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Abstract: With the persistent increase in the number of students living in poverty coupled with
community pressure to improve academic achievement for all learners, educational leaders have been
pursuing initiatives to enhance success for all their students. This researcher surveys the literature on
the correlation between academic achievement and socio-economic status in twenty-five elementary
inner city schools in Toronto. The study examines leadership and professional learning communities
(PLCs) in high performing schools serving students from poor communities. The mixed methods
sequential approach was applied. Stratified sampling strategy was used to collect Education Quality
and Accountability Office (EQAQ) data on grade three students in reading, writing and mathematics
for three consecutive years in order to identify high performing schools. Teacher questionnaires were
administered to explore the impact of leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs) in
developing instructional practices. Information collected from principals' interviews explores
leadership practices that support educational achievement in high performing schools. Results from the
findings will support schools in their attempts to accomplish enhanced academic achievement for all
learners.
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professional development, professional learning communities.
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CHAPTER ONE

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

Introduction

As an educator leading schools serving students living in poverty in different jurisdictions, | have
always wondered why some of these schools experience excellent student academic achievement while
others serving a similar population of students seemed to be mired in underachievement. This curiosity
has helped to shape my exploration, belief and efforts to deliver equitable learning outcomes for all
learners. This belief is predicated on the fact that students come to the learning environment with diverse
achievement levels, from diverse backgrounds and experiences and possess diverse motivation to
learning. This awareness has presented significant challenges- how to create access to equitable learning
opportunities for all students especially those from economically disadvantaged communities, how to also
offer opportunities and explore program initiatives, instructional strategies and professional learning
opportunities in an attempt to maximize achievement outcomes for all in these diverse environments.

My focus and energy could have been expended on what seemed to be formidable challenges that
could suppress my passion and drive for excellence. However, the challenge of changing the trajectory
from under-achievement for students of a socio-economically disadvantaged community to an
achievement of excellent learning outcomes presented a growth opportunity for me. As a principal
promoted to my first Canadian school, | collected and disaggregated data on students' demographics
(gender, special needs learners, English proficiency), school community characteristics (median family
income, family receiving social assistance, lone parent families, and parental level of education), school
processes (programs, student placements, staffing and timetabling) student learning (formative and
summative assessment tools and evaluation outcomes) instructional practices aimed at improving
achievement and perception (beliefs, values and attitudes that characterized the learning environment)
and achievement. The evidence gleaned from the data analysis was insightful and provoked a sense of

urgency to work with staff to effect changes in student academic achievement. Knowing and



understanding these student data, helped in my attempt to develop a transformative learning environment
by incorporating students' experiences and learning needs. The review of the data prompted me to
establish a multidisciplinary team of staff as an approach to engage staff, add divergent thinking to the
analyses and discussions, consequently, better informing the decisions and strategic direction. The team
therefore was comprised of administrators and staff from all departments and echelons in the school.

The data analyses undertaken by the multidisciplinary team allowed staff to delineate perceived
variables that impact on student achievement (attendance, behavior, motivation, interest) and to make
decisions on the variables on which the school has the most direct control- teaching and learning. The
analyses also provided crucial information on external factors that had potential to adversely impact on
achievement, gaps in learning outcomes, assessment and instructional practices, teaching expertise,
possible strategies to build teaching capacity as well as the collaborative approaches needed to effect
enhanced student achievement.

This first step in developing a "school achievement planning process" expanded my learning
curve and | believe that of the vice principals and the entire staff. We were offered significant learning
opportunity, that of careful and frank reflections on instructional practices- identifying practices perceived
to be effective, ones to be improved and ones to be abandoned. Leadership practices were also scrutinized
and informed decisions made to effect needed changes. Also, administrators and teachers identified
resident expertise, needed additional assistance and explored strategies to incorporate and develop
collaborative expertise.

As the team leader, | encouraged a review of the organizational structure, logistics, collective
agreements, policies and procedures and used the information to shape the school's improvement model.
Greater staff involvement was facilitated and encouraged through the establishment of various sub-
committees: data management, staff development, student attendance, discipline and monitoring, and
student motivation.

As a school we focused on using staff development as a vehicle to improve instructional

practices and to achieve equitable learning outcomes for the entire diverse student population. As the



school leader, | engaged staff in researching, developing and implementing a focused, intentional
and effective professional learning community (PLC). Within a three year period, students' academic
achievement improved significantly. | wondered whether the focus on leadership and the use of
professional learning communities (PLCs) to develop and change instructional practices contributed
to the enhanced academic achievement the school experienced. Consequently, this study has sought
to examine leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs) as possible variables to
enhance academic achievement in schools serving students from poor communities. This dissertation

seeks to provide answers to the following questions:

Research Questions

1. Are there leadership practices employed by high performing schools to improve
academic achievement for elementary students living in poverty? What are they?

2. Are there strategies demonstrated by principals and teachers in order to develop leadership
and build instructional capacity to enhance academic achievement for economically
disadvantaged students? What are they?

3. Are there instructional practices that characterize high performing schools serving
elementary students from poor communities? What are they?

This study was based on the assumption that leadership can positively impact academic
achievement for students living in poverty. Hess and Kelly (2007) say, "School leadership is the key to
school improvement" (p.244). Their work focuses on the transformational leadership style which
characterizes the principal's leadership attributes as managing school improvement using data, motivating
and influencing teachers, collaborating on curriculum innovation and pedagogy as well as providing
coaching support. These attributes should auger well for the principal in leading the school improvement
process. However, as the challenge to provide equitable access to learning opportunities and to achieve

equitable leaning outcomes for marginalized learners become more evident and pronounced, there is an



urgency to focus on the transformative leadership style.

The transformative leadership seeks to address social justice issues such as stereotypes, prejudices,
discrimination and barriers to achievement. It embraces the idea that leadership resides in teacher
educators and not just the principal. In an environment where students from economically disadvantaged
background are underachieving and there is an outcry from many advocates for improvement, school
leaders must take bold transformative actions. This dissertation emphasizes transformative leadership
that addresses social justice perspectives, recognizes the diversity of our students and the changes
necessary to achieve equity for all learners. Transformative leadership is crucial to changing
underachievement to high achievement for students living in poverty.

Studies done in other jurisdictions link poverty to constructs related to learning outcomes such as
dropout rate, student behaviour, retention, high school readiness, cognitive development, graduation rate
and receptive vocabulary tests (Levin, 2007; Kagan, 1992; Thomas, 2007; Willims, 2007; Brooks-Gunn
and Duncan, 2007 and McLeod 1998.) However, it was assumed that leadership (principal) practices can
still make a difference in achievement outcomes. It was also assumed that professional learning
communities (PLCs) are strategies to develop leadership and collaboration as well as build instructional
capacity.

Description and Significance of Problem

Poverty is a challenging construct to define with any sense of clarity because of the frequent
shifts in the many variables that have ramifications for its definition. This study uses the Statistics
Canada definition which considers families to be living in poverty when their income falls below 50% of
the median household income. The Low-Income Measures for single parents with one child was
$28,185.00 after taxes (October, 2014).

According to the Toronto District School Board Urban Diversity Strategy: on Student
Achievement (2008), "Many societal factors contribute to the marginalization of communities, families

and students--factors such as poverty, racism, sexism, classism and so on" (p.2). Poverty impacts on



students' learning and on the curricular opportunities schools provide to improve academic achievement.
Poverty sometimes has impact on readiness for learning, gaps in learning, student class placement and
the rigor of the curriculum to which they are exposed. If students are streamed into low level program
opportunities and experience ineffective instruction, the likely outcome will be underachievement.
However, the fact that there are many factors that influence learning cannot be overstated.

Jensen (2009) cites research studies that link poverty to: absenteeism (Johnson-Brooke, Lewis,
Evans, Whalen, Drevets and Schulkin 2003), reduced cognition, creativity, motivation, determination
and effort (Johnson 1981), and learning (Blankstein and Noguera, 2015). Other studies link poverty to
increased risk of dropping out of school and to health, behavioural and emotional problems. (Mistry,
Vandewater, Huston and Mclloyd 2002). These studies link poverty to variables that impact on learning
outcomes and academic achievement. Yet, an analysis of EQAO results reveals that some schools
serving significant student population living in poverty perform at or above provincial standards.
Although many schools are serving a significant number of students from poor communities, some
of these schools seem to perform above expectations. This motivates my desire to explore the
reasons these schools do well despite the economic challenges their students face. It is my belief
that student achievement is not determined by their SES, but by the quality of learning
accomplished through a synergy of leadership, and professional learning communities (PLCs) that
facilitates the development of effective instructional practice.

Schools may not have the propensity to directly increase or decrease the level of poverty
experienced by individuals residing in the communities where they are located. However, through
value-added educational opportunities, experiences resulting in high levels of academic
achievement, schools can positively influence life chances for students from economically
disadvantaged communities. Hoy, Tarter and Hoy (2006) state that a school with "high academic
optimism" (p.22) is a collectivity in which the faculty believes it can make a difference, that
students can learn and high academic performance can be achieved. This implies that if all staff

work collaboratively with a focus on high student achievement, this effort will produce exceptional



results. Consequently, schools should expend their efforts and resources on indirectly changing the
outcomes of poverty by achieving academic excellence for all learners.

A closer examination of the impact of poverty on academic achievement therefore, is pertinent in
any search for policies, approaches or strategies that can influence systemic outcomes. Poverty is one of
the many variables that impact on academic achievement. There is a preponderance of evidence in
research done in other Canadian jurisdictions (Coughlan, 2017; Burton, Phipps and Zhang, 2013; Volante,
Schnepf, Jerrim and Klinger, 2018), the United States (Ainsworth, 2002; Evans, 2004; Fagan,2017) and
Europe (Carey, 2018 and Azzolini and Contini, 2016) that links poverty to academic achievement,
cognitive gaps, school readiness, retention and behaviour among other variables. Although some of the
research studies use the variables “socioeconomic status” instead of poverty, the conclusions drawn from
the analysis of the data portray remarkable similarities that render logical inferring valid.

Ferguson et. al. (2007) state, “Canadian research confirms poverty’s negative influence on student
behaviour, achievement and retention in school™ (p. 701). These writers also suggest that persistent
socioeconomic disadvantage has negative impact on the life outcomes of many Canadian children. “The
reality, in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) and in every other assessment of
student outcome™, Levin (2007) argues, "is that socioeconomic status remains the most powerful single
influence on students’ educational and other life outcomes. This is true in Finland, and Canada as well as
in the United States and everywhere else” (p.75).

Although the findings from the research studies indicate the negative correlation between poverty
and academic achievement and identify socioeconomic status as a powerful influence, the findings have
not established causation. While the influence is powerful, there is optimism that change is possible. My
knowledge of powerful influential factors has informed my decision making on implementing strategies
that seemed to have made a difference.

Studies that originate from the "vulnerability index" (1991) created from the National
Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth (NLSCY) have repeatedly shown that socioeconomic factors

have significant pervasive and persistent influence on academic achievement. Phipps and Lethbridge



(2006) found that socioeconomic disadvantage and other risk factors that are associated with poverty (e.g.
lower parental education and high family stress) have negative effects on cognitive development and
academic achievement. Conversely, these studies claim that higher incomes were consistently associated
with better outcomes for children. Some authors, Isaacs and Magnuson (2011) further explore the
cognitive domain using Peabody Picture Vocabulary Score (PPVT) and standard math and reading tests
scores. From their findings, they conclude that low-income children have lower than average scores (-
0.246 of a standard deviation) while affluent children have higher scores (+0.256 of a standard deviation)
in reading.

The evidence is substantive that affluent students outperform students in poverty in many subject
areas. The National Assessment of Educational Process (NAEP, 2005) reported that 13% of children
living in poverty scored proficiency, compared to 40% of students who were from affluent backgrounds.
Students living in poverty also scored 40% below the threshold of basic competency while 21% of
students not living in poverty have scores in a similar threshold. NEAP test results for grades 4, 8 and 12
students from economic disadvantage backgrounds were lowest in math, reading, writing and science.
Other studies by Ma and Klinger (2000), Willms (2002), and Entraf and Minoui (2005) have also
established links between academic, cognitive and behavioural outcomes and poverty. The links
established by these and other studies are clear indications that educators cannot lose sight of the reality
that many variables impact on achievement. Variables such as home environment (limited or lack of
resources, affordability of out of school programs and opportunities) contribute to gaining previous
knowledge and closing achievement gaps. These opportunities can be safely linked to family income.
However, in spite of the challenges faced by some of our students and their families, our schools are still
viewed as the only hope of making a difference in their situation by making the difference in learning
outcomes.

International studies have also consistently shown similar associations between socioeconomic
measures and academic outcomes. For example, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

(PIRLS, 2011) assessed the comprehensive literacy skills for grade 4 students in 35 countries. The



Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) assessed reading, math and science scores of 15-
year old students in 43 countries (OECD Technical Report, 2000). The reports indicate a significant
relationship between SES and educational measures in all countries. The report states that there is support
for the conclusion that income or SES has significant effects on educational attainment in elementary
school through high school inferred from the PIRLS and PISA data.

Evidence from other research has established the connection between poverty and school
readiness. A child’s ability to succeed academically and socially in school requires appropriate motor
development, age-appropriate social knowledge, competence, language skills and cognitive skills.
However, one of the factors that impacts on child development and school readiness is poverty.
(Ferguson, Bovaird and Mueller, 2007; Isaacs, (2012). The evidence therefore points to the home
environment as a significant contributor to school readiness. The resources, support and training afforded
pre-school children can greatly enhance their level of readiness. Conversely, the lack or limitation of
resources, support and training can also impede readiness and consequently, school success or academic
achievement.

Many Canadian studies have documented links between low-income households and decreased school
readiness. Thomas (2007) reported that children from lower income households score significantly lower
on measures of vocabulary and communication skills, knowledge of numbers, copying and symbol use,
ability to concentrate and cooperative play with other children from higher income households. Also,
Willms (2007) concluded that children from lower socioeconomic status (SES) households score lower on
a receptive vocabulary test than higher SES children. As a result of these findings, there is evidence that
some children begin formal schooling with gaps in their academic achievement. However, in spite of the
“achievement gap”, schools through the use of effective instructional practices can interrupt the
achievement disadvantage and create learning opportunities for these students to succeed and meet high
expectations. The leadership of the school is crucial in creating these learning opportunities.

According to Bass and Faircloth (2013) leaders performing these roles champion high academic

expectations for students and ensure teachers receive high-quality professional development, mentoring



and guidance necessary to provide students with opportunities and resources to learn and achieve
similarly to or exceeding their peers. The format, content and strategies were assessed and fine tuned to
meet emergent needs. The principal and the teachers become learners, took responsibilities for their
learning, and developed accountability for the group's learning and enhanced student achievement.
Professional learning communities (PLCs) can be instrumental in changing the mindsets of teachers and
students regarding their influence on teaching and learning and how this influence can result in successful
teaching and enhanced learning.

The challenge to change mindsets of staff who had succumbed to the negative beliefs about
students and their limitation to achieve high levels of academic achievement, consoled themselves that
they had done all they could, and students who believed that their circumstances determined their destiny,
can become real, sometimes daunting and seemingly insurmountable. However, capitalizing on my
experiences in different areas and jurisdictions, drawing on the expertise of colleagues making a
difference for students from poor communities, my observation, passion for equitable access and
opportunities for all learners, | proceeded to be engaged in the change process with great optimism. The
revelatory knowledge developed in undertaking my responsibilities as principal and then as
superintendent of education has shaped my belief that equity and inclusivity are mutual frameworks to
pursue enhanced student academic achievement.

This belief has catapulted my optimism to new height and significantly reshaped my practice to
include greater teacher leadership and collaboration as a key ingredient to producing successful learning
outcomes. | have learned to embrace the practice of developing what is referred to as "the human side of
the enterprise” (McGregor, 1960), creating opportunities for staff to feel valued, knowing that they make
significant contributions to student achievement and the development of their colleagues. | have provided
opportunities to celebrate successes, reflect on failures and strategize on different and new initiatives as
important components of leadership. The components of the practice that resulted in phenomenal
improvement to student achievement included a renewed focus on leadership, and professional learning

communities (PLCs).



The process undertaken and the results accomplished have led me to believe that principals
working collaboratively with teachers in creating learning opportunities for staff and students can develop
teacher expertise and improve academic performance of students. The results were not only encouraging,
but have strengthened my belief that focused instructional practices centred on the needs of all learners,
supported by innovative, supportive and collaborative leadership that creates and implements staff
development opportunities can positively impact on the achievement of economically disadvantaged
students.

Schools' primary focus is student achievement. Recognizing that schools serve diverse
learners, some of whom come to the learning environment from families living in poverty,
schools have been assiduously pursuing strategies to change the trajectory from one that leads
from poverty to low achievement to one of enhanced academic achievement. While poverty
adversely impacts on academic achievement, poverty does not have to be the determining factor on
learning outcomes or academic achievement. Education has the potential to be the great
equalizer and offers the greatest prospect to positively impact academic outcomes. As a result,
educators constantly confront the challenge of maximizing learning outcomes for all learners, but
especially students living in poverty.

Despite the challenges faced by teachers working with students from low SES background,
schools have been exploring instructional strategies to improve their learning outcomes by focusing on
the quality of learning opportunities rather than on learning deficits. It must be acknowledged that
students living in poverty, or who come from poor communities, are not a demographically homogenous
group and therefore have diverse learning needs. Meeting these diverse and complex learning needs
presents additional challenges to the schools in general and the classroom teachers more specifically.
Research studies indicate that the classroom teacher has a greater impact on student achievement than
parents or poverty (Hanushek, 2005; Haycock, 1998; Rockoff, 2004). Hattie (2012) in highlighting the
literature review and meta-analysis done in collaboration with Richard Jaeger (1998) identified five major

dimensions of excellent or expert teachers:
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Expert teachers have high levels of knowledge and understanding of the subjects they teach, can
guide learning to describable surface and deep outcomes, can successfully monitor learning and
provide feedback that assists students for progress, can attend to the more attitudinal attributes of
learning (especially developing self-efficacy and mastery of motivation), and can provide
defensible evidence of positive impacts of the teaching on student learning (p.24).

