Professional Learning Communities: Relating Training and Trust to Implementation 

By Dr. Rod Rock and Dr. Barbara Appold
Much of the recent school-improvement literature has focused on enhancing school cultures (Deal, 1999; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, & Kleiner, 2000; Sergiovanni, 1994) and improving student achievement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Hord, 2004; Marzano, 2003; Schmoker, 1999, 2001; Sparks, 2002) through the establishment of Professional Learning Communities (PLC). Despite spending countless dollars on, and precious time in, PLC-related training initiatives, principals and teachers within individual schools reported varying levels of implementation of the PLC model (DuFour & DuFour, 2002; Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002). Hence, the purpose of this investigation was to identify the relationship between several school-level factors, including principal training, teachers’ trust in their principal, and collegial trust among teachers, and the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 validated the importance of the Professional Learning Communities model of school improvement. The Act (2001) stipulated, “Under NCLB, the federal government will invest in educational practices that work—that research evidence has shown to be effective in improving student performance” (p. 1). As noted, PLC research shows demonstrable outcomes (Marzano, 2003; Schmoker, 1999). Furthermore, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (2001) directed states to “adopt challenging academic content standards and student academic achievement standards that apply to all schools and children” (p. 1). The Michigan State Board of Education followed this mandate through the implementation of Education YES! — A Yard Stick for Excellent Schools (2002). Michigan’s plan called on schools to demonstrate improvement in several areas, including the annual measurement of specific skills for each student, a focus on continuous improvement, and curriculum alignment, all of which are elements of the Professional Learning Communities model of school improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).

Dr. Richard DuFour developed and implemented the Professional Learning Communities model at Adlai E. Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois beginning in 1983. Dr. DuFour conceived the PLC model as a means of achieving “excellence in education” (Adlai E. Stevenson High School, 2003, p. 1) for all students. A Professional Learning Community consists of: a shared mission, vision, and values; collective inquiry; a structure of collaborative teams; action orientation and experimentation; and a focus on continuous improvement (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). In a Professional Learning Community, teachers work together in collaborative teams to examine their students’ work and ask themselves: “What do we need to do differently to get the work we truly desire from our students?” (Sparks, 1998, p. 19). Administrators in a PLC provide teachers with time to collaborate, and “information on the extent to which a teacher’s students meet agreed upon standards of mastery on a valid test in comparison to all the students in the school attempting to meet the same standard” (Eaker, DuFour &, Burnette, 2002, p. 99). In theory, a PLC is focused on what and how students learn, rather than how teachers teach (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).  

With this model in place, Adlai E. Stevenson High School transformed itself into one of the finest high schools in the country. In fact, on four separate occasions the United States Department of Education bestowed upon the school its Blue Ribbon Award of Excellence, making Stevenson first school in Illinois, and only the third in the country, to achieve this level of distinction (Adlai E. Stevenson High School, 2003). Obtaining an enhanced understanding of the relationship between school-level factors and levels of PLC implementation, therefore, is critical to ultimately realizing increases in student achievement. 

Research Objectives

Although the importance of the Professional Learning Communities model has received extensive research coverage, few researchers have conducted studies to identify essential characteristics within individual school buildings that allowed these cultures to flourish. Therefore, the purpose of this investigation was to identify the relationship between several school-level factors, including principal training, teachers’ trust in their principal, and collegial trust among teachers, and the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. 

The study addressed this central research question: After teachers and the principal in a school began referring to themselves as a Professional Learning Community, what characteristics did they identify as most important in allowing their school to function as a PLC? Subquestions, which followed from this broad question, included:  

1. What was the relationship between the number of PLC-related training sessions undertaken by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within that school?

2. To what extent did the number of PLC-related training sessions attended by a school’s teachers predict the level of PLC implementation within that school?

3. Was there a correlation between the perceived level of trust that teachers assumed in their principal and the level of PLC implementation within a school?

4. Was there a correlation between the level of implementation of the PLC model in a school and the level of perceived collegial trust among teachers within that school? 

