be conducted to better determine the
effects of having PLCs devoted to professional development and how that impacts student
performance.

By collecting data on how all PLC focus areas work together, extending the amount of student
data, and extending the length of time for the study, the connection could possibly better be
made between teacher learning and student performance improvement.
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Appendix 1. Professional Development—English Teacher Survey: Spring 2015

Throughout this spring semester, you have participated in writing professional development
during your Friday PLCs. Please indicate your level of agreement to the following statements.

Strongly Agree
Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

1. I liked having the opportunity to give input about what writing topics were addressed in our
professional development PLCs this spring.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

2. I feel that at least one of the topics covered during this semester helped me in teaching
writing.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

=  The most helpful topic for me was

3. I have incorporated one or more of the strategies or ideas shared in our PLCs this spring.
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

= The idea(s) and/or strategy(ies) I have incorporated are

4. Our vertical writing team did a good job of creating modules to address chosen writing
topics.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

= The most effective module(s) for me was/were

5. I feel like I need more support in implementing one or more of the writing ideas into my
classroom.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

* I needed more support in implementing this/these idea(s).

6. I like working with my team in PLCs to share information on implementing writing ideas
and strategies.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
7. 1 feel like I have been provided opportunities to learn from my colleagues.
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

=  One specific piece of new learning I acquired this semester was
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8. I feel like professional development this semester in the area of writing has been useful to
ME in my efforts to improve student achievement.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
9. I feel like I have contributed to the learning environment within my PLC this semester.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree One way 1 have
contributed to my PLC is

10. I feel like my team values the learning that takes place in PLCs.
Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree
Appendix 2. Coaching Semi-structured Interview

e This semester, you participated in a coaching experience with me in order to address goals
you had for your own teaching. Talk about this experience and what you felt went well and
what didn’t.

0 What do you feel you learned from this experience?

0 What would you have liked to have seen happen during this experience that did not
happen?

0 Do you feel the coaching experience has helped you to reach the goals you set for yourself
at the beginning of the semester?

61 www.macrothink.org/jse