This description implies that the synergy between curriculum, pedagogy or instructional practice,
assessment and evaluation strategies and the inter connectedness of the various aspects of the teachers’
work, contributes to academic achievement. Through assessment and evaluation strategies, teachers learn
more about student learning needs.

My dissertation finds that this research needs to be analyzed in the context of students'
backgrounds, experiences, family economic status and community challenges. Comprehensive
knowledge of students, their families and community should inform curriculum development and
instructional practices. Giroux (1988a) opines that teachers should possess the knowledge, skills, values
and attitudes to understand, interrogate inequities and act as change agents. According to Howard (2006)
this knowledge includes knowing my practice: curriculum, pedagogy, instructional design, developmental
psychology, history and philosophy of education. It includes knowing my students: cultures, racial
identities, language, family backgrounds, home situations, learning characteristics, economic status,
strengths, challenges and uniqueness. Thirdly this knowledge must include knowledge of "self". How
does one's world view impact on the delivery of academic opportunities and the leading of achievement
outcomes? The knowledge of practice, students and self and how these aspects intersect in the learning
environment to maximize achievement is transformative and necessary. Howard (ibid.) says,
"Transformationist pedagogy means teaching and leading in such a way that more of our students, across
more of their differences, achieve at a higher level more of the time without giving up who they are" (p.
133). Education in Canada reflects affluent perspectives and values. Curriculum chiefly personifies
content and pedagogy that students from poorer backgrounds seldom can identify. Marginalized students

find very little that reflects or celebrates their cultures , heroes of their heritage, draws on their strengths

11



and evokes their interests (Kilgour, 1994). The implication is that curriculum and pedagogy are
connected to culture and economics of the larger societal values and may unintentionally portray biases.
These biases instead of producing high academic achievement for all learners may well be hindrance to
that achievement.

In spite of the Ministry of Education's prescribed curriculum and its grade level learning outcomes, there
is room to adapt localized content and implement teacher determined teaching strategies. This scenario
creates opportunities for principals and teachers to collaborate on strategies that best meet the needs of all
their students and to incorporate curricular content and activities reflecting students and their culture
positively, creating opportunities to validate students' strengths -- deepening their knowledge,
understanding and expanding their thinking. In a study of high performing high poverty schools,
Kannapel et.al. (2005) find that successful leaders ensure alignment between curriculum and instruction
and provide time for teachers to analyze student data in an attempt to respond to individualized learning
needs.

These well-researched, documented and practised elements should be present in all learning
environments. The intent, however, is not to portray the teacher as a “super-person” with knowledge and
effective strategies to individually transform all learners. The extent to which instructional practices and
learning intersect in each classroom may vary significantly. Ineffective instructional practices result in
underachievement while effective practices may result in enhanced academic achievement. However,
educators are always reflecting on their practices and pursuing opportunities for growth. Educators are
always seeking to acquire mastery of their subject knowledge and develop pedagogical expertise.
Educators also recognize that no one individual has all the answers to address effectively the divergent
needs learners from poor communities bring to the learning environment. Consequently, there is a shift
from individuals working independently to individuals working collaboratively in developing their
competence. Consistent, high-quality instruction in every classroom happens when teachers are engaged
in peer observations and the sharing of effective teaching strategies (Goodwin, 2011).

Professional learning communities are possible vehicles to facilitate teachers broadening their

12



knowledge base and their effectiveness. Bass and Faircloth (2013) state that by implementing appropriate
professional learning opportunities, teachers are better equipped to meet the needs of all students, perform
more effectively and are more likely to remain in the profession for a longer time. This stability should
augur well for economically disadvantaged students who sometimes experience many transitions.
Teachers, as educational practitioners, in professional learning communities can develop leadership
expertise and serve as mentors to inexperienced teachers and teachers new to the school. Zapeda (2008)
purports that teachers must be empowered to exercise their voices and school leaders should be
responsive to those voices and align professional development activities with the organizational learning
needs of the school and its staff. Leaders can create the environment for teachers to learn from their peers
through formalized professional development and mentorship. The aim of these opportunities should be
instructional capacity building. The school's diverse learners should be the beneficiaries.

Recognizing that there is diversity of learning needs in any student group and “that one size does
not fit all” requires that each teacher in each classroom be engaged intentionally and consistently in a
practice of treating students differently based on their individual learning needs. Fullan (2009)
characterizes this form of differentiation as personalized learning. The practice, he explains, requires that
instruction and learning supports be modified to meet the varied learning needs and disposition of highly
diverse student bodies. Leadbeater (2002) refers to this practice as “putting the learner at the heart of the
education system” (p.1). In a classroom where students are placed at the centre of learning, curriculum
and resources positively portray the learners and their ancestral contributions to society; teachers employ
pedagogy that addresses differentiated learning needs and are cognizant of each learner’s previous
knowledge and readiness. This pedagogy should capitalize greatly on authentic diagnostic and formative
assessment data in order to inform the practice.

In addition, this information should be used to determine students” progress and intervention
strategies that facilitate enhanced academic achievement. If students’ learning must be maximized,
especially for those learners from poor communities, high quality pedagogy must be the hallmark of all

classrooms and cannot be restricted to the fortunate or privileged few. Consequently, the effectiveness of
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a school’s instructional practices is characterized by the successful learning outcomes of all its students,
not just some of its students. Therefore, high quality learning must be experienced in all classrooms.
Fullan, Hill and Crevola, (2006) posited a model of teacher capacity building called “The Triple P”-
“personalization, precision of response to the learners need and professional learning on the part of all
teachers” (p. 15) aimed at making this experience a reality for all learners.
While personalization refers to individualization of the instruction, precision recognizes the importance of
developing competence and mastery of a few practices. The mastery of these practices involves clear and
specific knowledge of students’ previous achievement, tailored intervention that engages students in the
particular learning and continuous assessment and instruction in dialogue with the students as appropriate.
Itis clear from the review of the literature that the effectiveness of this model hinges on the synergy of the
component parts and the development of teacher collective capacity. However, the level of under-
achievement experienced by many of our schools implies that either students™ previous achievement or
continuous assessment dialogues are not part of their learning experiences or the application of strategies
is ineffectively applied.
Students' Needs and Schools' Delivery

Hattie (2009, p.111) synthesises over 800 meta-analyses of teaching practices related to student
engagement and achievement. He concludes that structured feedback to students, reciprocal teaching
(teaching students to learn cognitive strategies to facilitate their own learning), observation and feedback
on one’s own teaching are strategies that have high impact on student learning. If effective, sustainable,
instructional practices facilitate learning for all and are crucial in enhancing academic achievement, the
challenge then, is how to build capacity, facilitate instructional change or influence instructional practices
and develop leadership that makes this learning outcome possible.

To begin to address this very important question requires schools generally and teachers and
principals more specifically to change leadership and professional development direction, and shift
instructional focus. The leadership of the school's administrators is crucial to the effective functioning of

the school. These leaders have responsibility for leading the school operations and ensuring staff
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development and student achievement. However, there needs to be the recognition that teachers possess
leadership expertise and a conscious and deliberate attempt made to utilize this expertise in an
environment of shared leadership. This approach to leadership could represent a change in paradigm for
many individuals. Also, a careful evaluation of instructional practices should be done by principals and
teachers and the necessary changes made in order to meet apparent student learning needs. Some
strategies may need to be changed while others may need to be intensified. There must also be the
recognition of both those external variables, like poverty, which schools cannot directly control and
internal variables, such as instructional practices within the classroom, over which there is direct
influence.
Curtis and City (2009) find:

In school systems that are improving and succeeding in helping children learn, people embrace the

notion that what they do matters, focus on improving what they can control rather ....... what they

can't control, and look at student learning data ...... as information, not as a commentary on their

personal value (p.13).

At the heart of this stance, is a belief in taking responsibility for personal actions.
Principals take responsibility to provide leadership in staff development and teachers take responsibility
for helping students learn. To change the trajectory from a belief that students can learn to provide the
opportunities to making this a reality, requires an atmosphere that is non-judgmental and collaborative.
Continuous reflection and learning therefore, are at the core of improved learning outcomes for all
learners. In a professional development environment, student assessment, demographic and community
characteristics data can be drawn on to inform instructions and centre students in the heart of the learning
process. The understanding developed from the correct interpretation of the data should inform what the
school does.
These student data that drive actions should identify students from poor neighbourhoods and any

perceived challenges associated with this reality such as limited opportunities, level of readiness and

motivation for learning. The knowledge gleaned from the study of student data should not engender

15



stereotypes, negative perceptions or deficit thinking that could adversely impact on learning opportunities
and outcomes. Rather, this knowledge should assist in the creation of differentiated opportunities
reflecting high expectations for all learners. Bomer, May and Semingson (2009) believe that deficit
thinking damages relationships between teachers and students and promotes lower level achievement and
lower quality instruction. The intent is not to focus on individual teacher competence or lack thereof, but
on the collective willingness to strive for learning for all.

Dweck (2006) defines and describes two mindsets “growth” and “fixed”. Learners with a growth
mindset are those who believe that they can learn just about anything, can accept struggles and failure and
understand that with effort and perseverance, they can succeed. Conversely, those with a fixed or deficit
mindset might believe that they have a predetermined level of intelligence, skill or talents. Both of these
mindsets have significant ramifications not only for the learners, but for the teachers. Regardless of
students’ experience and level of accomplishment on entering the learning environment, teachers must
believe that they can learn, use a variety of data sources to identify their learning needs, employ
instructional practices that differentiate content, product, process, assessment, and opportunities for
remediation in response to each learner’s most apparent learning needs. Classrooms in which these
instructional practices are evident and implemented are bound to accrue successful dividend for students
living in poverty (Bass et. al., 2013, Jensen, 2017).

Levin (2008) believes that high expectations for all students, greater student engagement and
motivation, a rich and engaging formal and informal curriculum and effective teaching practices in all
classrooms on a daily basis are essential practices for improved outcomes. While these essential practices
do not provide answers to all the questions teachers have regarding achieving successful learning
outcomes, these considerations can augment other beliefs and strategies. However, all actions to enhance
academic achievement should aim to achieve equitable opportunities for each learner to maximize his or
her potentials. Since teachers for the most part are reflective practitioners, this positive characteristic
combined with knowledge acquired from continuous learning should help enhance the effectiveness of

the instructions. If schools therefore, are to be successful in achieving high academic achievement for
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students from low socioeconomic background, then student centred learning must be their number one
priority. Schools cannot be fully satisfied with their accomplishments if only some students achieve
success. They must undertake the responsibility for learning for all and measure the extent to which they
are fulfilling their responsibility by the yardstick of successful learning outcomes for all their learners.
The instructional strategies, assessment tools and the level of learning for each learner may vary
significantly at the end of a lesson or unit. However, the question is what additional opportunities can be
provided to support the learners who have not yet achieved the achievement goals? Here, the emphasis
must be placed on the congruence of assessment and instruction to meet and maximize learning for each
student.

In professional learning communities (PLCs) educators can collaborate on the analysis of student
data, share evidence of their instructional practices on student achievement and be intentional in their
focus and direction as a team. The question then is, can leadership and professional learning communities
be instrumental in achieving successful learning outcomes for students from poor communities?

A review of the literature on “leadership” and “Professional Learning Communities (PLCS)” can provide
insights on these very important variables. PLCs provide opportunities for principals and teachers to
explore together, principles of system thinking and good leadership behaviours in order to examine and
inform learning focus (Stinson, 2017, p.5). Effective leaders model the strategies they want their staff to
employ. They model risk taking, collaboration, a focus on learning and a focus on results (Erkens and
Twadell, 2012, p.23). Student learning is positively affected by the quality of the professional learning of
adults and the quality of professional learning in the school which should not be left to chance (Eaker and
Keating, 2009, p. 50).

Poverty's Impact on Academic Achievement

Despite universal access to education in Canada, student achievement in schools is not
agiven. Reports point to the alarming increase in the number of children living in poverty in
Canada generally, and in Toronto in particular. According to Monsebraaten (2013),

“Alarmingly, thirty- eight point two (38.2) percent of children of single mothers in Ontario are
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living in poverty” (p. 1). She also mentions that Toronto holds onto its shameful title of "Child
Poverty Capital of Canada™ and that 28.6% of children in Toronto live in low-income
households. The article further claims that eight of the city's neighbourhoods with the highest
concentration of child poverty are in the city's north-west and five are in downtown. Schools in
the areas specified are located in the Toronto District School Board (TDSB).

In the Toronto District School Board, schools are ranked according to the Learning Opportunity
Index (LOI). The LOI is a measure of external challenges affecting student success that
includes: median income, percentage of families whose income is below the income measure
(before tax), percentage of families receiving social assistance, adults with low level of
education, adults with university degrees and lone-parent families. The school with the greatest
level of external challenges is ranked first on the index. On the other hand, the school with the
least level of external challenges is ranked lowest. The schools in this study represent family
income between $39,000.00 and $40,000.00. Between fifty-three percent (53%) and fifty-seven
percent (57%) earn family income below the Low Income Measure and between thirty-three
percent (33%) and thirty-nine percent (39%) receive social assistance.

An analysis of the demographic and school community characteristics data collected
from schools in the sample revealed that there are no significant differences between the
schools on median family income, family income below the income measure, families
receiving social assistance, lone parent families, adults with low level of education or even
adults with high level of education. Schools also portray close similarities on the demographic
attributes. Therefore, the minor differences on some of the demographic and school community
characteristics, are not significant enough to skew the achievement reflected in the schools'
EQAO results.

However, despite the increase in poverty and its ramification for educational
attainment, our schools are still poised with the capabilities to transform adversity into

successful learning outcomes. To support this claim, my study is organized by a central research
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question: Can leadership and professional learning communities make the difference in
academic achievement for students living in poverty? This research project has afforded me
the opportunity to test observations from my practice and possible connect them to theories in
order to help facilitate school and system improvement.

In order to answer the research questions posed in this dissertation, a questionnaire was
administered to the teachers in the sample schools. The principal of each school was invited to
participate in a 60 minute audio-taped interview. Student demographic, school community
characteristics and EQAO assessment data for sample schools was collected, analyzed and used
to determine similarities and or differences if any, between student population and
achievement. The data was collected and analyzed using descriptive statistics and Pearson
Product Moment Correlation Coefficient.

Summary

Chapter one has provided an overview of the study, research questions and description and
significance of the problem. This chapter has also served to highlight the impact of poverty on academic
achievement, the challenges schools face in enhancing this achievement and why research is necessary to
explore and document variables successful schools have used to demonstrate accountability for high
academic results.

Chapter two describes the methodology: Data sources, data collection procedure, analysis and school
profiles. Chapter three presents a literature review on poverty, race and student achievement in relation to
leadership and PLCs).

Chapter four provides the contextual framework: a review of the literature on Equity education and the
need for professional learning communities (PLCs). This chapter also explores the meaning of equity in
the context of academic achievement, systemic initiatives in Ontario to achieve equitable learning
outcomes for all students, the gaps in achievement that persist for some learners and the need for
professional learning communities (PLCs) to support instructional practice and policy directions aimed at

achieving academic achievement for all students.
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. Chapter five provides a discussion of the findings and conclusions from the analysis of the data

collected. Chapter six presents the summary of findings and recommendations.
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CHAPTER 2
METHODOLOGY, SOURCE, DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
Methodology

In conducting this study, the researcher used the mixed methods sequential approach. The mixed
methods is defined as a procedure for collecting, analyzing and integrating both quantitative and
qualitative data at some stage of the research process within a single study for the purpose of gaining
better understanding of the research problem. (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003; Creswell, 2005) The
rationale for "mixing" methods was that neither quantitative nor qualitative methods on their own could
adequately capture the relationship between poverty and its impact on academic achievement.
Consequently, a combination of the methods complemented each other, facilitated a more comprehensive
analysis and allowed the researcher to capitalize on the strengths of the two methods. Also, the mixed
methods sequential design allowed the researcher to collect and analyze first, quantitative and then
gualitative data in two consecutive phases within one study. In this study, EQAO data was collected for
the twenty-five schools that were highest on the Learning Opportunity Index (LOI) and then five high
achieving schools were selected from the sample.

The Stratified Purposive Sampling Strategy was used to select participating schools. The
stratified technique allowed for the selection of a subgroup that was representative of the sample while the
purposive technique involved selecting samples at either ends - bottom or top of the distribution of the
sample of interest. The purposive strategy allowed the researcher to select the most outstanding successes
related to poverty and academic achievement. The purposive strategy allowed for the collection of
valuable information and the gleaning of greater insights into the study of the impact of poverty on
academic achievement.

The mixed methods methodology allowed for the analysis of EQAO data to answer the
guantitative research questions: What is the correlation between schools' placement on the LOI and
schools' performance on student academic achievement measured by EQAO results in reading, writing

and mathematics and which schools serving students living in poverty have high academic achievement?
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The EQAO data represented results achieved by schools in the most recent three consecutive years. This
decision was made in order observe consistent, sustainable performance and delineate such variables as
cohort performance. From the demographic and community characteristics data collected, it was deduced
that there were no significant differences between sample schools on median family income, family
income below the Low Income Measure, families receiving social assistance, lone parent families, adults
with low level of education or even adults with high level of education. Schools also portrayed close
similarities on the demographic attributes. Therefore, the minor differences on some of the demographic
and school community characteristics, could not significantly skew the achievement outcomes of the
sample schools.

Source and Data Collection

The teacher survey and principal interviews were used to explore leadership (principals and
teachers championing high expectations for student learning and ensuring high quality professional
development, collaboration and support needed to enhance or improve instructional practices.) in an
attempt to answer the research questions posed earlier.

All of the 129 teachers in the five high performing schools were selected to participate in a survey with
items capturing leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs Appendix A). Fifty-three
teachers returned completed surveys representing 41% of the population.