Related Literature

As stated previously, several studies examined the relationship between PLCs and student achievement (Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Marzano, 2003; Schmoker, 1999, 2001; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, & Kleiner, 2000; Sparks, 2002). In addition to establishing a correlation between PLCs and enhanced student learning, these studies also identified leadership, trust, and collegiality as important elements of PLCs. 

In discussing principal leadership in PLCs, Eaker, DuFour, and Burnette (2002) purported: “In professional learning communities, administrators are viewed as leaders of leaders” (p. 22). Further, Fleming (2004) concluded: “In our research on schools that successfully operate as PLCs, we found clear evidence that the administrator is key to the existence of a professional learning community” (p. 20). Fullan (2003) described the leader’s role as providing the context for change: “If you want more sharing of knowledge, name it as a value, create mechanisms that cause it to happen, and have low tolerance for people who don’t do it” (p. 28). These findings warranted further analysis of the relationship between the number of PLC-related training sessions attended by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within that school.

Bryk and Schneider (2002) examined the relationship between various school-level trust factors and the initiation and sustainability of school reform efforts, and the impact of collegial trust on student achievement. The authors concluded: 

Relational trust does not directly affect student learning. Rather, trust fosters a set of organizational conditions, some structural and others social-psychological, that make it more conducive for individuals to initiate and sustain the kinds of activities necessary to affect productivity improvements. (Bryk & Schneider, 2002, p. 116).  

Correspondingly, Fullan (1999) professed: “The quality of relationships is central to success [of school improvement efforts]. Success is only possible if organizational members develop trust and compassion for each other” (p. 37). These findings authenticated trust as a decisive component of efficacious Professional Learning Communities, and of school improvement initiatives in general.

An additional factor in a Professional Learning Community is collegiality. Supovitz (2002) established that building collaborative and collegial communities of teachers alone would not improve instruction and student learning. For enhanced structures to lead to improved achievement, the author identified the necessity of “organizational structures, cultures of instructional exploration, and ongoing professional learning opportunities to support sustained inquiries into improving teaching and learning” (p. 1624). Sergiovanni (1994) expounded: “Schools are special kinds of communities. They are learning communities. They are responsible for providing students with successful, academically challenging experiences” (p. 70). Finally, Garmston and Wellman (1999) defined the very essence of collegiality: “To be a colleague requires sharing one’s knowing and not-knowing. It means sharing and creating materials together. It means teaching each other about the craft of teaching” (p. 256). The work of these researchers supported supplementary investigation of the impact of collegial relationships in the implementation of PLCs.

With leadership, trust, and collegiality established as essential components of school-improvement initiatives, it seemed reasonable to conclude that teachers and principals in school buildings that identified themselves as Professional Learning Communities would recognize these characteristics as important in allowing their schools to function as PLCs. Therefore, this study utilized these rudiments as the framework for analysis.  

Methods

Participants


The source of data collection for this study was a survey of principals and teachers from public schools in the upper Thumb of Michigan, including Sanilac, Tuscola, and Huron Counties. The Michigan Education Directory reported that there are 23 school districts and 64 school buildings located in these three counties. A random selection of 56 of these buildings provided the basis for a statistically significant population from which to extrapolate results.  

After determining, through an analysis of websites and district documents obtained through respective intermediate school districts, that each of these school buildings identified themselves as a Professional Learning Community, the researcher requested permission for participation from each district's superintendent (n = 23). In response, two (9%) declined, nine (39%) did not respond, and 12 (52%) consented. As a result, a total of 12 districts and 26 school buildings, including 14 elementary school buildings, 3 middle/junior high school buildings, 6 junior/senior high school buildings, and 3 high school buildings, constituted the participant pool for this research.  The size of these rural school buildings ranged from 100-199 students to over 500 students. 