All five principals agreed to be interviewed. They responded to eight open ended questions
(Appendix B). All five principals participated. The researcher visited all the five schools and interviewed
the principals. The interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes, were audio-taped and later fully
transcribed by the researcher. The content analysis included reading the transcript, labeling relevant
pieces, coding and creating categories or themes, labeling categories and making connections to the
variables under study. As well, this approach facilitated the exploration of principals' perception of factors
that contribute to enhanced student academic achievement and a development of in-depth and new
understanding of these factors. The inductive approach used enabled the researcher to make

recommendation on lessons learned in order to support under-achieving schools. In order to assist with
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the analysis and interpretation of the quantitative data, the researcher also collected demographic and
community characteristics and EQAO data from all the sample schools. The collection and analysis of
this data were aimed at learning more about students, their learning needs and achievement.
Data Analysis

Pearson's Correlation Coefficient Statistical Procedure was applied to EQAOQ data to establish the
relationship between the independent variable, poverty and the dependent variable, academic
achievement. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient Procedure was also used to determine correlations among
leadership, professional learning communities (PLCs) and instructional practices. Descriptive Statistics
(means and Standard Deviations) were used to analyze the teacher survey results. Charts categorizing
the themes extrapolated fromthe principals'responses were developed and used in
the analysis of the data. A triangulation of the data was done to further explore and verify
observations and patterns identified from the analysis of the quantitative data.
School Profiles Developed from Data

The elementary schools in the sample, D, G, H, N and X are located in Toronto inner-city
communities. Their placements on the Toronto District School Board's Learning Opportunity Index
(LOI)! falls between one (1) and twenty-five (25) and are considered high (facing significant socio-
economic challenges). Each of the schools portrays demographic, sociological psychological and socio-
economic diversity. Each school has achieved varying degrees of student academic achievement on
EQAOQ?, CAT43 and in-school assessments. Their achievements have shown consistency over the three

consecutive years (2013-2016) for which these data have been collected and disaggregated. Highlighted

1 LOI (Learning Opportunity Index) provides a score and ranking for schools according to external challenges; is calculated from median

income, proportion of low-income families and families receiving Social Assistance, education levels of adults and proportion of lone parent
families.

2 EQAO (Education, Quality and Assessment Office) standardized tests in reading, writing, and mathematics

3 cAT4 (Cognitive Ability Test) is a diagnostic assessment that is designed to help students and their teachers understand how they learn and
what their academic potential may be and how students think in are that are known to make a difference to learning. Tasks involved non-verbal,

verbal, special and quantitative reasoning.

23



below are specific demographic, community characteristics and achievement results of Schools D, G, H,
N, and X. These schools portray varying degrees of challenges yet demonstrate significant student
achievement.
School D

School D's student population comprises of 19% Special Needs Learners; 10% of the students
were born outside of Canada and 48% of the students spoke English as their primary home language. The
median family income was $39,013.00, 53% of the families had family income below the Income
Measure, 39% of the families received Social Assistance, 54% had lone parent families, 33% had adults
with low education and only 9% of the adults had university degrees or above. The school's results in
EQAO were76% in reading, 83% in writing and 69% in mathematics.
School G

School G's population was comprised of 19% Special Needs Learners, 18% of the student born
outside Canada, 47% of the students spoke English as their primary home language. The median family
income was $27,000.00, 54%of the families had income below the Low Income Measures, 39% of the
families received Social Assistance, 68% had lone parent families, 35% had low level education while
11% had university degrees or above. Yet, this school attained 90% in reading, 85% in writing and 80%
in mathematics (EQAO results).
School H

Eighteen 18% of the school's population were Special Needs Learners, 20% were born outside
Canada and 60% of the students spoke English as their primary home language. The median family
income was approximately $35,000.00, 48% of the families had income below the Low Income
Measures, 34% of the families received Social Assistance, 56% had lone parent families, 26% had adults
with low education and 13% with university degrees or above. School H achieved 80% in reading, 89% in
writing and 61% in mathematics in EQAO test results.
School N

The student population consisted of 9% Special Needs Learners, 10% of students who were born
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outside of Canada and 43% of students spoke English as their primary home language. The median family
income was approximately $37,000.00, 49% of the families had income below the Low Income
Measures, 36% of the families received Social Assistance, 56% had lone parent families, 28% of the
families had adults with low education (without high school diploma) and only 17% of the adults had
university degrees or above. The school also achieved 93% in reading, writing and mathematics (EQAO).
School X

School X had a student population of 16% Special Needs Learners; 10% of the students were
born outside of Canada and 47% of the students spoke English as their primary home language. The
median family income was $39, 908.00, 50% of the families had income below Income Measure, 37%
received Social Assistance, 49% had parent families, 39% of the families had low adult education, 9%
had adults had high education. The school achieved 66% in reading, 73% in writing and 53% in
mathematics (EQAO).

These school profiles highlight the specificity in demographic, school community characteristics
and achievement results. These schools are similar on demographics, school community characteristics
(except the percentage of lone parent families), but vary slightly on their academic results. It should be
pointed out that similarity does not imply homogeneity, rather heterogeneity. There is no monolithic
group. This connotes the complexity of the issues facing each school and the possible many and varied
strategies that must be creatively implemented to effect enhanced academic achievement. Therefore, there
must be a number of diverse strategies employed to support the diversity among the learners in order to
achieve enhanced results. All of the schools in the sample, D, G, H, N and X performed above
expectation (at or above provincial standard). Schools N, H and G (profiled above) demonstrated higher
level of academic achievement despite the similarity to Schools D and X in demographic and school
community characteristics.

However, in spite the similarities in the challenges faced, these schools are still diverse. They also
experience different levels of academic achievement although they all can be characterized as successful.

The question then is, what can we learn from the strategies employed by these schools to inform policies
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and practices in underachieving schools to transform their achievement to levels of excellence?
This research is premised on the idea that socioeconomic status (SES) or poverty is not the final
determinant to the educational outcome of students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
Leadership developed through professional learning communities (PLC's) maybe instrumental in
schools' attempts to turn negative learning outcomes to positive outcomes and experiences. This could be
the necessary change needed to improve the economic chances for some students and their families. Some
schools serving students from poor communities have employed strategies that seem to be transformative
and successful. Investigating these strategies can be informative and instructive. Lessons learned from
this exploration could assist educators charged with the responsibilities of teaching students from poor

backgrounds in their attempts to produce higher academic achievement outcomes.

Limitations

The researcher, at the time of data collection, served as Superintendent of Education and had
direct supervisory responsibilities for two of the schools in the sample. My role and
responsibilities could have possibly impacted on the findings. However, both the teacher survey
and principal interview protocols contained questions subjective (based on individual perception)
and non-evaluative (requiring the individual to evaluate others or be evaluated by others). In
writing, and through direct conversations, participants were assured that their involvement was
voluntary; their responses would be anonymous and would not in any way impact on the present
or future relationship with the researchers, Toronto District School Board or York University.
Participants could also withdraw their voluntary involvement at any time in the process for any
reason without question. Therefore, these strategies should mitigate any negative effects on the
accuracy of the participants' responses and consequently, my findings.

Another potential limitation of the findings was the use of quantitative EQAO scores to evaluate

and differentiate schools' academic performance. The EQAQ tests in reading, writing and
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mathematics are intended to measure learning outcomes for a very diverse group of learners
provincially. These tests have inherent cultural, linguistic, socioeconomic biases (Eizardirad,
2018). However, EQAO tests offered the only common assessment to all the schools under
consideration. Also, based on the similarity in the diversity of the schools' populations, this
limitation should impact each school similarly. Therefore, there should be no negative impact on
the findings.

Also, data collected from teacher questionnaire and principal interviews could present potential
limitations. It is possible that respondents may have exaggerated their reasons for high academic
achievement because of being identified as a high achieving school or because of their
participation in this study. However, it was assumed that the responses accurately and honestly,
reflected both the teachers and principals' perspectives and truly reflected situations at the
schools. Also, all the teachers in the sample schools were surveyed and all principals
interviewed. Therefore, the potential limitation would have been at least minimized.

Finally, my experience as principal and superintendent of education in both affluent and
economically disadvantaged communities, the informal observations of differences in student
academic achievement, instructional practices, leadership and PLCs motivated my interest in this
study. However, this vintage position supports an open and reflective stance in undertaking this

exploratory study rather than serves as a limiting factor.

Ethical Review Process

Prior to undertaking this research project, applications were made to the York University
Research Ethics Review and the Toronto District School Board Ethics Review Committees for
approval. The application contained a description and rationale for the project, identification and

description of participants and how they would be recruited, expectations of, risks and benefits to
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participants, securing informed consent and anonymity and the confidentiality and security of
date collected. Copies of both the questionnaire administered to teachers and interview protocol
used in principals' interviews were submitted.

All questionnaires were completed voluntarily and anonymously to protect confidentiality and
assist with validity of collected data. All data from questionnaires were coded and kept in a
locked cabinet. The transcripts from the principals’ interviews were stored on computer device
under password protection. All teachers and principals gave informal consent and the forms were
stored with the completed questionnaires.

In other to mitigate any potential risks to participants, the researcher visited all schools in the
sample and assured potential participants that questions were not evaluative in nature and that
confidentiality in documenting the data and concealing participants and schools’ identities would
be preserved. Participants' participation or lack thereof would not adversely affect any York
University or Toronto District School Board relationship. All participation was voluntary and
could be withdrawn at any time in the process without any negative impact. Consequently, there

were no risks to participants.
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CHAPTER 3
LITERATURE REVIEW
Leadership and Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)

The multiplicity and complexity that characterize the leadership role of schools have kept the
topic as a focus in the literature and research for decades. The renewed call for accountability that
expects each school to produce outstanding academic achievement for all students has resulted in
researchers’ differentiating aspects of the leadership function or role, presenting various iterations and
definitions of leadership and careful analyses of leadership application in school improvement and
student achievement. In addition to the definitions and application of the roles, there are also definitions
of leadership styles and research studies on their impact on organizational performance. Leadership
style highlights the characteristics and behaviours used by leaders to interact with their subordinates
(Mitonga-Monga andCoetzee, 2012). Some of the well researches leadership styles include: charismatic
(Germano, 2010), democratic (Bhargavi and Yaseen, 2016), autocratic (Igbal, Anwar and Haider,
2015), bureaucratic (Germano, 2010), transformational (Jyoti and Bhau, 2015) and transformative
(Collins, Bruce and McKee, 2019). This researcher is aware that a leader may demonstrate more
predominantly a particular leadership style or may even use a multiplicity of styles based on situational
variables. For example, while the democratic style maybe preferred, the leader may need to make an
executive decision in a time sensitive situation and uses what maybe perceived as an autocratic style.
However, despite the perceived inherent strengths in each style and the benefits to organizational
performance, this dissertation focuses on the transformative leadership style.

Transformative leadership focuses on systemic changes and interrogates questions of justice and
democracy; it critiques inequitable practices and offers promise of greater achievement and a better way
of life (Shields, 2010). Through this leadership style equity and justice can be enhanced. In the school
context, academic achievement for marginalized learners can be improved consequently, their life
chances. Another strength of transformative leadership is the recognition that leadership exists at all

echelons of the school. Therefore, drawing on the leadership of the teachers is a crucial and necessary
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element in any improvement effort and process. Transformative leadership views improvement as a
process. This implies that student achievement is never complete, but a work in progress. One level of
accomplishment triggers a higher level of success, greater efforts and resilience on the part of the
leaders and students alike. Both transformative leadership and equity then are mutually inclusive. As a
result, transformative leadership should characterize the roles and behaviours of those who undertake
responsibilities for enhanced achievement for students. From the principals' responses to the interview
questions, it is deduced that all the schools in the sample focus on a social justice process. Principal X
says, "Leaders and teachers develop and use a social justice kit". Principal D says, "Leaders and
teachers focus on social justice issues in implementing curriculum and assessment practices”. The
implication is that there is a recognition and use of transformative leadership connected to social justice
aimed at higher academic achievement.

It must be acknowledged that in a climate of complexities and challenges, there are many areas of effective
school operation that compete for the attention and efforts of both administrators and teachers. However, if
schools are to effectively accomplish the goal for which they have been established-- student achievement,
then leadership must be the centre of their core business. Van de Grift and Houtveen (1999) define
leadership as principals’ ability to initiate school improvement, create a learning oriented educational climate
and stimulate and supervise teachers in ways that maximize the effectiveness of their tasks. Leadership has
also been described as, “Having a clear vision of instructional excellence and continuous professional
development consistent with the goal of the improvement of teaching and learning” (Hoy and Hoy, 2003,
p.2). Additionally, Edmonds (1979) asserts that principals with backgrounds as strong classroom instructors
provide instructional practices and leadership by using their knowledge and experience to develop
curriculum, provide professional development opportunities, monitor the implementation and effectiveness
and develop a positive school culture. The teachers in this sample perceived with a median score of 51% that
leadership is associated with student academic achievement. Also, from the data, at 0.01 level of
significance, leadership is correlated with instruction (variance 0.914), professional development (variance
0.907) and professional learning communities (variance 0.910). There is an overall correlation with

leadership and the other variables at ( variance 0.972). From the data, instructional practices, leadership,
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professional development and professional learning communities show significantly high levels of
correlation. These significant correlations imply that a high level of student academic achievement is
dependent on a synergy of the variables. Put another way, the more of the variables on which there is strong
leadership, the higher the achievement level that the school will experience. All the schools in the sample
identified significantly high correlation with instructional practices and have demonstrated high academic
achievement.

The significant correlations between leadership, professional learning communities (PLCs) imply
that when leadership implements and supports staff participation in professional development
opportunities, there is possibility that expertise will be developed. The expertise developed by staff has
propensity to impact student academic achievement. On the contrary, lack of effective leadership and
participation in professional learning may lead to student underachievement.

While the definitions speak clearly to the principals’ ability, vision and background to provide
leadership, there is also the insinuation of teacher leadership through professional development
opportunities. DuFour et. al. (2005) state, “Principals in PLCs are called upon to regard themselves as
leaders of leaders rather than leaders of followers, and broadening teacher leadership becomes one of their
priorities” (p.23). Also, Marks and Printy (2003) in highlighting the shift in thinking of principals as
leaders with sole expertise in curriculum, instruction and assessment practices, assert that teachers are the
rightful instructional leaders in the building. There needs to be the recognition of teacher expertise and
leadership and a conscious effort to utilize these skills to achieve better learning outcomes. The
individuals occupying the elm of formal leadership and tasked with the responsibilities of student
achievement must be aware of their strengths in the area, but also be willing to delegate responsibilities to
teachers with more expertise. This delegation of responsibilities should not reflect a hands-off approach,
but mirror an authentic learning stance-- administrators and teachers learning together. This approach
requires vulnerability on the part of all involved and can only truly be accomplished in an atmosphere of
trust. As people develop trust, their comfort level to honestly articulate their strengths and weaknesses

without fear of judgment is heightened.
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Involvement in curriculum, instruction and assessment is considered critical to the concept of
leadership (Marzano et al, 2005; Stein and D’ Amico, 2000) in underscoring the importance of this
responsibility in the principal-ship, also state that knowledge of subject matter and pedagogy should be as
important to administrators as it is to teachers. Fullan (2001) highlights the importance of this
responsibility by explaining that the principal’s knowledge of effective practices in curriculum,
instruction and assessment is necessary to provide guidance for teachers on the day-to-day tasks of
teaching and learning. Elmore (2000) also says, “Leadership is the guidance and direction of instructional
improvement” (p.13). Again, one is cognizant that all knowledge and expertise are not resident in the
principals, but equally talented teachers. A collaboration of both teacher and principal knowledge and
expertise should significantly benefit students.

According to Hallinger (2003) a theory of leadership has the following components: a climate of
high expectations and educational innovations and improvement, a shared sense of purpose in the school,
a reward structure that reflects the school’s mission and goals for staff and students, a variety of activities
designed to intellectually stimulate the faculty and staff and continuous professional development for
them and pedagogical knowledge and skills. These leadership qualities align with the transformative
leadership style and Dweck's (2006) concept of growth mindset. The growth mindset exposes the idea
that abilities can be developed through commitment, dedication and hard work. This point of view
encourages learning and resilience as attributes of achieving excellence. Principals, teachers and students
must recognize their ability to contribute to the necessary changes and work together on an established
path to achieve stated outcomes. On this journey, all participants should review progress, demonstrate
creativity and flexibility in making needed changes. Principals in response to the interview questions
attributed the success of their schools to teacher and principal collaboration. They further explained the
collaborative process to mean the empowerment of teachers to co-lead with administrators to plan and
implement professional development opportunities. Principal N says, "The key to the success of this
school is the team approach to building instructional capacity. Teachers work in collaboration with

administrators to develop understanding and address students' learning needs". Principal H in describing
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teachers' impact on students' academic achievement says, "The success of the school is achieved because
of teacher efficacy and collaboration. Teacher efficacy and collaboration are key to student success."

The theory purported includes elements that should contribute to the effectiveness of the school
organization, pedagogical knowledge and skills. This theory constitutes one of the key functions for
which our schools have been established. Therefore, if schools are to be effective in the pursuit of this
very important goal- improving achievement for all students, all efforts and resources must be directed to
this accomplishment. This however, should not be seen as a prescription, but rather suggestions of
possibilities. The unique needs of each school should be the determinant factors in the choices made and
focus determined.

Marks and Printy (op. cit.) state that effective principals model leadership behaviours and invite
teachers to participate. The principal, therefore, in understanding his or her responsibilities, can contribute
to the building of teaching and learning capacity. Hattie (2012) says, “Improvements relate to building a
collective capacity of teachers in a school to show success- not only in achievement, but also in making
learning a valued outcome, by retaining students’ interest in learning, in making students respect
themselves and others, by recognizing and esteeming diversity” (p.150). Principals in the sample opine
that principals must provide administrative support to teachers and work collaboratively with them to
improve instruction. In doing so, according to the principals, they not only demonstrate well-rounded
leadership, but exhibit an openness and willingness to be mentored and to learn from others. Principal N
says, "Principal demonstrates leadership that is well rounded and be mentored by other leaders who are".
Principal G comments, "As a principal, | work with teachers to determine instructional focus and set
direction". Principal D says, "Teachers feel supported by administrators". Hattie (ibid.) further
recommends that schools develop a collective agreement on key knowledge, skills and disposition to be
learned, strategies to determine the impact of teaching on student learning, the identification of students
and the provision of multiple opportunities to learn and demonstrate learning, share errors, successes and
consistent passion for teaching. While the principal can contribute and provide guidance and direction in

this very important work, the overall school performance rests on the collective efforts and leadership of
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the teachers as well.

Ylimaki (2007) in a study of four diverse high poverty schools found that there were differences
in leadership. Two of the schools experienced significant improvement in student achievement. He
concluded that schools with more effective leadership demonstrate the ability to delegate leadership. The
teachers were therefore committed to and felt responsible for student success and failures. Johnson,
Livingston and Schwartz (2000) suggest that the leadership of the principal directly affects student
learning by influencing academic expectations and opportunities for learning and instructional
organization. Some teachers in the sample say, "Our principals developed teachers' leadership skills and
knowledge in the planning and designing of school-based professional development. The principal and
teacher leaders work collaboratively on professional development opportunities aimed at impacting
teaching and learning in our school." Some of the principal respondents also identified, " teacher
empowerment to take lead" as a professional development strategy used to support teachers implementing
teaching-learning initiatives to support students living in poverty.

From the preponderance of evidence in the research studies (Steiner, and Kowal, (2007;
Leithwood, and Seashore-Louis, 2011; Robinson, 2011) and from the data collected and analyzed in this
study, it is clear that the leadership of the principal plays a critical and crucial role in developing teacher
collaboration, instructional capacity, leadership and consequently, effectiveness. The quality of the
leadership impacts on teacher expertise on instruction, curriculum, assessment and the provision of data-
based intervention and opportunities that facilitate academic achievement. Fullan (2001) advises school
leaders that there are no magic solutions to making schools successful. Fifty-one ( 51%) of the teachers in
this sample believed that leadership is associated with academic achievement and that effective principals
work in collaboration with staff to set expectations and success criteria for high level of student
achievement, agree on the quality of learning outcomes and strategies to monitor progress. Also, there
was the belief that these principals create the environment for teachers to willingly seek support in
developing expertise. They value the importance of empowering others and sharing of responsibilities.

The principals in the sample believed that leadership contributed to their schools' success. Principals H in
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highlighting leadership contribution to students' academic achievement says, "Principals lead by example
and demonstrate flexibility to accommodate the needs and expertise of their staff in scheduling classes
and deciding on teaching assignments”. Principal H says, "In PLCs, principals provide coaching support
to teachers. We are in the trenches with our teachers. We frequently participate in co-planning and co-
teaching". Principal G says, "In co-planning and co-teaching, we facilitate the use of data in monitoring
student progress. Teachers in teams recognize and share expertise and create opportunities for problem-
solving on meeting students' learning needs.” From the data collected from the principals' responses to
their interviews, it is deduced that principals facilitated collaborative professional learning and worked
closely with teachers to develop instructional practices to enhance teaching and learning. The principals
perceived that sustained collaborative professional development impacts on students' learning goals and
more specifically benefits their students from poor communities.

By extension, there is no magic wand to enhance academic achievement. However, effective
leadership that facilitates creative, consistent and meaningful professional development informed by data
on learning needs will build teacher efficacy and spread the instructional “wealth” to all classrooms to
benefit all students, especially those from poor communities. Put another way, leadership of the principal
influences teacher instructional practices which in turn influence students’ academic achievement.
Professional learning communities are vehicles to enhance the level of impact or influence. It therefore
takes concerted efforts on the part of all those who are in trusted the responsibilities to educate students to
recognize the students' diversity, explore and utilize a multiplicity of resources and strategies to improve
their achievement.

As schools continue to face community pressure to improve academic achievement, leaders must
focus their attention and efforts on demonstrating the belief that all students can learn and achieve
success. Stronge, Richard and Catano (2008) argue that principals should concentrate on building a vision
for their schools, sharing leadership with teachers and influencing schools to operate as learning
communities. Also, Reason and Reason (2007) believe that as leaders, principals share their leadership

with teachers to improve reflection and collaborative investigation to improve teaching and learning.
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Subsequently, teacher leaders lead change from the classroom by asking questions related to improvement
and they feel empowered to help find answers.

Principals, therefore, in order to achieve learning for all students, should undertake their
responsibility by developing and encouraging an environment of mutual trust that challenges teachers’
pedagogical practices, encourages creative risk taking and provides support to engage transformational
and sustainable teaching and learning. In this environment, shared leadership and continuous learning are
encouraged, teacher collaboration is evident and intentional and focused opportunities are provided for
principals and teachers to co-lead and co-learn. Hargreaves and Frank (2003) purport that principals who
use distributive leadership practice across their schools may experience sustainable improvements within
the school organization. Consequently, principals need to draw on the expertise of teacher leaders in their
schools in order to enhance improvement efforts and results (Mark and Printy, 2003).

An organizational framework that facilitates shared or distributive leadership is described in the
literature as “collaborative inquiry” (CI) — an approach that empowers teachers to take full responsibility
for their professional learning informed by evidence generated from the triangulation of both qualitative
and guantitative data. It must be noted that both shared and distributive leadership is used
interchangeably to describe the practice of mobilizing and empowering individuals to take leadership in
areas of their expertise. This includes encouraging teachers to provide leadership to various initiatives
such as PLC. The data sources should include student achievement, but even more importantly, student
demographic data- socioeconomic (family income below, Low Income Measure, families receiving social
assistance, lone parent families and adults level of educational attainment). The careful analysis of
multiple data sources has the potential to provide rich information on diverse perspective on a common
issue or challenge to be explored.

National and international studies highlight both the characteristics and benefits of collaborative
inquiry. *Figure 2.1 provides an overview.

*(Timperlay, Kaser and Halbert, 2014; Comber, 2013, Hannay, Wideman and Seller, 2010)

Figure 2.1 Organizing Framework for Collaborative Inquiry Process
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Culture of Inquiry and Collaboration
(I requires a safe, inclusive environment built on trusting
relationships. An open-to-leaming stance is a condition of a collaborative
learning environment. A culture of inclusivity must be part of the
(I mindset when interpreting evidence and studying the student experience.
(I promotes a democratic approach to shared leadership and joint responsibility
(distributive leadership) for student learning.

Pedagogical Knowledge
Through €I, educators build pedagogical
content knowledge for their own practice.
This new knowledge can contribute to the
body of professional knowledge.
As a result, pedagogical learning from
Cl is characterized as reasoned and reciprocal.

Professional Discourse
€l involves educators working together
to learn more about their practice. Professional
discourse generates new knowledge and acts as
a catalyst for refinements of practice. Professional
dialogue is reflective, adaptive, iterative and, of
course, collaborative.

Student Experience
(1 professional learning is relevant
to student learning in context.
Student engagement and learning in the
classroom is the anchor for professional
learning and collaborative inquiry.

Ministry of Education: Capacity building Series, September, 2014

The diagram postulates: student engagement and learning in the classroom should be the focus of

professional learning and collaborative inquiry; professional discourse should generate new knowledge

and serve as catalyst to refine practice and educators build pedagogical content knowledge for their own

A culture of inclusivity must be part of collaborative inquiry mindset when interpreting evidence

and studying the students' experiences. This approach points to a careful analysis of multiple data
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sources- qualitative, quantitative and perceptual data ( participants’ perception, attitudes and feelings) of
student learning needs and experiences as the core and fundamental premise for educators’ professional
development. To be relevant and transformative, any such professional development opportunity must
reflect students’ learning and any gap in pedagogical practices that would present barriers to each learner
maximizing his or her potentials. Leaders, therefore, must undertake their responsibility for student
enhanced academic achievement with a mindset of equity, inclusivity and excellence for all students. The
strategy to achieve this very important, relevant and urgent educational goal is collaboration demonstrated
by all the practitioners involved in effecting student learning outcomes.

A review of the literature points to the extensive benefits to be accrued from teacher
collaboration. Curtis and City (2010) view teacher collaboration and teamwork as peripheral to improving
instructional quality and learning for all students. They claim that when teams functioning effectively in a
system, it has tremendous implications for the system to organize and focus on instructional
improvement. Teacher collaboration has potential to enhance learning opportunities. In schools where this
collaboration occurs, students benefit and achievement stands a chance of improving.

The emphasis on program coherence, consistency of expectations should be paralleled with
coherence and consistency of excellent instructional practices. The complexities involved in allowing
each student to reach her maximum learning potentials regardless of systemic barriers, changes in
curricular expectations, teacher training and frequent changes in teaching personnel, cannot be the sole
responsibility of just an individual teacher, but on the collective team effort of all the teachers. This
speaks to the identification of the mutual core purpose--- educating every child with a mindset that this
purpose is achievable and a successful outcome is dependent on shared expertise. Inger (1993) identifies
the following benefits that can be achieved from teacher collaboration: teacher leadership through formal
and informal training sessions, study groups, and conversations about teaching, teachers and
administrators get the opportunities to get smarter together; teachers are better prepared to support one
another's strengths and accommodate weaknesses; working together, they reduce their individual planning

time while greatly increasing the available pool of ideas and materials; schools become better prepared
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and organized to examine new ideas, methods and materials; the staffs become adaptable and self-reliant;
teachers are organized to ease the strain of staff turnover, both by providing systemic professional
assistance to beginners and by explicitly socializing all new comers, including veteran teachers, to staff
values, traditions and resources (p. 11).

Since there is a preponderance of evidence from the research that both teacher collaboration and
professional learning communities (PLCs) lead to improved student achievement and that shared
leadership is instrumental in their development, the challenge then, is how to develop and maintain
collaboration at each school level. The National Association of Elementary Schools Principals (NAESP)
(2002) recommends some standards for consideration: balanced management and leadership roles, high
expectations and standards, culture of adult learning, use multiple sources of data as diagnostic tools,
actively engaged community and demand content and instruction that ensure achievement.

The standards for consideration connote that principals prioritize between the managerial aspects of their
role (attendance monitoring, facility repairs, routine organizational practices and procedures among
others) and the leadership roles (initiating and implementing new curricular offerings, pedagogy and staff
development strategies). The leadership aspect of the role should also not only establish high
expectations, but create the atmosphere for all adults in the building and beyond to develop expertise and
partnerships to rise to the challenges of meeting the high expectations. To achieve high expectations
therefore, there should not only be a demand on curricular content and instruction, but a careful study and
agreement on which approach and strategies should be implemented and why. The achievement of this
goal will require all educators tasked with attaining student achievement to collaborate on their efforts. A
test to the principal’s leadership is the propensity to deal with ambiguity, manage distractions and keep the
focus on teaching and learning in spite of seemingly important activities competing for attention, efforts
and resources.

Leadership, therefore, is crucial to any success in implementing these recommended standards.
The NAESP (op.cit.) article in differentiating between management and leadership roles, further states

that principals engaged in creating a culture of adult learning will: provide time for reflection as an
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important part of improving practice, invest in teacher learning, connect professional development to
school learning goals, provide opportunities for teachers to work, plan and think together and recognize
the need to continually improve principals' own professional practice (p. 42).

The more principals and teachers collaborate, share leadership responsibilities and learning
continually together, an approach described by Senge (1992) as the learning organization and aligns with
the concept of the learning leader (Reeves, 2006), the more achievement is enhanced. In this environment,
relationships based on mutual trust, principal trusting teachers, teachers trusting principals and teachers
trusting other teachers, should permeate all operations and activities. This atmosphere makes it possible
for all participants to be vulnerable without being judged, risk taking and creativity to surface, diverse
beliefs to be articulated and challenged, collective will strengthened and new strategies explored,
finalized and pursued. The incidental learning of collaboration and leadership development mirrored from
this practice, sometimes out-weigh the planned expectations. The greatest benefit of this organizational
improvement however, is that principals and teachers become better, learning together.

According to Senge (op. cit.), the learning organization is predicated on the following
dimensions: system thinking- understanding of the whole as well as the component parts and personal
mastery- individual strives to enhance his vision and focuses his energy and be in a constant state of
learning. Learning organization also embraces a mental model- recognizing ingrained assumptions and
generalizations and challenging these assumptions to allow for new ideas and changes. These
organizations build shared vision- to influence and motivate behaviour change through dialogue,
commitment and enthusiasm and team learning. Team members think together to achieve common goals.
The collaborative nature implicit in these dimensions means that both principals and teacher leaders must
undertake responsibilities to create the environment and culture that make improvement of student
learning the hallmark of the school's operation. In this environment, new evidence-based teaching
strategies can be explored and implemented. The culture can then truly reflect capacity building or the
development of collective expertise.

In today’s complex and diverse school environment, it is inconceivable to envision leadership as
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totally resident in the principalship. There must be an acknowledgement that in effective schools, the
principal’s role is significant in school improvement- developing a collaborative plan informed by a
multiplicity of data sources identifying student learning needs, strategies for instruction and monitoring,
and strategies for instructional capacity building. However, if there is ever going to be large scale,
systemic, transformational and sustainable changes and improvement to student learning and academic
achievement, there must be an intentional attempt at recognizing and developing leadership at all
echelons of the school organization. Individuals in formal leadership positions such as principals must
therefore recognize the expertise and potentials of teachers and draw on these valuable resources to
enhance learning and achievement. Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) say, “When given opportunities to
lead, teachers can influence school reform efforts. Waking this sleeping giant of teacher leadership has
unlimited potential in making a real difference in the pace and depth of school change" (p.102).

The concept of “teacher leadership” is not a new phenomenon. However, there is very little
consensus on its definition and application. The general agreement is that teacher leadership involves
more than individuals with formal roles and responsibilities. This group includes teachers without direct
responsibility for teacher evaluation; teachers in this group have a significant amount of trust among
peers, possesses a propensity to influence and mobilize others on a common purpose such as improving
academic achievement for economically disadvantaged students. The group also demonstrates observable
evidence of commitment to student learning and a willingness to share resources and expertise in a non-
judgemental atmosphere. The key to the success of this leadership role is the trust ascribed to this
informal position by peers.

Harris and Muijs (2015) in a paper titled, Teacher Leadership: Principles and Practices, express
the point of view that teacher leadership is primarily concerned with developing high quality learning and
teaching with a core focus upon improving learning on a premise of professional collaboration,
development and growth. They believe that teacher leadership incorporates: the leadership of other
teachers through coaching, mentoring, leading work groups, the leadership of developmental tasks that

are central to improved learning and teaching and the leadership of pedagogy through the development
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and modeling of effective forms of teaching (p.2).

While these activities portray teachers in leadership roles, teachers' efforts and operations must be
in alignment with administrative leadership and implemented within the framework of collaboration. In a
shared leadership school environment therefore, there is empowerment, risk-taking, new initiatives and
flexibility in approach to producing high levels of achievement outcomes. In this atmosphere of
collaboration, there is greater probability that the learning needs of students living in poverty will be
addressed and achieved. Regardless of the definition ascribed to teacher leadership or even the
configuration of this group of leaders, this concept acknowledges that the effectiveness of any
instructional practices, consequently, student academic achievement, rests with teachers.

From a review of the literature, York-Bar and Duke (2004) point to the concept where formal
administrative leadership roles augments teacher expertise and vice versa:

Recognition of teacher leadership stems in part from new understandings about organizational

development and leadership that suggest active involvement by individuals at all levels and

within all domains of an organization is necessary if change is to take hold...... Educational
improvement at the level of instruction, for example, necessarily involves leadership by teachers

in classrooms and with peers (p. 255).

There seems to be the recognition that improvement in instruction is inextricably linked to teacher
involvement and leadership. This can be likened to a "grass-root movement" or what is described in the
literature as leadership from the bottom or from the middle (Fullan, 2015). However, in spite of the
characterization or definition, there is a strong belief that teacher leadership supports effective school
improvement. Successful school improvement includes academic achievement for all. Harris and Muijs
(2003) identified the benefits of teacher leadership as: improving school effectiveness, teacher
effectiveness and contributing to school improvement. Also, Lieberman, Saxl and Miles (1988) opine that
teacher leaders have a strong sense of purpose, develop collegial relationships and collaboration, move
beyond the boundaries of their classrooms and influence colleagues without the use of overt power.

These qualities of teacher leaders are in alignment with Jackson's et.al. (2010) view. They believe
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that teacher leaders positively impact on work ethic, teamwork, leadership, openness, vision, positive
effects, risk-taking and teaching related skills. Principal N says, "Staff work incredibly well together.
They work in grade teams and even have lunch as a group”. Principal D says, "Teachers at this school
share their skills". Principal X says, "Teachers work in collaboration with one another to improve
instruction". From both the data analysis in this study and the literature review, it can be gleaned that at
the heart of school improvement then, is teacher leadership. This leadership contributes to team work,
collaboration and instructional capacity building. These contributing factors are key components to
enhance academic achievement for all learners, not just a few. In classrooms and schools where these
factors are evident, and the practice of developing instructional skills collaboratively become common,
intentional and focused practice, student learning outcome must be improved. These classrooms and
schools can boast maximum impact achieved through shared expertise development rather than
individualized expertise in only one classroom.
In a column in Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) Express, Ben
Fenton in an article titled, “New Leaders for New Schools: Forming Aligned Instructional Leadership
Teams” (2016), writes:
Principals cannot lead schools to make break-through achievement gains on their own: the
support of an aligned instructional leadership team is crucial. Depending on the strengths and the
job design of individuals in the school, the aligned instructional leadership team may include
teacher leaders, instructional coaches, and assistant principals. Leadership team members are
responsible for implementing school wide initiatives for instruction, and they also model cultural
norms. So, it’s imperative that the members of the leadership team share the vision of the school
(p.1).
The writer implies teacher leadership, collaboration, influence and capacity building as important
attributes to a shared vision. Identifying, building and utilizing teacher expertise or strength is crucial to
the development of shared leadership and foundational to learning for all students. Hattie (2012) identifies

some major dimensions of teacher expertise as: high level of knowledge and understanding of subject
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matter, guiding learning to describable and deep outcomes, successfully monitoring learning and
providing feedback that assists students to progress, attending to the more attitudinal attributes of learning
and providing defensible evidence of positive impacts of teaching and on student learning. He further
expands on the concept of “teacher expert” to include the teacher’s integration of subject knowledge with
students’ prior knowledge and the modifying of each lesson according to students’ learning needs. This,
of course, includes students who live in poverty and may even come to the learning tasks with gaps in
their prior achievement. This approach to learning should be evident in all classrooms, should
characterize the instructional practices of all teacher leaders who would then ignite the flames of learning
for all and expand the influence in all classrooms and schools. Put another way, systemic high academic
achievement for all students cannot be fully realized by individual principal serving as instructional leader
in one school, but by all principals in all schools and expert teachers in all classrooms.