First, the researcher coded surveys to match school buildings, principals, and teachers in each school building. Next, the researcher mailed the survey instruments, along with self-addressed, stamped envelopes, directly to the principal and 10 randomly selected teachers from each school building. The corresponding cover letter requested that respondents return surveys within two weeks of receipt. Those principals and teachers who had not responded by the requested date received reminder e-mails. One week later, non-responders received a postcard reminder in the mail. Of the 26 principals and 260 teachers who received the survey instrument, a total of 23 (88%) principals and 154 (59%) teachers ultimately participated. The 26 school buildings represented by these teachers and principals constituted this study’s individual units of analysis. Teachers’ participation rates within individual school buildings follow: 20% (n = 1), 30% (n = 3), 40% (n = 3), 50% (n = 5), 60% (n = 7), 70% (n = 1), 80% (n = 3), and 90% (n = 3). 

The investigator assigned each school, principal, and teacher an identification code, and maintained them in a separate binder from the names of participants and school buildings. Furthermore, the reporting of results included no names. The researcher utilized these measures in order to maintain the confidentiality of participants and the anonymity of school buildings.

Instruments

The study used two different forms with overlapping questions. The survey form sent to principals contained questions requesting demographic information, the amount of PLC training received, and the level of PLC implementation within three categories: the existence of a collaborative team structure, the presence of a common support system for failing students, and evidence of a collaborative culture focused on student learning. The questionnaire was three pages in length and contained 33 questions. The survey form used with teachers included the same information, along with an additional section regarding the perceived level of trust in their principal. The teacher instrument was also three pages in length and included 42 questions.  

There were 33 items common to both forms. Fifteen of these were Likert scale items with a 4 to 1 (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree with no neutral point) response format.  The researcher obtained Likert-scale trust items from an instrument developed by Dr. Anthony Bryk and Dr. Barbara Schneider (2002) of the University of Chicago. Likewise, Dr. Richard DuFour and Rebecca DuFour (2002) granted permission for the use of the PLC continuum developed in their research.  

DuFour and DuFour (2002) sub-divided their original PLC implementation continuum into several categories. The revised instrument used in the current study examined three of these: the existence of a collaborative team structure, the presence of a common support system for failing students, and evidence of a collaborative culture focused on student learning.  A brief description of each category follows.

Collaborative team structures.

The first PLC category examined was the existence of a collaborative team structure within each school building (Eaker, DuFour, and Burnette, 2002). In seeking evidence of collaborative team structures, the survey instrument asked teachers within individual school buildings to rate the level of implementation of each of the following: frequency of team meetings; development of common goals; meeting times as part of the regular schedule; amount of team-time focused directly on student achievement; the adoption and observation of meeting protocols; and generation and submission of products resulting from team discussions (DuFour & DuFour, 2002).

Support systems for failing students.

The second PLC category examined was the presence of a common support system for failing students (Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002). The survey instrument sought to identify teachers’ perceptions of the degree to which schools had initiated these support systems.  Questions focused on the following: identification of essential outcomes for each course, grade level, or unit of instruction; consistency of monitoring each student’s learning; and the presence of a common-response system for struggling students (DuFour & DuFour, 2002).  

Collaborative cultures focused on student learning.

The final category of PLC implementation utilized in this study was evidence of a collaborative school culture focused on student learning (Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002). Both teacher and principal surveys sought to identify the following characteristics: teachers’ willingness to learn, to improve, and to collectively design curricula and assessments; teachers’ willingness to accept responsibility for students’ learning; common standards and expectations of students’ learning; a willingness to visit other classrooms and to receive feedback on teaching; and the focus of discussions in faculty meetings (DuFour & DuFour, 2002). 