Darrielson (2006) postulates a framework for teacher leadership that aligns to this current stance
or position. The framework depicts student learning at the centre, but extends teaching and learning
beyond department to teams, across school and beyond school. This model of teacher leadership
influence, points to the direction of successful learning outcomes for all students especially for those from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds. If educational endeavours must realize their goal, that of
maximizing student academic achievement for students from poor communities, a renewed look at
professional learning communities and the authentic learning opportunities possible through this approach
to teacher leadership capacity building, is a direction that must be pursued. In schools where leadership
and accountability for high academic achievement extends beyond the main office to individual
classrooms, there exists greater possibilities of improved learning outcomes.

Fullan (2007) reviewed a number of research studies and identified some findings he classified as
“known” about teacher effectiveness. Teachers strong on content and pedagogical knowledge, and who
care deeply, have moral purpose about learning and students. Teachers who are internal (assessment for
learning) and external (assessment of learning) use data on an ongoing basis for both improving learning

and making progress. Teachers who learn from others (again, on an ongoing basis) inside and outside of
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the classroom and are led by principals and other school leaders who foster the first three qualities. Also,
teachers in districts that focus on developing district-wide cultures, develop and cultivate the previous
four elements. The teachers in state systems that integrate accountability and capacity building while
establishing partnerships across the three levels: school, community and district develop teaching
expertise together (p.1).

The highlights focus laser light on some of the essential and key components that should be
evident in all classrooms and schools. Among these key components of effectiveness is the teacher leader
“power of knowing”— knowing content, pedagogy and the learners. The expansion of this knowledge
extends beyond classroom assessment data to include demographic information on family income, level
of education and family composition. These variables do have significant ramifications for teaching and
learning outcomes. Conversely, teaching with the absence of this knowledge can lead to unsuccessful
learning outcomes for students from economically deprived environments. Another key factor is that
teacher leader not only recognizes his or her level of expertise or competence, but also knows where there
are gaps and is willing to learn from others. This power of knowing therefore has the propensity for
capacity building and expansion of teacher effectiveness, leadership and collaboration. The beneficiaries
of an approach that inculcates these criteria widely implemented are the diverse student populations our
schools serve. Erkens (2008) concludes that if teachers are to lead from the classroom in a manner that
impacts on student learning in significant ways, they must be collaborators, action researchers, reflective
practitioners and learner advocates. Danielson (2006) in identifying what teacher leaders do, includes
using evidence and data in decision-making, mobilizing people around a common purpose, monitoring
progress and adjusting the approach as conditions change, contributing to a learning organization and a
deep commitment to student learning. While there are similar threads in agreements on the findings and
criteria, the difference is in the varying degrees of commitment and implementation in a school, among
schools, across a system and across systems. The challenge we face is how to achieve consistent and
effective practices to benefit all learners. The answer seems to reside in effective teacher leadership

developed in professional development communities (PLCs). Principal D says, "Teachers in this school

45



are encouraged to take leadership in planning and leading staff PLCs". Principal N says, "Teachers come
to the learning environment with different levels of expertise. Teachers share resources and success
stories with one another"”. These quotations reflect the principals' beliefs in teacher leadership in
relationship to PLCs. The responses also imply the need for teacher leadership in improving instructional
practices to benefit the students.

One caution, however, is prudent. This directional approach will not be successful in a vacuum,
but must be implemented alongside other variables such as “school community relationships™ that has a
positive correlation to enhanced student academic achievement. Leithwood (2010) claims that 50% of the
variables that impact on student achievement occur in the classrooms, that includes teaching and learning.
This study attempts to discover some of these variables that probably have direct influence on student
academic achievement. The hope is to be able to offer possible strategies to maximize academic
achievement.

Since there is evidence that links teacher leadership to student academic achievement, the logical
conclusion then, is high performing schools and by extension systems, need to invest in the development
of teacher leadership or expertise. Fullan and Hargreaves (2012) described this phenomenon as
professional capital and indicated that when the vast majority of teachers possess the power of
professional capital, they become smart and talented, committed and collegial, thoughtful and wise. They
concluded that these teachers' moral purpose is expressed in their relentless, expert-driven pursuit of
serving their students and their communities and are always learning how to do better. A full
demonstration of talents, commitment, collegiality maybe the needed application our schools need to
improve learning not for just some students but for all.

This pursuit, therefore, must be connected to the belief that all students have the inherent ability
to achieve success and that the communities in which they live may limit the success, but do not
determine the level or finality of these students’ success. Consequently, all schools, in the pursuit of their
core mandate---high academic achievement for all learners, must invest time, resources and leadership in

providing professional development opportunities to their teaching staff. There is a strong belief that their
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investment will produce the fruits of improved academic achievement. York-Barr and Duke (2004)
believe that congruency between a school's mission and the teachers' values results in greater participation
in curricular, instructional and assessment goals which also leads to acceptance of varying levels of
leadership responsibility, commitment to on-going professional development and sustainable changes in
improved educational practice to benefit all students. The challenge is how to make this core mandate an
achievable goal in all of our schools. Schools are faced with high teacher turnover, limited budget, safety
and security issues, sometime, transient student population, issues of poverty, very diverse learners and
the pressure to achieve high levels of academic learning outcomes.

Katzenmeyer and Moller (2001) offer the following suggestions: shorten faculty meetings with
less administrative procedures and announcements, require professional growth plans instead of annual
evaluations, provide on-going professional development throughout the school year and beyond, cover
classes using administrators and volunteers to free up teachers to meet, collaborate and plan, pool classes
of students occasionally to free up teachers to meet and plan, engage students in community service
projects and learning activities to facilitate teacher collaboration schedule common planning periods by
grade level or content area and extend instruction on four days and reduce on one day.

However, one caution is prudent. These suggestions can only be experimented with the
agreement of teachers and their union. Principals, nevertheless, may capitalize on the elements of these
suggestions and other creative strategies to empower teachers to undertake leadership, build collaboration
and relationships. An emphasis in this area has potential to build highly sustained teacher expertise to
enhance teaching and learning. The end game is that students will be exposed to high quality teaching that
meets their learning needs in all classrooms. Therefore, a school's academic achievement cannot only be
attributed to what students bring or did not bring to the learning tasks and environment, but on the quality
of the teaching and learning opportunities afforded students in their learning pursuit. Lieberman and
Friedrich (2010) believe that teacher leadership is best developed through the demonstration of best
practices in curriculum, instruction and assessment, understanding of the school culture, initiation and

support of change and the development of colleagues in a variety of settings. Also, Birky, Shelton and
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Headley (2006) opine that teacher leaders potentially can lead their colleagues to optimal performance
levels based on a shared commitment to student learning, empowerment, relationships and collaboration.
Principal H says, "I empower my teachers to take responsibilities for planning and leading PLCs.
Teachers share strategies and success stories with one another. | work with teachers to share best practices
in PLCs". Principal G says, "At our PLCs we focus on understanding and eliminating barriers to student
achievement". Principal X says, "We study various data and use the information to decide on students'
levels of achievement". Principal H says, "At our weekly PLCs we share best practices, current trends
and practices in education. We use learning buddies to provide professional development for other
teachers. Teacher leaders use collaborative inquiry to do research and guide their practice". These
qualities consistently exhibited by any school should result in high level of student achievement for all
learners especially, our most vulnerable learners from economically disadvantaged communities. The
hope is that principals and teachers participating in professional learning communities (PLCs) will result
in a difference in what schools do for students.

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): A Way Forward

Professional Learning Community is an educational concept that has undergone many decades of
research and practice and consequently, revision. However, it still remains a construct that varies in
definition, understanding and implementation. Despite the variability, there seems to be consensus among
researchers and practitioners alike on its usefulness in transforming teaching and instructional practices
and learning outcomes.

Hord (1997) indicates that professional learning communities (PLCs) engage teachers in a cycle
of looking at what is happening in their school, determining if they can make it a better place by changing
curriculum, instruction or relationships between community members and assessing the results — all with
the goal of enhancing their effectiveness as professionals. A similar point of view is expressed by Stroll
et. al. (2006) when they state that PLCs suggest a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their
practices in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning- oriented, and growth-promoting

way. Also, Fulton and Britton (2011) identify the goal of professional learning communities as, “focusing
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teachers on improving their practice and learning together about how to increase student learning” (p.7).
Another group of contributors to the wealth of information present in the literature is DuFour et al. (2008)
who define PLCs as educators committed to working collaboratively in ongoing process of collective
inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve. The similarities in the
points of view indicate that PLC is not an event, but a process. It involves learners using research to
inform and modify curriculum, instruction and assessment tools and strategies. Evident also is
collaboration aimed at improvement in teaching practices and learning outcomes.

There are significant benefits to be accrued in a school environment where there is focused
intentionality on leadership and collaboration on continuous improvement of learning for all students.
Principals recognize that teachers have expertise, can determine their learning needs and that of their
colleagues and contribute to student achievement. Teachers can provide leadership to school initiative
including professional development. Putham and Borko (2000) in exploring theories of cognition, declare
that thinking and reasoning are most effective when distributed across a system or group, rather than
confined to an individual. This concept points to the importance teachers sharing not only their
knowledge and expertise on instruction, but also pertinent and relevant information about student learners
and strategizing to undertake shared responsibility for enhanced academic achievement. In this
environment, individuals can reflect on their instructional practices, share perspectives and collaborate on
problem solving, especially on strategies to support underachieving learners. This collaborative approach
expands beyond individual classroom and has greater propensity to meet the learning needs of the
individual student as he or she journeys from classroom to classroom, grade level to grade level and from
school to school. This framework not only has potential to develop teacher expertise, but autonomy,
moral purpose and charges within the environment. In this environment, individuals willingly undertake
challenges that address the learning gaps identified among the learners from economically deprived
communities. Individuals also make cooperate decisions on strategies to effect changes in their learning,
collect and carefully analyse evidences on the impact of the strategies employ, modify and or continue

their intense collective efforts regardless of outcome and adhere to an agreement to strive for effective
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teaching and successful learning outcomes. DuFour and Marzano (2011) say, “The focus (of PLCs) must
shift from helping individuals become more effective in their isolated classrooms and schools, to creating
a new collaborative culture based on interdependence, shared responsibility and mutual accountability”
(p.67). Rosenholtz (1991) also feels that teachers’ sense of optimism, hope and commitment reside in
workplace conditions that enable them to feel professionally empowered and fulfilled.

While a lot can be said for teacher benefits, at the core of a professional learning community is
student enhanced academic achievement. Louis and Marks (1998) analyzed data from eight elementary,
eight middle and eight high schools to examine the relationship between the quality of professional
development community and student achievement and found moderate correlations between the quality of
professional collaboration and the classroom pedagogy. They concluded that achievement levels were
significantly higher to the extent that the schools were strong professional communities. The moderate
correlation established through their data analysis, provides no indication of the frequency, focus,
approach or even application of the professional development community. As well, there is no indication
of specific assessment data and demographic characteristics of the students in the sample schools that
were analyzed prior to the staff development. There may have been intervening variables. However, in
spite of the unknown, the possibility that professional development community involvement has impact
can be deduced from the findings. Therefore, investigating the strategy using other samples in different
situations is worth undertaking.

Vescio, Ross and Adams (2008) articulate the positive effects of professional learning community
on teacher performance and student achievement:

Participation in learning communities’ impacts teaching practice as teachers become more

student-centred. In addition, teaching culture is improved because the learning communities

increase collaboration, focus on student learning, teacher authority or empowerment, and
continuous learning; when teachers participate in a learning community, students benefit as well,

as indicated by improved achievement scores overtime (p.88).

This framework for PLCs embodies some of Kanold’s ( 2011) thoughts on features of professional

50



learning communities classified as: excellence in curriculum, instruction and assessment. Educators
should ensure the curriculum, instruction and assessments represent the best practices in our profession.
While accommodating individual student differences, interests and abilities, excellence demands that
educators develop a common, coherent rigorous curriculum that actively engages all students; equity and
access for all students. Educators should therefore challenge each student to give his or her best effort
intellectually and ethically. Adults must exhibit genuine care and concern for each student and must
collectively commit to providing opportunities for students to fully access the curriculum at its rigorous
levels; educating as a professional learning community. Leaders and teachers should commit to ongoing
professional development as a model of life-long learning. The board, administration, and staff must
function in high performing, collaborative, teams focused on student achievement. Staff development is a
job-embedded and collaborative process, not a singular event (p.18).

The evidence from the literature review therefore, points to the professional learning community
as an opportunity to focus on student achievement using the vehicles of curriculum, assessment and
instruction, the development of teacher competence and expertise through collaborative professional
development and finally, the development and expansion of sustainable shared leadership capacity. The
efforts expended in this approach, has potential to transform classrooms, schools and systems into
learning environments that benefit all students. The framework however, hinges on the belief that all
students can learn and there is evident, a practice that explicitly demonstrates high expectations for all
learners regardless of socioeconomic variables that may challenge their level of achievement. As a result,
the mandate must focus building capacity on instructional practices that includes teacher competencies
and motivation for all teachers, not just some teachers.

Fullan (2010a) says, "Essentially, capacity building implies that people take the opportunity to do
things differently, to learn new skills and to generate more effective practice" (p.57). Sharrat and Fullan
(2009) also purport that capacity building must be systemic if it is going to make a performance
difference for all students. They argue that capacity building is a highly complex, dynamic, knowledge-

building process intended to lead to increased student achievement in every school (p. 8). The evidence is
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clear that the core purpose of capacity building is enhanced student achievement and the approach
involves teacher collaboration and support for each member of the team. Harris and Jones (2010) say that
real improvement through professional learning communities (PLCs) focuses on the needs of the learners
first and working relentlessly to improve pedagogy so that the learners' needs are effectively met. It can
be deduced from the data obtained from principals' interview responses and the literature review that
professional learning communities (PLCs) are among the strategies needed to build teaching capacity.
This approach facilitates leadership development, sharing of successful practices, building of
supportive systems and a focus on solving challenging problems together. If all teachers share and
implement best practices in all of our classrooms, all students should benefit from high quality learning
and improve their academic success. This may generate a feeling of fantasy and not reality but is worth
expecting and striving to accomplish. The principal respondents in this research identified professional
learning communities (PLCs) as a teaching-learning initiative aimed at supporting students living in
poverty. Some of the principals offered the following quotations: Principal H says "PLCs are scheduled
and led by teachers. Teachers are empowered to take the lead. Teachers work with admin to plan PLCs
and Lead teachers met with principal and vice principal on a weekly basis to monitor the PLC
implementation and plan the next steps”. Principal X comments, "When teachers possess growth mindsets
and have high expectations for students they expend efforts and provide opportunities for the students to
succeed". Principal N says, "Teacher led PLCs contribute to collaboration and teaching improvement".
The challenge is how to initiate a successful professional learning community. Despite the perceived
benefits from the literature review and from the respondents, from my experience, some teachers perceive
PLCs as disconnected from the reality of the issues faced in their classes and address too many theories
on instructional practices and not many practical strategies. They feel that the opportunities are sometimes
planned with little or no teacher input. Some teachers strongly feel they are almost at the end of their
careers and what they have being doing has been successful. They do not need to change now. It is also
perceived that the opportunities are created from a deficit mindset. This perspective implies teachers need

to be fixed. Consequently, they see the sessions as dysfunctional and prefer to spend their time teaching
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their students. A number of teachers in the sample opined that professional development should be
focused on the specific needs of their students, should be opportunities for teachers to work together in
teams to improve teaching and student learning and that the primary outcome of the opportunities should
be to cultivate in-school expertise in instruction, curriculum and assessment. Some teachers in the sample
schools responded consistently with strongly agree or agree to the following items on the questionnaire:
Teachers professional learning goals identify the knowledge, skills, practices and dispositions to increase
teaching quality and student learning. Teachers focus their professional development on the learning
needs of their students. At this school, our professional development opportunities include specific
research-based strategies to facilitate learning for students living in poverty. We identify the focus of our
professional development by analyzing a variety of student achievement data. Some teachers in the same
schools responded consistently to the same items with strongly disagree or disagree. Although
perceptions of the same activities can differ significantly, it can also imply that the needs for these
activities are different. Consequently, some teachers may perceive benefits from participating in PLCs
while others view them as a waste of time. While there cannot be any prescription, as each school
situation is unique and one size does not fit all, a model can be developed from the research studies done
on the subject. DuFour, DuFour, Eaker and Karhanek (2010) offer the following suggestions and
preliminary steps: build share knowledge among teachers and staff regarding the elements of the PLC
process and the rationale for implementing these elements; develop the leadership capacity of key
teachers to ensure they play a significant role the implementation of the PLC process; assign teachers to
meaningful teams whose members work interdependently to achieve common goals for which they accept
mutual responsibility; ensure the members of each team are clear on the knowledge, skills and
dispositions each student is to acquire as a result of their course or grade level; establish common pacing
to monitor student proficiency of the same knowledge and skills and develop a series of district-level and
building-level common assessments to monitor the learning of each student (pp. 132-133). Shared
knowledge and leadership are key components of any school success. Principals in the sample attributed

their schools success to teachers working together in co-planning, co-teaching and using data to monitor
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students' progress. The principals also believed that shared leadership encourages wider participation and
greater efforts in serving their students. If the knowledge and leadership are made to permeate the school
and sustained, all the educators will understand what is important and valued and work to accomplish it.
Educators also tend to hold one another accountable for the results. If enhanced achievement for students
from economically disadvantaged backgrounds is perceived important, all the educators may collaborate
to achieve this goal.

The highlighted facets speak to values of clarity, shared knowledge of process, leadership
development, meaningful assignment, collaboration, accountability, a focus on data to inform practice and
monitoring of student learning. A slight deviation from the steps outlined, maybe to allow teachers the
opportunity to choose their own PLC groups based on their own learning needs. Teachers' choices will
motivate them to develop a sense of responsibility, secure accountability and produce satisfaction and
enhanced performance. However, the success of any approach is heavily dependent on the leadership of
the administration. The individual or individuals must create the environment of trust, collaboration and
real involvement. Both administrators and teachers have to sense the need and commitment to improve
student learning, recognize their learning needs and be willing to be learners together. Some teachers in
this sample in underscoring the impact of principal leadership and teacher collaboration on student
academic achievement make these comments, "Principals and teachers work closely together to
implement collaborative professional learning teams. Principals and staff share knowledge, research and
best practices about professional learning throughout the school. Our principal develops teacher leaders'
skills and knowledge in planning and designing school-based professional development". Professional
learning communities (PLCs) that include these considerations will improve teaching and learning.
Developing and Sustaining Effective Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)

In my roles as principal and superintendent of education, | have had unique and distinct
opportunities to develop, implement and also to observe many different iterations of professional learning
communities (PLCs). While there have been variations of processes, action plans, implementation

strategies and even challenges across the spectrum, the benefits of developing teacher instructional
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practices to enhance student academic achievement out-weighs any challenges experienced.
Approximately 55% of the teaching staff in the sample believed the professional learning communities
impact on student academic achievement. Forty-five percent (45%) of the respondents did not consider
PLCs as a contributing factor to students' academic achievement. These individuals could have
considered themselves equipped with a plethora of strategies or maybe at the peak of their careers and
possess a wealth of expertise. They may even see new directions or changes as events that will pass with
time as a result require no need to change practices. Some may even link student achievement to other
variables that PLCs cannot address. However, if a half of the teachers felt that PLCs have impact on
achievement, it is worth implementing. It may just mean that the other teachers need to be persuaded on
the relevance and importance of "all hands on deck" Also, from the quantitative collected and analyzed (
at 0.01 level of significance) instruction is correlated with professional learning community (variance
0.910). This significant correlation implies that if teachers are engaged in PLCs there is possibility that
achievement will improve. It also implies that lack of participation in PLCs may limit the level of
achievement students experience in a particular school. Principals in explaining the factors that
contributed to their schools' success identified PLCs as opportunities for teachers to share their skills. One
principal said, "I cannot over-emphasize the importance of professional learning communities supported
by our learning coaches". The effectiveness of any PLC therefore, rests on the framework embraced,
strategies employed in its development and implementation as well as its sustainability. Principals and
teachers sometimes move from school to school. However, students sometime remain the most constant
population of our schools. Improving their learning is our number one priority. This very important
mandate should be the collaborative, relentless and persistent efforts of all staff. To be impactful requires
both principals and teachers to assiduously pursue opportunities to develop their expertise.

Eaker, DuFour and DuFour (2002) believe that the framework of professional learning
community can be categorized into three themes: the school has to have a solid, shared mission, vision,
values and goals; collaborative teams that work interdependently to achieve common goals; and a focus

on results as evidenced by a commitment to continuous improvement. The implications, here, are that all
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players involved in improving student learning must contribute to, and fully buy into, the school's
enhanced learning outcomes action plan. Shared mission---learning for all, shared vision--understanding
and commitment to the school's core purpose, shared values-- responsibility and accountability to achieve
the vision and shared goals--priorities and the timelines, contribute immensely to the success of any PLCs
(p. 47).

DuFour et.al. (2010) have offered the suggestions to building the foundation of a PLC: move
quickly to action. This swift movement however, should not diminish the value of adequate and authentic
consultation that enlists wide staff input; build shared knowledge when asking people to make decision.
The more informed the participants in a decision making process are, the greater the probability that
diverse views and divergent thinking will result in the best decision. Also, there is the possibility that
conflicts and barriers-- when teachers perceive that their professional goals, knowledge and skills are not
identified and incorporated in the opportunities being offered, implementation maybe significantly
minimized or even eliminated; use this same foundation to assist in day-to-day decisions; use the
foundation to identify practices that should be eliminated. In any environment where many facets of
school operations and the fulfilment of stakeholders' expectations compete for school personnel's efforts
and attention, shared commitment and goals should help the team establish and maintain priority and
focus; translate the vision of the school into teachable points of view; write value statements as behaviour
rather than beliefs; focus on yourself rather than others; recognize that the process is nonlinear. It should
be cyclical and interactive; it is what you do that matters, not what you call it (pp.51-53).

These foundational principles are key to creating a paradigm shift in the learning culture of the
school. Therefore, both principals and teacher leaders should pay keen attention to the challenges and
issues that have potential to impact on the successful outcomes of PLCs. DuFour and Fullan (2013) offer
the following considerations: establish coherence and clarity regarding purpose and priorities throughout
the organization; build shared knowledge about the rationale for change; engage in meaningful two-way
dialogue throughout the change process; identify the specific steps that must be taken immediately to

make progress toward long-term aspirational goals; create a culture that is simultaneously loose and tight;
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build collective capacity around the agenda of improving student achievement; demonstrate reciprocal
accountability by providing the resources and support to help people succeed at what they are being asked
to do; establish ongoing feedback loops that help people assess the impact of their efforts and make
adjustments accordingly; ensure transparency of results, and using the results to inform and improve
practice; create a collaborative culture in which people take collective responsibility for the success of the
initiative; sustain the improvement process and celebrate small wins (p. 19).

Sometimes all of these seemingly grand ideas may seem attractive, but their application could be
challenging and overwhelming. One caution is prudent. Individuals should view the suggested ideas as
just suggestions, make decisions on those to be explored and experimented with as well as those ideas
that can be melded with existing initiatives. For example, developing a collaborative culture, collective
responsibility, self-efficacy and a sustainable improvement process should be features on any effective
PLCs. These features should allow PLCs to outlast changes in administration and staff. When a particular
principal is transferred as practised in our schools, the culture of learning established, knowledge and
expertise developed and made to permeate the school stand a good chance of continuing. The strength and
effectiveness of the practices may even attract the attention and participation of the new administrator.
This continuation of effective practice may prevent the skewing of student academic achievement because
of changes in leadership, teaching staff or even student cohorts. In responding to the interview question
that asked principals to identify other factors that contributed to their schools' success, some responses
provided were: stability in administration, effective succession plan and high teacher retention rate.
Principals say, "When principals remain in the same school for a number of years, they can initiate
changes and see them materialize. The teachers stay here because they want to make a difference.
Whenever principals have to change schools, the successors should have demonstrated expertise in
serving similar community of learners and families." This implies that frequent movement of leadership is
not encouraged, but where the need necessitates movement or change, there should be a carefully
thought-out succession plan is recommended.

Once there is shared knowledge and understanding of certain beliefs and procedural strategies,
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the leaders must attend to organizing the various teams. The literature contains many pertinent examples
of valuable advice on appropriate next steps and strategies to monitor and evaluate PLC actions. These
include: all core subject, or division teachers are organized in small relevant groups; all collaborative
groups receive collaborative time per week requiring mandatory attendance; teachers in these groups,
examine achievement data on their own students and use the data to inform, adjust and improve their
instruction and accelerate student learning; school administrative teams and data coaches meet monthly to
discuss the status of the work and administrators take steps to remediate a teacher or teachers who did not
participate in the collaborative team or were disruptive to the team process. (Delaware Department of
Education, 2010, p. C27, cited in cited in DuFour and Fullan, 2013, p. 8)

Principal H says, "Good assessment data are used to inform differentiated instruction. We spend a
lot of time in our PLCs studying data and developing action plans to make necessary changes". Principal
G says, "Data allows us to assess learning needs, determine student progress and remediation strategies".
Principal D says, "Teachers feel supported by administrators. Teachers at this school share their skills." It
is very likely that a practice of sharing expertise developed over time will become the norm and outlast
changes in administration. As a result of the literature review, my practice and experience, | offer the
following suggestions to schools in their efforts to develop a sustainable PLC model. At initial stage do a
need assessment. Collect and analyse multiple sources of (qualitative, quantitative and perceptual) data in
order to identify students' learning needs, teacher expertise, motivation, commitment, systems, practices
and procedures already existing and changes needed. Develop shared mission, vision, values and goals.
Use the SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timely) goal development strategy to
establish purpose, priorities and actions. Develop an action plan and enlist further input for clarification
and greater support. Follow the action plan, but create room for flexibility and modification. As the
leader, show genuine interest in working towards a successful outcome. As well, empower and develop
shared leadership and accountability for achievement of the established goals. Collect and analyse data
through classroom visits (purposeful and transparent), walkthroughs - use non- evaluative questions to

discuss and reflect on observations. Focus attention on observed student learning, thinking or gaps. Use
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information to inform pedagogy. Create opportunities to share and celebrate successes without creating
unhealthy rivalry or competition. Create a shared culture of teacher leadership, collaboration, trusting
relationships, commitment to student achievement that is systemic, focused, intentional and lasting. This

PLC sustainability should out-last changes in school personnel. (Adopted from DuFour et. al., 2010)

Figure 2.2 A Model For Developing Sustainable PLC

Self Actualizing: morality, creativity, problem

Sustaining solving

Celebrating ||Se|f Esteem: Confidence, achievement, respect

||Be|onging : friendship (collegiality)

Monitoring and Relfecting Family (team)

||Safety: risk-taking environment,
Implementation Trust, support

Planning Physiological: consultation,
~contribution, experience, expertise

Pre-Planning

Figure 2.2 is an adaption of Maslow's hierarchy of needs pyramid. This pictorial representation
capitalizes on the theory of human motivation- actions directed toward goal attainment as an approach to
achieve sustainable PLCs (Maslow, 1943). The diagram portrays both the physiological (lower level)
needs and the psychological (upper level) needs. At the lower level, the staffs' physiological needs are
met at the pre-planning and planning stages. Here, staff are consulted, their experience, expertise and
contributions identified and incorporated in the school's PLC action plan. Their psychological needs do
not surface until these basic needs are met. Staffs who have come to these stages of the process at a higher

needs level, will probably embrace the initiative immediately. However, time and effort should be
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invested in laying the ground work to achieve whole staff commitment in implementation. Any PLC plan
developed without carefully addressing these needs run the risk of limiting successful outcomes.

At the implementing stage, there are the safety needs: risk taking, trusting relationships and need for
support. Here, the staffs need to feel that they operate in an environment to creatively problem solve,
think outside the box and be supported rather than evaluated; they can be honest about their level of
knowledge and expertise or lack thereof, and receive advice and guidance. They feel free to have open
and honest discussions and experience the trust of their colleagues to assist them in the achievement of
the corporate goals.

The monitoring and reflecting stage offers opportunities to demonstrate a sense of belonging.
Individuals solidify their idea of team through collegiality and friendship. The celebrating stage is likened
to Maslow's self-esteem stage. Staffs now reflect on their journey of planning and implementing together,
their accomplishments, gain even greater respect from colleagues for significant contributions to the
team's success, develop confidence to undertake even greater challenges and further explore new ideas.
These attributes build self-esteem. An accomplished and confident staff will experience job satisfaction
and demonstrate high morale. These are necessary ingredients for an effective and sustainable PLC.
Lastly, the sustaining stage is the self-actualizing stage. Staffs now have developed morality, creativity
and collective problem-solving expertise. At this stage, their actions are motivated by their desire for
personal growth. They also possess the propensity to further their own continuous growth and to
influence the growth of their colleagues. This level of organizational development has potential for
capacity building among practitioners and has potential to transform a school into a learning environment
for all. It is very likely that this level of self-actualization and the motivation to grow will become
permanent, contagious and unstoppable. Principal and teacher turn-over should have little or no negative
effect on this kind of movement.

Principals when asked to explain the high level of student success at their schools, some
responded, "Teacher efficacy and collaboration are key to student success. Teachers don't give on

students and don’t subscribe to deficit model. Teachers have growth mindset and have high expectations
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for all students. Every student writes EQAQ tests and there is no exemption®. Principals believe in their
teachers and the teachers believe in themselves and their students. Teachers also believe that their
collective efforts can make a difference in enhancing student success. PLCs therefore, should become a
significant function of any school's operation.

Crucial to the effectiveness and sustainability of any PLC is the attention paid to developing the
school as a learning organization (Senge,1992). Through PLCs, principals and teachers are afforded the
opportunities to address their learning needs while focusing on the learning needs of their students.
Traditionally, professional learning communities and professional development were viewed as
distractions from the work, but the new paradigm views these opportunities as the "work". Collaborating
and sharing responsibilities for students' learning and managing behavioural challenges become the work
of the team rather than that of just an individual. The greater the collective level of expertise, the less
onerous the task and more manageable the work. Therefore a focus on adult learning opportunities should
include job embedded learning focusing on developing the collective and not just the individual. PLCs
should be aligned with school goals in order to establish relevance and to ensure continuity. PLCs should
also be linked specifically to enhanced student academic achievement and provide individual the
opportunities to evaluate the success of the opportunities based on data showing higher levels of student
success.

While the principles, recommended strategies and suggestions should not be viewed as a panacea,
their careful consideration and skilful application as deemed necessary, should produce recognizable and
positive learning outcomes for all participants. This should bring schools closer to fulfilling their
mandate-- higher level of student achievement for all learners.

Teachers' Professional Learning Community Mindset

Throughout my entire educational career serving in many local and international jurisdictions in
leading and supervisory roles, | have encountered and learned from phenomenal, transformative,
competent, innovative, creative and extremely skilful practitioners. These teacher leaders have worked

conscientiously, scrupulously and relentlessly in changing learning outcomes for individuals especially
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those from very disadvantaged backgrounds. Conversely, there have been practitioners whose knowledge
and skills could be greatly enhanced. However, the total success of any educational system rests on the
continuous, purposeful and intentional development of its administrators and other leaders.

Today, as never before, there is a heightened expectation that our schools improve academic
achievement for all students. Our classrooms are populated with students from very diverse backgrounds,
demographics, ethnicities, socioeconomic statuses, geographies, languages, and levels of prior learning to
name a few. The complexities and challenges presented by this diversity, comprises the greatest
strength—a richness of resources to be proud of in any learning environment. This richness requires our
schools to embrace learning for all as a focused way of conducting their core business. In this “learning
for all” environment, there is a belief that all students can learn, principals and teachers subscribe to the
fact that they can make a difference and are constantly engaged in opportunities to improve their practice-
fine-tune their craft. There needs to be a shared belief in the collaborative development of expertise rather
than just the expertise of single individuals. In a transformative learning environment, the emphasis is
developing competence in all. All classrooms should buzz with instructional strategies that address
diverse learning needs, strive for enhanced achievement, but also possess practitioners who believe and
share challenges, practices and learning from research aimed at positively impacting student learning
outcomes. McCann et. al. (2012) say, “If schools are going to experience genuine reform and significant
improvement, the administrators and other leaders in the schools will have to focus on improving the
quality of teaching, no matter how good they think the teaching is at the moment” (p.149) Therefore, to
achieve learning for all requires a shift in belief, assumptions, attitudes and focus (Eaker and Keating,
2015). They state that focus on learning, teacher expectations, Self-efficacy, reflections on how students
learn best and continuous professional development are attributes crucial to the effectiveness of any PLC.
These attributes have potential to either negatively or positively impact on assessment, instruction and
learning. DuFour (2007) posits that student learning depends on every teacher learning all the time. Also,
in his differentiation between instructional leadership and “learning leader” points out that the latter is

focused on whether learning is taking place; there is monitoring of the instructional practices with a
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special emphasis on the outcome of the instruction. In a school with teachers collectively and
intentionally demonstrating these attributes positively, the emphasis is not on the perceived gaps in talents
from students of lower socioeconomic backgrounds, but an emphasis on strategies and innovative
instructional practices that capitalize on the strengths of each learner, creating opportunities and providing
supports for each student to be purposefully engaged and flourish academically.

Ronald Edmonds (1979) in exploring, “Effective schools for the Urban Poor”, concludes that
high performing schools embrace accountability for learning. They believe that lack of academic
experience and or home support may slow down the learning process for selected students, but they do
not allow it to control their beliefs about these students’ ability to learn; they expect and demand high
performance and do not use students’ backgrounds as excuse for low expectations. In these schools,
teachers take full responsibility for student academic achievement and hold the assumption that all
students are capable of acquiring specific knowledge and developing high level of academic skills. This
assumption is commensurate with Carol Dweck’s (2006) growth mindset proponent: that ability is
changeable and can be developed through learning. In an atmosphere where this is the pervasive
assumption and belief, where instructional practices mirror the belief and learners are offered the
opportunities to excel, students from even disadvantage socioeconomic backgrounds rise to the challenge
and even some time, out-perform their counter-parts from very affluent backgrounds.

Since the literature clearly establishes the link between teachers' mindset or belief and its impact on
student achievement, it is pertinent to explore how a change in belief or mindset can transform learning
environments and outcomes.