Procedures

This quantitative study used a correlational design to examine the relationships between the level of implementation of the Professional Learning Communities model within individual school buildings and training and trust measures. Statistical analyses for the first portion of the study included two-way contingency table procedures to examine the relationship between the number of PLC training sessions received by a school’s principal and the level of implementation of the Professional Learning Communities model within that same school. Principal training levels (or the number of PLC-related training sessions attended by a school’s principal) were identified as high (n > 3) or moderate to low (n < 2), as were PLC implementation levels (high: M > .73, moderate to low: M < .72). The researcher also conducted correlational analyses to discover if the number of PLC training sessions received by a school's principal predicted the level of implementation of the Professional Learning Communities model at the school under his or her leadership, and to examine the strength of relationships between trust, training, and PLC implementation. The researcher identified levels of implementation and trust as high (M > .73) or moderate to low (M < .72). The researcher selected these points of distinction due to the study’s small sample size (n = 26 school buildings).

Data Analysis

Training and Implementation

The researcher first attempted to determine whether the number of PLC training sessions attended by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within that school were dependent or independent. The researcher conducted a two-way contingency table analysis to evaluate this relationship. Principal training with two levels (high and moderate to low) and PLC implementation with two levels (high and moderate to low) constituted the two variables. Principal training and implementation were dependent, Pearson χ 2 (1, N = 26) = 14.79, p < .001, Cramer’s V < .001. Upon further analysis, the number of training sessions undertaken by a school’s principal was positively and significantly correlated (r = .75, p < 001). Fifteen out of 26 (58%) school buildings reported a high amount of PLC training sessions attended by the principal and a high level of PLC implementation, and 8 out of 26 (31%) school buildings reported a moderate to low level of principal training and a moderate to low level of PLC implementation. Table 1 displays the frequency and percent of school buildings in each of the four categories.

[Insert Table 1 Here]

Having established a positive relationship between the amount of training undertaken by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings, the researcher moved to examine other characteristics that may have influenced implementation.  Gabelnick, MacGregor, Matthews, and Smith (1990) concluded: “The endurance of the learning community effort depends on the institution’s strategic understanding of why learning communities are important” (p. 48). In essence, how did principals engender an understanding of the fundamental importance of learning communities within their respective school buildings? One possible means was having teachers attend PLC-related training sessions. The researcher conducted a second two-way contingency table analysis to determine whether the number of training sessions received by a school’s teachers and the level of PLC implementation within that school were dependent or independent. Teacher training with two levels (high and moderate to low) and PLC implementation with two levels (high and moderate to low) constituted the two variables. Teacher training and implementation were independent, Pearson χ 2 (1, N = 26) = .91, p =  .34, Cramer’s V  =  .34. Upon further analysis, the amount of training undertaken by a school’s teachers was not related to the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings (r  = .19, p < .36).  Nine out of 26 (35%) school buildings reported a high amount of PLC training sessions attended by teachers and a high level of PLC implementation, and 6 out of 26 (23%) school buildings reported a moderate to low level of teacher training and a moderate to low level of PLC implementation. School buildings reporting a moderate to low level of teacher training and a high level of PLC implementation totaled 8 out of 26 (31%), and 3 out of 26 (12%) school buildings reported a high level of teacher training and a moderate to low level of PLC implementation. Table 2 shows the frequency and percent of each of these occurrences.

[Insert Table 2 Here]

Training, Trust, and Implementation

The study’s second research question sought to determine the extent to which the amount of PLC-related training sessions attended by a school’s principal and teachers could predict the level of implementation of the PLC model within that school building. The study’s third question examined the relationship between the level of implementation of the PLC model in a school building and the amount of teachers’ perceived trust in their principal. Similarly, the study’s final question examined the relationship between the level of implementation of the PLC model in a school and perceived amount of collegial trust among teachers within that same school building. 

The survey instrument divided PLC implementation into three categories: the existence of a collaborative team structure, the presence of a common support system for failing students, and evidence of a collaborative culture focused on student learning. The collective responses of the principal and teachers from each school (n = 26) constituted the level of implementation of the three measures. In all cases, a principal score and mean teacher score was associated with each school. In order to predict the level of implementation of each measure, based on the amount of principal training and perceived trust within each individual school building, the researcher conducted eight multiple regression analyses. The first two analyses examined the predictability of implementing a collaborative team structure based on (1) two training predictors (principal and teachers) and (2) two trust measures (teachers’ trust in the principal and teachers’ trust in their colleagues). The regression equation with the training predictors was not significant, R2 = .07, F(2, 23) =.87, p = .43. The regression equation with the trust measures was also not significant, R2 = .19, F(2, 23) = 2.71, p = .09. Based on these results, neither the amount of perceived trust that teachers assumed in their principal nor the amount of training undertaken by a school’s principal or teachers predicted the level implementation of a collaborative team structure. However, a positive correlation did exist between the amount of collegial trust perceived by teachers within a school and the level of implementation of a collaborative team structure (r = .41, p < .05), thus serving as an accurate predictor of implementation within individual school buildings. 


The researcher conducted two multiple regression analyses to examine the predictability of implementing a common support system for failing students. The third analysis examined the two training predictors (principal and teachers), and the fourth included the two trust measures (teachers’ trust in the principal and teachers’ trust in their colleagues). The regression equation with the training predictors was not significant, R2 = .05, F(2, 23) = .60, p = .56. However, the regression equation with trust measures was significant, R2 = .50, F(2, 23) = 10.98, p < .001.  Based on these results, the combined trust measures appeared to predict the level of implementation of a common support system for failing students. As with the collaborative team analysis, a positive correlation also existed between the amount of collegial trust perceived by teachers within a school building and the level of a common support system for failing students (r = .67, p < .001), thus serving as an accurate predictor of the level implementation of a common support system for failing students within individual school buildings.


In examining the predictability of implementing a collaborative culture focused on learning, the researcher conducted two additional multiple regression analyses. Again, these analyses measured the two training predictors (principal and teachers) and the two trust measures (teachers’ trust in the principal and teachers’ trust in their colleagues). The regression equation with the training predictors was not significant, R2 = .12, F(2, 23) = 1.57, p = .23; however, the regression equation with trust measures was significant, R2 = .69, F(2, 23) = 25.21, p < .001. As with the support system analyses, these results indicated that the combined trust measures constituted an accurate predictor of the level of implementation of a collaborative culture focused on learning. As with the collaborative team and common support system analyses, a positive correlation also existed between the amount of collegial trust perceived by teachers within a school building and the level of implementation of a collaborative culture focused on learning (r = .81, p < .001), thus serving as an accurate predictor of the level implementation of a collaborative culture focused on learning within individual school buildings.


Finally, the study examined the predictability of the overall level of PLC implementation.  The final two regression analyses included the two training predictors (principal and teachers) and the two trust measures (teachers’ trust in the principal and teachers’ trust in their colleagues). The regression equation with the training predictors was not significant, R2 = .07, F(2, 23) = .89, p = .42; however, the regression equation with trust measures was significant, R2 = .54, F(2, 23) = 13.25, p < .001. As with the support system and the collaborative culture breakdowns, these results indicated that the combined trust measures served as accurate predictors of overall implementation of the PLC model. Further, a positive correlation existed between the amount of collegial trust perceived among teachers within a school building and the level of overall PLC implementation (r = .70, p < .001), thus serving as an accurate predictor of the level implementation of a Professional Learning Community within individual school buildings.

Table 3 presents the correlation of each predictor with associated levels of significance.

[Insert Table 3 Here]

Having identified a significant relationship between principal training and PLC implementation, and determining that a significant correlation existed between collegial trust among teachers and implementation, it became important to seek to determine if implementation could be predicted based on the combined levels of principal training and collegial trust among teachers within individual school buildings. In order to examine the predictability of these measures, the researcher conducted a regression analysis with two principal training measures (high and moderate to low) and two-teacher trust criterion (high and moderate to low). The regression equation with the training and trust predictors was significant, R2 = .54, F(2, 23) = 13.50, p < 001. Hence, the combined level of principal training and teacher trust was a strong predictor of PLC implementation.  