Dweck (2006), from her research, identified two sets of beliefs that people have about students'
intelligence. She describes these as fixed mindset that believes that intelligence is static and some students
are smart and some are not. On the other hand, she describes what she believes is a growth mindset. This
mindset embraces the belief that intelligence can be developed by various means. One of the media
through which schools attempt to develop intelligence is through instructional practices. While the

leadership of the administration is instrumental in this effort, the chief architect of intelligence
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development in the classroom environment is the teacher leader. Rheinberg (cited in Dweck, 2006)
conducted a study on the impact of teacher mindset on student achievement. He found that when teachers
had a fixed mindset, the students who entered their class as low achievers left as low achievers at the end
of the year. Conversely, when teachers had a growth mindset, many of the students who started the year
as low achievers progressed to moderate or high achievers. In classrooms, teachers demonstrate their
belief by exploring and using instructional practices that make a difference. In these contexts, teachers
perceive their roles to be much more than just teaching curriculum, but also teaching students. They
recognize that students come to the learning environment and learning tasks with varying levels of
readiness. Consequently, through effective assessment practices that make use of a variety of assessment
tools, teachers identify knowledge skills and understanding each student demonstrates. This assessment
data is then used to inform teaching and learning. The data facilitates the selection of learning activities,
pedagogy and monitoring strategies. Also, this paradigm change in curricular delivery approach,
encourages teacher-student collaboration in setting learning expectations, strategies to meeting these
expectations, supports available and specifically how the expectations will be measured. Teachers then
create realistic challenges for each learner without lowering expectations. Students find different entry
points in each task and achieve different levels of success and move to different mastery level with
support. They continue to receive authentic descriptive feedback at each stage, incorporate the feedback
into their revision in order to improve the quality of their performance. The key premise is that when
teachers perceive students as capable, they provide opportunities and support to help them achieve
academically. If this becomes common belief that inform practice in the classroom, a change in the
achievement of under achieving school maybe highly probable. Good, Rattan and Dweck (2007) in
studying "teacher effects in mindset intervention outcomes" found that teachers who have been influenced
to believe in a growth mindset in mathematics encouraged students who had failed to work harder and
further more recommended specific learning strategies that would help them improve, Conversely,
teachers who had been influenced to believe in a fixed mindset, tended to comfort students who had

failed by telling them that some students are good in mathematics and others are not. This behaviour not
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only reinforces fixed mindset, but perpetuates negative stereotypes. On the other hand, the growth
mindset approach, although specifically referred to mathematics, may be even applicable to other subject
areas. Stipek (1996) opines that teachers exert influence on student motivation and achievement through
the instructional practices they use, the feedback they give students and other day-to-day interactions with
students. Principal interviewees say, "We connect students' histories and experiences to the curriculum.
Teachers plan instructions using social justice lens-- justice experienced based on distribution of wealth,
opportunities and privileges in society. We study various data and use the information to determine who
is achieving and who is not. This information then informs our instructional strategies and remediation."

The literature also highlights some benefits of growth mindset as well as associated instructional
practices that impact on student achievement. There is the feeling that growth mindset training can
increase test scores. Growth mindset training can increase test scores; growth mindedness causes students
to use deeper learning strategies and to better recover from an initial poor grade; and teaching with a
growth mindset seems to decrease or even close achievement gap (Blackwell, et. at., 2007; Grant and
Dweck, 2003). Principals in this sample say, "At our PLCs, we focus on growth mindset and barriers to
student achievement. We connect students' histories and experiences to the curriculum. Teachers plan
instructions using social justice lens-- recognition that access to opportunities is linked to wealth, power
and privileges." Teaching students to recognize the influences of these powerful forces, but not allowing
them to limit or hinder their achievement is an outstanding teaching learning strategy.

There are also some associated instructional practices associated with benefits which include:
establishing high expectations and challenge students to know that they have the ability to meet these
expectations, creating risk-tolerant learning environment that values challenge-seeking, learning and
efforts above perfection, giving feedback focused on progress, not ability or intelligence and reinforce the
idea that our brains develop through effort and learning (Blackwell, Trezesniewski and Dweck, 2007).
These benefits and practices should not be viewed on their individual merit and not be seen as a panacea,
but as considerations necessary to encourage and facilitate enhanced academic achievement for all

learners. They could also serve to motivate the exploration of creative strategies of equal pedagogical
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value. Both Gore, Griffiths and Ladwig (2004) and Lingard, Hayes and Mills (2003) subscribe to the idea
that classrooms filled with dialogue, inquiry, collaboration, innovation, connectivity and creative
practices are the hallmarks of effective contemporary pedagogy. This point of view speaks to and
supports the stance that the collaborative efforts of classroom teachers impact student learning. This
current researcher recognizes and ascribes to the idea that "total expertise" resides in the collective rather
than in the individual. Principals have expertise and teachers have expertise. These individuals who hold
these respective positions should not function in silos. They should share their expertise and resources in
an attempt to better serve all of their students. Consequently, the more collaboration a school experiences
in shared leadership and instructional practices, the greater the possibility of improving academic
achievement. O'Brien (2012) feels that teachers need to see the qualities of their students and their
personal teaching capabilities through a flexible, fluid lens in order to effectively facilitate creative
pedagogical experiences.

Stein (2014) opines that when teachers nurture a growth mindset, students focus on the efforts
they put into a task rather than falling back on pre-conceived beliefs about their intelligence or skills.
Learning happens when they push through their comfort zones. Classrooms should therefore, become
learning environments where students naturally apply efforts and persistence to achieve. In the same vein,
teachers should not focus on preconceived beliefs of students' gaps in learning, stereotypes based on
demographic data such as SES, but rather on the instructional strategies necessary to facilitate learning.
There should be openness in recognizing their current level of expertise and a willingness to capitalize on
opportunities to build teaching-learning capacity. Stein offers the following strategies to build this
capacity: embrace your personal-mindset journey; teachers should get in touch with their own personal
mindset stories, experiences that connect them to who they are and form the basis of their thinking and
beliefs of how people learn, embrace the experiences and adjust lessons to empower students; collaborate
personally and professionally; make time to check in with self daily, journal thoughts and key ideas that
express feelings, keep emotions in check and in sharing ideas with others; know your students by

connecting with them beyond content; create a community of learners by being involved in a professional
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learning community, create and participate in professional development opportunities; keep academic
content accessible to all learners and find the balance between what is taught and how it is taught. Instil in
students, a focus on the process of learning (Education Week, 2014, p.3).

The evidence from the literature review, points to the fact that teachers need to develop and
demonstrate a growth mindset, inculcate the same in their students and creatively allow this belief to
permeate the learning environment in order to improve achievement for all learners. The evidence from
the principals' data in this study also links professional learning communities (PLCs) to improved student
academic achievement. All the schools in the sample have been engaged in PLCs. Despite their
challenges, their student achievement has exceeded Ministry, Board and even school and community
expectations. These schools have even outperformed some schools serving more affluent students.
Attempts then should be made to explore and implement PLCs as a viable strategy to improve academic
achievement especially for student from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

The classroom teachers are still the single most significant contributors to student achievement;
the effect of their contribution is greater than that of parents, peers, the entire school or poverty
(Hanushek, 2005; Rockoff, 2004). Teachers have to believe that every student can achieve regardless of
their SES, Special Education needs, race, achievement gaps or any perceived challenged they exhibit.
Coupled with this belief, teachers must feel that they have the expertise necessary to move the
achievement of all their students to a higher level. They must be willing to provide all their students
access to high quality instruction and learning activities that motivate them to produce excellent
outcomes-- above expectations.

No one teacher can achieve this result regardless of the expertise possessed, but collectively
groups of teachers can accomplish greater results. All that a student learns is not learned in one classroom
with one teacher. Students continue to build on their learning from one grade level to the other, from one
classroom to the other and from one school to the other. Therefore, it is pertinent that good quality
instruction permeates all classrooms and schools. As the learning needs students bring to the learning

environment become more complex, teachers must continue to develop their expertise. They must
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continue to learn and grow together and share the expertise developed from research and experience.
PLCs should be implemented as opportunities that help teachers achieve their aspiration to equip
themselves to be outstanding practitioners, fully self-actualized knowing that they have contributed

significantly to the enhanced academic achievement of all their students.
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CHAPTER 4
Conceptual Framework: Equity Disparities and Persistent Needs
Conceptual Framework

Sociological, psychological, environmental and socio-economical factors shape the diversity of
our student population. Students bring diverse characteristics to their learning which influence the way
learning takes place and the final outcome as well. A combination of all or any of these factors can have
either a powerful positive or adverse impact on achievement. Not only do these factors external to the
classroom, impact on learning, but also certain internal classroom factors. This implies that relevant and
rigorous curriculum delivered with differentiated instructional strategies must be informed by the
demographic and community characteristics data that describe students' lived experiences. These
experiences are crucial to understanding students' level of motivation, readiness to learn and intensity of
the instruction ( Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu and Easton, 2010). To achieve the maximum
effectiveness of instruction and enhanced academic achievement may require educators to constantly and
consistently seek to develop their expertise through additional professional development.

In each classroom, therefore, teachers are faced with the opportunity to create a synergy between
individuality and collectivity in the delivery of curriculum, differentiated instructional and assessment
practices in the vein of providing equitable access and opportunities for every student to achieve
academic success. Individuality speaks to the idea that each student is unique and has individual strengths
and learning needs. These needs are probably different from those of their other classmates and form part
of the complexities in the learning environment. While this is true, individual students must learn and
grow within a broader context. Consequently, the teacher may need to encourage cooperative or collective
learning in order to enrich the experiences provided to all the learners. In addition, the students come
from homes and communities with multiple experiences, cognitive abilities, language proficiencies, social
and emotional well-being and different exposures or lack thereof to learning enrichment opportunities.
These sociological and psychological factors help shape their uniqueness, but also are indicators of their

strengths and needs. Identifying this diversity and incorporating the existing enormous strength in the
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learning environment, should yield dividend for both teachers and their students.

While these realities may present obstacles to academic achievement, they should not be viewed as
defining learning outcomes. The learning opportunities our schools provide can make the difference
between success and failure for these students.

These demographic and economic changes have ramifications for assessment and evaluation
practices, pedagogy, curriculum, leadership, teacher preparedness and continuous development. School
leaders and teachers must therefore use many (diagnostic, formative or summative) assessment tools and
measures to identify students learning needs so that more informed decisions can be made about
pedagogical practices. Since these factors influence learning outcomes for all learners, but more
specifically students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, it is imperative that a careful
analysis of multiple data sources be undertaken to fully determine not only the complexities of work to be
done, but the multiplicity and diversity of the teaching/learning strategies to be employed. Therefore, in
addition to assessment data, a good understanding of student demographics and environmental
information (parental income, level of education, access to educational opportunities, neighbourhood
challenges such as violence, discrimination and even stereotypes and racism) should be pertinent in
informing and shaping instructional practices. A comprehensive knowledge which includes information
collected from formal and informal assessment should therefore influence instruction and curriculum as
well as learning outcomes. This knowledge should allow teachers to view students not as empty vessels
that come to the learning environment to be filled with knowledge dispensed by the teacher on the stage,
but learners with strengths from previous knowledge that should be incorporated in the rich learning
experiences to be created. It should be acknowledged that students from all backgrounds, socioeconomic
statuses bring a wealth of knowledge to the learning tasks. In light of these findings my study engages
Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development.

Vygotsky (1978) describes these factors as the role of social interaction in learning and
development, the role of a more knowledgeable other in learning and the significance of the Zone of

Proximal Development in learning.
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Vygotsky (ibid.) deduced from his research that social interaction played an important role in learning and
cognitive development and that learning is a social process originating with relationships with others
before occurring with the individual. He subscribes to the idea of learning occurring in the Zone of
Proximal Development (what the learner can do with or without help) and the role that a more
knowledgeable other plays in the learning process. In the school context, the principal and the teachers are
the "more knowledgeable other".

The concept of more knowledgeable other for the purpose of this study is linked to leadership
acquiring knowledge about the diverse student population and using this knowledge to inform
instructional practices and collaborate on the leadership practices in delivering professional learning
communities (PLCs) aimed at intentionally improving academic achievement for economically
disadvantaged learners. Since sociological, psychological and environmental factors shape our diverse
student population and socialization impacts learning, the question is, what impact does having more
knowledge have on achievement for students from poor communities and how can schools use this
knowledge to enhance student learning? One should not view having knowledge on the learners as the
panacea to producing equitable learning outcomes. However, armed with accurate information on
students' learning needs should assist the teachers in the determination of appropriate intervention
strategies.

In addition to the aforementioned categories of diversity, there are social, emotional, behavioural,
mental, intellectual and physical diversity that characterize the richness in the classrooms. The challenge
for teachers then, is how to be knowledgeable of this diversity, view it through the lens of richness, view
it as an opportunity for growth and capitalize on the richness in providing equitable teaching and learning
opportunities for all students to be successful. This challenge requires teachers and all individuals
associated with producing high academic achievement to be on a path of continuously expanding their
knowledge and constantly developing new skills in order to meet the diverse student learning needs.
Andrews and Lupart (2015) say, “Diversity education is not just about the individual student, but also

about the pedagogical, social, cultural, linguistic, and organizational elements within schools and
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classrooms. Diversity education is about both individuality and collectivity, where teachers and students
within their classrooms view themselves as unique and as part of a group, where students engagement in
learning is emphasized and connectedness between students, their peers and teachers is positive and
promoted, and shared expectations for success are contagious and realized" (p.25). Capitalizing on that
knowledge should enhance learning outcomes.

This implies that relevant and rigorous curriculum delivered with differentiated instructional
strategies must be informed by demographic and school community characteristics data that describe
students' lived experiences. These data are crucial to understanding students' level of motivation,
readiness to learn and the intensity of the instruction to be used (Bryk et. al., 2010). To achieve the
maximum effectiveness of instruction and enhanced academic achievement may require educators to
constantly and consistently seek to develop their expertise through additional professional development.
According to Leinhardt (1992), there is an expectation that teachers know curriculum content and have a
repertoire of pedagogical strategies. A combination of this expertise and a comprehensive knowledge of
student learning needs should support the modification of curriculum to reflect positively the experiences
of the students being taught. This positive reflection should create a sense of belonging, increase
motivation and engagement and consequently, increase the level of achievement for all the learners.
Curtis and City (2010) say:

A strategy of improving instruction, developing a student assessment system, and creating a
comprehensive student support system is a good example of a strategy that is focused, coherent,
and synergetic. A comprehensive assessment system provides teachers with valuable information
about student learning; this transformation then informs how teachers use the curriculum, the
instructional materials, and their training to maximum effect (p.33).

The crux of the matter is how much do educational practitioners know their students and
themselves (their level of expertise, strengths) and how this knowledge shapes their belief and
expectations of students, the delivery of curriculum and quality of the teaching/learning opportunities they

provided. Do teachers believe that all students can learn and that they have the expertise to make the
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difference? Educators must believe that not only some students can learn but all students can achieve
successful learning outcomes. Students from economically disadvantage backgrounds have the potentials
to learn and achieve as much and even more than their peers from more affluent backgrounds. The
challenge, however, is how to be fully knowledgeable about the factors that impact on each of the many
students in each classroom, their diverse learning needs, gaps in educational attainment, limited resources,
neighbourhood and family challenges, different beliefs about learning and achievements among other
variables and then collaborate on instructional practices and learning opportunities to achieve academic
excellence. The solution to this challenge could be viewed as daunting or as growth opportunities for both
students and educators. Therefore, knowing that these factors shape learning needs and should influence
practices, should propel educators to seriously contemplate not equality, but equity.

Teachers undertake their responsibilities with different levels of expertise, beliefs about students
and their learning needs and their abilities to make a difference. Their disposition will impact on their
implementation of equitable practices. As a result, the schools in the sample have been implementing
PLCs to effect changes to teacher practice and mindset. The principals in the sample schools when asked
to identify strategies used by principal and teachers to address inequalities cited instructional practices,
PLCs and leadership. Principal H says, "Staff realize the urgency...no time to take on deficit model...need
to use rich tasks, differentiated instruction with multiple points in the activities. Lessons that have rich or
high- level thinking tasks allow all students to be successful at a variety of levels. Principal G says,
"Excursions provide students with additional opportunities to experience the curriculum. As principal, |
provide extra support and assistance to staff with instruction and dealing with students with behavioural
challenges". There is the need in schools and classrooms to address students' learning and behaviour
based on differences in needs rather than equality.

Equality in the educational context or in the classroom means all the learners are treated similarly.
They represent similar chronological age and probably the same number of years of formal school.
Consequently, decisions are sometimes made to provide these students access to the same curriculum

using the same instructional strategies. An assessment of their learning is measured with similar
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instrument or similar tests. There is limited or no intentional consideration given to differentiation based
on cultural context, cognitive ability, motivation, learning styles, linguistic proficiency or economic
status. Although there is the recognition of these differences, educators still grapple with the notion of
treating each student equally as a sense of fairness.

Managing the perception of fairness and external examination pressures for excellent
achievement results on tests such as EQAO, sometimes heighten the tension and anxiety of the classroom
teachers. However, great teachers constantly reflect on their practices and their students' achievement and
explore new strategies to improve both practice and achievement. It is no wonder that in many classrooms
where students demonstrate enhanced academic achievement, teachers seem to be experimenting with
equity of opportunities and working towards equity of achievement outcomes. Principals in this sample
believed that teachers' focus on equitable practices in PLCs made a difference in the quality of instruction
and student achievement. Principal N says, "The overall emphasis on the concept of equity in learning is
one of the intangibles that cannot be overstated. At our PLCs we focus on growth mindset and navigating
stereotypes". Principal X says, "Equitable practices are evident and observable in each classroom.
Teachers play a crucial role as the difference happens in the classrooms. Leadership helps." Jensen
(2016) states that the classroom teacher is still the single most significant contributor to student
achievement and the effect of the teacher’s impact is greater than that of parents, peers, entire schools or
poverty (p. 16). However, the same level of achievement is not the reality for all students in all
classrooms. Consequently, knowing who the students are and what their needs are should motivate
educators to resist any attempt to treat students equally, but intentionally and deliberately demonstrate the
use of equitable practices.