Summary, Conclusions, and Recommendations for Further Analysis

Summary

The purpose of this investigation was to identify the relationship between several school-level factors, including principal training, teachers’ trust in their principal, and collegial trust among teachers, and the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. The study utilized a correlational design, based on survey responses from teachers and principals from 26 school buildings in rural Michigan.

The inquiry demonstrated that the amount of training obtained by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings were dependent. Antithetically, the number of training sessions attended by a school’s teachers and the level of PLC implementation were independent. Further, the study concluded that the amount of principal training alone did not predict the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. In examining the relationship between school-level trust factors and the level of PLC implementation, the examination verified that the perceived amount of collegial trust among teachers within a school building did predict the level of PLC implementation in that same school.  Additionally, the study determined that a high amount of training sessions attended by a school’s principal, when combined with a strong perception of collegial trust among teachers, was a robust predictor of PLC implementation. Perhaps most importantly, the results of this study indicated that the perceived amount of collegial trust among teachers within individual school buildings was positively and significantly correlated with each PLC indicator, thus serving as an accurate predictor of the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings.

Conclusions

The first research question of this study asked: What was the relationship between the number of training sessions undertaken by a school’s principal and the level of PLC implementation within that school? The study derived a significant relationship between the number of training sessions attended by the principal and the level of implementation of the PLC model (Pearson χ 2 (1, N = 26) = 14.79,  p < .01, Cramer’s V  <  .01). In addition, the number of training sessions received by a school’s principal and level of PLC implementation within that school were positively correlated (r = .75, p < 001).  Thus, the two variables were dependent.


Based on Gabelnick’s (1990) findings on the importance “of an institution’s strategic understanding of why learning communities are important” (p. 48), the researcher examined the relationship between the number of training sessions attended by a school’s teachers and the level of PLC implementation. Unlike principal training, the number of training sessions attended by a schools teachers and the level of PLC implementation were independent 

(Pearson χ 2 (1, N = 26) = .92, p =  .34, Cramer’s V  <  .34, r = .19,  p < .36). Thus, the number of PLC training sessions attended by a school’s teachers was not significantly related to the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings.


Despite these findings, it is important to note that schools in the present study reporting the highest levels of implementation (PLC total: M = .77, SD = .05, n  = 9) also reported receiving the most principal (M = 1.06, n = 9) and teacher training (M = .76, n =9). Conversely, school buildings reporting the lowest levels of implementation (M = .64, SD = .08, n = 6) also reported the lowest levels of principal (M = -.91, n = 6) and teacher training (M = -1.24, n = 6).


Analysis of the first research question led to the conclusion that principal training related to implementation, but could the number of training sessions predict the level of implementation? The answer to this question was no: the amount of principal training alone did not predict the level of PLC implementation (R2 = .07, F(2, 23) = .89, ns). 

The third and fourth research questions sought to apply the antecedent findings of Bryk and Schneider (2002), who concluded that school-level trust factors were strongly associated with sustained school improvement initiatives, to the implementation of the Professional Learning Communities model of school improvement within individual school buildings. Like the previous researchers, this study examined the perceived amount of teachers’ trust in the principal and the amount of perceived trust between teachers within individual school buildings. Unlike the findings from Bryk and Schneider, the present study concluded that teachers’ trust in the principal was not significantly related with implementation of the PLC model (r = .35, ns). However, teachers’ perceived trust in their colleagues was strongly significant (r = .70, p < .001). Indeed collegial trust established a significant correlation across each of the PLC categories: the existence of a collaborative team structure (r = .41, p = .04), the presence of a common support system for failing students (r = .67, p < .001), and evidence of a collaborative culture focused on student learning (r = .81, p < .001). In each category, teachers’ trust in colleagues was significantly and positively related to levels of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. The amount of trust between colleagues served as the most robust and essential element in the implementation of a Professional Learning Community within individual school buildings.  

It seemed obvious that collegial trust was vital in a PLC; in fact, the very nature of PLCs centers on working in teams (Eaker, DuFour, & Burnette, 2002). One is left to consider which comes first, a collaborative team structure, or trust between colleagues? Do teachers trust one another because they have worked together in teams? Alternatively, do teams function at high levels because teachers trust their colleagues? Future investigators shall ponder these questions.

Thus far, the results of this study have established a relationship between principal training and collegial trust in the level of implementation of a Professional Learning Community within individual school buildings. In combination, these two variables served as fervent predictors of the level of implementation (R2 = .54, F(2, 23) = 13.50, p < 001). In essence, collegial trust and the amount of principal training, when considered in combination, served as the strongest predictors of the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. Further, the perceived amount of collegial trust among teachers proved significant across each implementation measure (r = .41, p = .04; r  = .67, p < .01; r  =  .81, p < .01; r  =  .70, p < .01). In essence, as collegial trust between teachers increased, so did the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings.

Recommendations


The results of this study affirmed principal training and collegial trust among teachers as the fundamental constituents in the initial stages of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. Hence, as individual school buildings consider the execution of a Professional Learning Community, they are wise to engage their principals in PLC-related training and to carefully assess the level of collegial trust among teachers. The presence of mutually respectful relations is essential to, and may indeed predict, the level of implementation of the PLC model within individual school buildings.   

The results of this study demonstrated that the amount of training undertaken by a school’s principal alone did not accurately predict the level of PLC implementation within individual school buildings. This finding signifies the importance of a widespread level of conceptual understanding of PLC concepts within individual school buildings, as derived from the fact that school buildings in the top 35% (n = 9) of implementation reported the highest amounts of combined principal training and teacher training, and school buildings in the bottom 23% (n = 6) of implementation reported the lowest levels of principal and teacher training. 

Perhaps the strongest recommendation resulting from this study is the manifest importance of the perception of collegial trust among teachers within individual school buildings. In fact, levels of collegial trust within school buildings were significantly and positively correlated with each PLC measure. Hence, school buildings lacking in collegial trust among teachers will likely struggle in their efforts to implement Professional Learning Communities.   

In conclusion, principals intent on creating Professional Learning Communities within their school buildings may find the following suggestions helpful:

1. Take part in training sessions germane to the Professional Learning Communities model. 
2. Engage teachers in PLC-related training sessions.
3. Catechize collegial relations among teachers. The findings from Bryk and Schneider (2002), along with the assistance of The Center for Improving School Culture (http://www.schoolculture.net/process.html), the School Culture Survey (http://www.mllc.org/ surveys/SCS_description.htm), the National Staff Development Council (http://www.nsdc.org/), or any other relevant cultural assessment service, may be helpful in this dominion.

4. If collegial relations are deficient, constitute improvement efforts. Eaker, DuFour, 

and Burnette (2002); Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, Dutton, and Kleiner  (2000); Schmoker (1999); and Sparks (2002) provide substantial guidance in this area.

5. When collegial trust among teachers is sufficiently strong, assemble structures that support collegiality, trust, and a focus on enhanced student learning. Eaker, DuFour, and Burnette (2002) are indispensable in this domain.

According the results of the current study, successful PLC implementation efforts require, above all other measures considered herein, collegial trust among teachers. Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) conclusions succinctly summarize the findings of this study: 

"The presence of relational trust among a faculty allows it to coalesce as a professional community where teachers can undertake genuine collective work together” (p. 116).  

Recommendations for Further Analysis

In considering further studies of Professional Learning Communities, additional quantitative analyses of the combined levels of teacher and principal training with collegial trust could further support, expand, and refine the conclusions of the present study. A larger sample, including a wider cross-section of schools, may well beget more generalizability of results. In addition, a larger study, with a pretest-posttest design, would allow for the application of more robust statistical analyses. In addition, a scientific inquiry of the concomitant nature of collegial trust and a collegial structure may deduce which causes the presence of the other. Finally, qualitative researchers should consider articulating the essence of the various levels of existing Professional Learning Communities, along with deeper descriptions of each PLC category. This type of investigation could help practitioners better understand the phenomenon of individual Professional Learning Communities.
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