Equity means treating each learner differently based on learning needs that are shaped by
different experiences resulting in different maturity levels, achievement, self-esteem, motivation, interests
among other variables. These differences should not be construed as weaknesses, but as strengths to
enhance the richness of the learning experiences for both the teacher and the students. Consequently, if

there must be a change in the trajectory of poor academic achievement to high levels of achievement for
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students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, our schools and classrooms must portray evidences of a
conscious, intentional and focused attempts to use instructional practices that create opportunities for
these students to achieve learning outcomes that are based on equitable practices not necessarily equal
opportunities.

Blankstein and Noguera (2015) say, “Equity is premised upon a recognition that because all
children are different there must be a deep commitment to meet the needs of every child in order to ensure
that each student receives what he or she needs to grow and develop and ultimately to succeed” (p. 12).
The question therefore is, what constitutes deep commitment and how is it demonstrated in a learning
environment? The challenge then is, how to achieve academic success for all students in a diverse
classroom restricted by these environmental (postal code or community stigma), sociological (parental
education or backgrounds), and psychological (interests and motivation) factors that impact on learning
outcomes? From the data collected and analyzed in this study, it is clear that there is diversity in student
populations and among the sub-group of learners in the sample schools. If student achievement must be
enhanced in these diverse environments, there should be a focus on equity in addressing student learning
needs. The high achieving schools in the sample focused on differentiated instructions and CRRP, use of
technology and rich questions. All strategies were not implemented in all the schools. However, a
combination of the strategies was common practice. The schools have used assessment and demographic
data to identify student learning needs and inform pedagogical or instructional practices. As a result, these
schools have shown significant student achievement in reading, writing and mathematics according to
EQAO results. In these schools, the principals and teachers have used PLCs as the vehicle to develop
teacher collaboration, leadership and instructional practices that emphasize equity.

Evidence from the literature indicates that strong leadership emphasizing academic achievement
that is supported by individualized instruction, close monitoring and review of students, learning
outcomes is a contributing factor. Some elements that characterize this strong leadership include school
wide staff development focused on curriculum implementation (Quinn, 2002: Livingston and Schwartz,

2000; Kitchen, DePree, Celedon-Pattichis and Brinkerhoff, 2004). It would seem that there is an inter-
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relationship among instructional practice, leadership, and professional learning communities (PLC).This
inter-relationship connotes the development of expertise in the delivery of instruction. If the emphasis is
to meet the diverse learning of all students, then a concerted effort in the pursuit of added knowledge, the
exploration of diverse strategies and the focusing of all human and material resources on student learning
should be carefully researched and documented.

Goodwin (2011) states that setting high expectations and delivering challenging instruction, are
factors that have powerful influence on student achievement. While these factors are perceived as
influential, the emphasis should be on pursuing these practices in an attempt to meeting students' learning
needs. A true demonstration of high expectations in terms of rich learning activities that trigger higher
thinking and create opportunities for learners to use existing knowledge to create new knowledge, flexible
and multiple learning strategies that meet diverse learning styles and differentiated assessment practices
should be the reality of each student in each classroom.

Research studies on the impact of leadership on student learning have found that leadership is the
second most important school-related variable impacting student achievement (Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson, and Wahlstrom, 2004). These researchers feel that the effects of leadership on student learning
account for a quarter of the total school effects. Also, Ervay (2006) claims, "Academic leadership has
always been important because a teacher's success is contingent on the professional culture in which he
or she works, one that either encourages or discourages professional and scholastic growth” (p.78). There
is a strong belief that this model of leadership practice recognizes and develops staff leadership capacity
through collaboration in planning and implementing reflective professional development opportunities
that are based on identified student learning needs and aimed at improving teaching and learning.

Louis and Marks (1996) in examining the relationship between the quality of professional collaboration
and the quality of classroom pedagogy and student achievement found that achievement level is
significantly higher to the extent that schools are strong professional learning communities. Vescio, Ross
and Adams (2008) say, "Participation in learning communities impacts teaching practice as teachers

become more student centred. In addition, teaching culture is improved because the learning communities
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increase collaboration, focus on student learning, teacher authority or empowerment, and continuous
learning, finally, when teachers participate in a learning community, students benefit as well, as indicated
by improved achievement scores over time" (p. 88).

Professional development and professional learning communities (PLCs) have potential to be
transformative, in that, individual and school-wide growth is highly probably; teamwork and instructional
capacity building resulting in enhanced student academic achievement can be accomplished.
Consequently, there is a belief that students from poor communities can achieve at high levels in a school
where leadership and instructional practices are catapulted from great to excellent. In this context, all
efforts and resources are focused on the development of the entire team and not just a few individuals. It
is therefore imperative that school leadership includes teacher leadership capacity building.

Equity Initiatives: Disparities and Persistent Needs

The sample schools in this dissertation are part of The Toronto District School Board (TDSB) in
Ontario. Ontario serves a very diverse student population. Schools in the province are encouraged to
celebrate and value the diversity of students’ ethnicities, identities, cultures, histories, experiences, races
and sexual orientations. Both the Canadian Multiculturalism Act (1971) and Canadian Charter of Rights
and Freedoms (1988) mandate the recognition and celebration of these differences. These differences
should not be perceived as divisive and negative, but inclusive and positive. Diversity is one of the
strengths students bring to the learning environment and to each learning task. These differences must be
capitalized on if academic achievement must be maximized. Consequently, the issue of equity of access,
inclusion and achievement in education in Canada and more specifically Ontario has resulted in
conversations, task forces, inquiries, reports, research studies and policy changes. These strategies have at
their core, the improvement of academic achievement for all students. The magnitude and complexity of
these challenges however, have attracted the attention and resources of government and community alike.

Yet, despite the efforts and resources devoted to the attempts at achieving equitable learning
outcomes, there is a preponderance of evidence that inequities persist for some groups of students. The

Program of International Student Assessment (PISA) tested students' skills and knowledge in Science,
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mathematics and reading of school systems in 72 countries aimed at providing global benchmark for
equality, equity and efficiency. An analysis of the results using the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development index for economic, social and cultural status revealed students from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds and First Nation students achieved below the average of their
other Canadian students (OECD, 2015). Another testing and analysis done in 2018 revealed similar
results. Also, Toronto District School Board (2011 and 2016) Census data showed that Black, Hispanic
and Indigenous students underperformed in EQAO tests in all areas-reading, writing and mathematics.
According to EQAO (2017) Ontario students from families earning less than $30,000.00 per year score
20%-30% lower in Grade 3 math, reading and writing tests than families who earn more than $100.000.00
per year. Students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds ( SES), with English as a Second
Language(ESL), English Language Learners (ELL) and or Special Education needs, performed lower
academically than students from more affluent backgrounds. There is also possibility that the achievement
level could be much lower if race intersects with another of these variables. For example, black students
could over populate special education classes and come from homes with low SES. These students now
have more than one variable that could adversely impact on their academic achievement. Black students'
underachievement has recently attracted outrage from some community advocates and educators although
many governments have aggressively pursuing policy initiatives to close achievement gaps or produce
enhanced academic achievement.

The Ontario Human Rights Code (1962) spells out commitments to achieve equal rights and
opportunities, and to end discrimination and harassment connected to race, colour, disability among other
differences. In 1993, the Education Act was revised through a Policy and Program Memorandum (PPM
119) requiring School Boards to develop policies on Antiracism and Ethnocultural Education (Segeren
and Kutsyuruba, 2012). Until 2008, despite changes in provincial governments, this policy advanced
strategies to improve achievement for all students. As part of the initiative, literacy and numeracy
strategies were introduced in schools from kindergarten to grade 6 in 2004. Attention was placed on

focused curriculum with daily emphasis on literacy and numeracy and targeted supports for low-
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achieving schools.

Low-achieving schools were identified by their performance on EQAO tests and selected for
intervention by the ministry of education in collaboration with school boards. One of the expectations is
that each selected school would establish a “turnaround team” of principal, teachers and parents with
leadership personnel from the ministry of education. This team would develop local initiatives including
extensive training and capacity building for teachers and the principal in order to raise the performance of
all the students. Additional funding was allocated to each school to support their initiatives and schools
demonstrating improvements in reading, writing and mathematics were expected to share their success
stories across the school board and province.

There was no consideration given to the demographic composition and community characteristics
of the schools and communities. A significant number of these schools were located in economically
disadvantaged neighbourhoods and served students adversely impacted by poverty. A strong point of this
initiative was the link to professional development for both principal and teachers. The emphasis was on
principal teacher collaboration and the development of instructional practices. As a superintendent of
education, | had responsibility to provide leadership to many schools during their implementation of this
strategy. One of the schools experienced significant improvement in academic achievement and was
named “School on the Run” by the Ministry of Education. The story was chronicled and shared province-
wide. As a result of the stories and feedback from these turnaround schools, a provincial Literacy and
Numeracy Secretariat was established to provide expert coordination of these initiatives and resources
and to develop new working relationships between government, districts and schools (Glaze and
Campbell, 2007). The Literacy and Numeracy Strategy included: school district improvement plans and
targets, teams to support improvements in literacy and numeracy at regional, district and school levels,
support capacity building for leaders and teachers in literacy and numeracy instruction and in advancing
equity outcomes through supporting lower performing students.

A major focus of the Secretariats' work was building professional capacity and leadership in order

to lead and implement effective instructional practices for all students especially underachieving groups.
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Two core components the Literacy Numeracy Strategy were professional development and equity
outcomes. These components seem to recognize the importance of professional development and equity
in the successful implementation of any initiative aimed at improving academic achievement for a diverse
group of students. Fifty-one percent (51%) of the teachers in this sample believed that leadership is
associated with academic achievement and 57% believed that professional development is associated with
academic achievement. Fifty-five percent (55%) of the teachers also perceived PLCs as associated with
student academic achievement. Although approximately 50% of the teachers made no such associations,
it still can be insinuated that both leadership and professional development are crucial factors to academic
achievement. Winks (2017) says, “When our teachers improve, our schools improve and our students’
learning experiences and outcomes improve as well” (p.24).

The data collected from principals’ interviews also identified the leadership of the principal in
collaborating, mentoring and supporting teachers as strategies associated with enhancing instructional
practices, consequently, achievement. PLCs were identified as vehicles to improve instructions. The
following quotations highlight the belief: “Principals work with teachers to determine instructional focus
and set directions. Teachers at this school share their skills. At our PLCs we focus on growth mindset and
barriers to student achievement. In our weekly PLCs we share best practices, current trends and practices
in education.”

The evidence points to both principals and teachers acknowledging the need for leadership and
professional development to facilitate continuous learning and growth as well as identifying and
removing of barriers in order to enhance achievement. Several Ontario Ministry of Education policy
initiatives were implemented aimed at recognizing differences, barriers and their removal in order to
create equitable access to learning opportunities consequently improved achievement for all students.
There was support for English Language Learners in form of a practical guide for Ontario educators
Grades 1-8 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2008). Indigenous students: Ontario's First Nations, Métis and
Inuit benefitted from Education Policy Framework: Building Bridges to Success for First Nations, Métis

and Inuit Students Developing Policies for Self-ldentification: Successful Practices from Ontario School
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Boards' initiatives (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007). The Truth and Reconciliation Commission
(TRC) founded in 2008 requires that a new vision based on commitment to mutual respect an
understanding of the harmful impacts of residential schools, the loss of pride and self-respect of
Aboriginal people be developed. At the centre of the TRC is the improvement to legislations, policies,
resources and supports for Indigenous peoples’ education. The required changes include curriculum and
teaching to educate all people in Canada about the historical and contemporary experiences and
contributions of Indigenous peoples. Indigenous knowledge and ways of knowing should permeate the
education systems (TRC 2015). "Education for All" a strategy aimed at supporting students identified as
having Special Educational Needs was also initiated. While these changes are welcome and necessary,
without leadership and professional development they could be just a paper exercise. Prejudice, biases
and discriminatory practices intentionally or intentionally developed and practised for years need training
to change. The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy and Numeracy Instruction for Students with
Special Education Needs, Kindergarten to Grade 6. (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2005) and the
Essential for Some, Good for All initiative were also attempted (Hargreaves and Braun, 2011; Hargreaves
etal, 2018).

The data compiled from The Literacy and Numeracy initiatives indicated increase in reading and
mathematics in elementary schools. The average pass rate improved from 55% (2003) to approximately
70% (2010) in grade 3 reading, writing, and mathematics. Similarly, about 10-12 percentage points were
evident in the same subjects in grade six.

The EQAO data collected from the schools in this sample revealed that Schools D, G, H, N and X
ranked 33% above the other 25 schools with the most significant level of challenges, but achieved
significantly higher performance ranking in reading, writing and mathematics at the grades 3 and 6 levels.
School N ( ranked number one on the LOI) consistently outperformed the high performing schools in the
sample and also outperformed some schools located in affluent communities and serving students from
more affluent backgrounds. One strategy that is common to all the high performing schools in this sample

is PLCs. The approaches and frequencies of their PLC activities differed from school to school, but in all
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the schools the focus was on improving instructional practices and student academic achievement. The
implication is that teachers' engagement in frequent and focused PLCs impacts the achievement of
students from poor communities. If these activities address equity issues and removing the barriers to
learning students should benefit.

Two theories that are pertinent to be explored in these professional development opportunities for
both leaders and teachers and mirror the strategies they have reportedly employed are the critical race
theory (CRT) and critical pedagogy (CP). CRT describes the approach in which students are trained to
use strategies to adapt to racist environments and develop strong racial identities (Carter, 20080). Students
are empowered by their leaders and teachers to value themselves and their race. The students, in their
schools and classrooms feel valued, included; they access learning activities that encourage critical
thinking and that expect them to perform tasks with excellence. Students are encouraged to take risks,
develop creativity and embrace failure as part of their learning process. Strategies employed by educators
to facilitate and create conducive learning environment form part of critical pedagogy.

Critical pedagogy is the use of instructional techniques, such as having students reflect on current
inequitable practices such as stereotype, prejudice and discrimination, to challenge these practices, rise
above them and demonstrate excellent performances that defy these beliefs and practices (Duncan-
Andrade, 2008). Critical pedagogy mirrors and incorporates aspects of the culturally relevant and
responsive pedagogy (CRRP).

CRRP is an approach to teaching that acknowledges the diverse backgrounds of the students and
their diverse learning needs. This approach capitalizes on cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frame of
reference and learning styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning encounters more relevant to
them (Gay, 2010). Since the student population in schools is becoming increasingly different in racial,
cultural and socioeconomic composition to that of the teaching staff, teachers constantly need to develop
the skills, knowledge, and dispositions culturally responsive to and to nurture relationships with their
students that empower them to develop academically and socio-politically (Gay, 2003). This approach to

instruction, by teachers, values students and the wealth of knowledge and experiences they bring to the
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classrooms, recognizes these attributes as strengths rather than deficits and incorporates them into
practices that are engaging. Engaged students are bound to produce excellent achievement.
From principals’ responses to the interview question asking them to describe the student population,
demography and strengths, it was deduced that each of the schools was populated with diverse learners
who possessed varying degrees of psychological ( level of motivation and interest in learning,
sociological (familial expectations and level of education) and environmental (students' levels of
responsibilities, rich histories and heritage). This implies that the learners represented in these schools
maybe similar to other populations not included in this sample, but present in Toronto's schools.
Therefore, it can be concluded that the reasons these schools in this sample are making progress
at improving academic achievement for economically disadvantaged students is not because of the
composition of their population, but maybe through their teaching-learning practices developed in their
PLCs. Principals say, "There are 33 different languages present at this school. Students possess strong
oral language tradition. Students view school as a positive space. Many students at an early age undertake
many responsibilities in their families". Students' strengths are incorporated in the learning environment
and valued. When students feel valued and included, they tend to meet or exceed expectations. Principal
respondents in this study identified CRRP and differentiated instruction as strategies responsible for the
high level of success experienced by their schools serving students from poor communities. Their
responses include, "Most teachers use CRRP, have growth mindset, hold high expectations for all
students, connect students' histories and experiences to the curriculum and are sensitive to Social Justice
issues" Some of the teachers in the sample say, "We believe that the teaching and learning environment
should be inclusive and promote the intellectual engagement of all students and should reflect the
individual strengths, needs, learning preferences and cultural perspectives of each student”. The high
performing schools in this sample recognize students' differences, view these differences as strengths and
incorporate these differences into the curriculum and teaching and learning strategies. These schools'
academic achievement levels are high. What then can other schools learn from their experience?

The evidence from my review of policies, initiatives, school and EQAO data shows improvement
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in student achievement, narrowing of achievement gap for some sub-groups of learners. However, Blacks,
Hispanic and Indigenous students- First Nations Metis and Inuit still lagged behind in their performance.
Students from these sub-groups of learners performed at lower level than their counterparts from higher
SES backgrounds (TDSB Census Portraits June, 2015). Another key finding from the reviews is the link
between leadership and professional development and enhanced academic achievement. The implication
is that leadership is important, but also a critical mass of teachers needs to be trained in order to gain
maximum impact and sustained efforts. The schools in this sample, D (reading 66%, writing 80% and
math 62%), G ( reading 90%, writing 85%, math 80%) H (reading 80%, writing 89% and math 61%), N
(reading 93%, writing 93% and math 93%) and X (reading 62%, writing 76% and math 73%) show
achievement above expectations and reported staffs' engagement in frequent and focused PLCs. This
focus could have minimized the fluctuating of results observed in other schools as a result of change in
leadership, teachers and cohorts of students. Sometime, when a principal changes school, some teachers
take jobs at other schools and even students change classes, there is observable change in the performance
of the same cohort of students. The EQAO data for the schools in this sample were collected over three
consecutive years. The schools' performance remains consistently high. The implication is that if
leadership and professional development efforts are sustained, there is possibility that high levels of
academic achievement will be consistently maintained. On the other hand, if teachers do not frequently
participate in PLCs, academic achievement maybe low. The focus on equity strategies to improve the
quality of instructional practices then should permeate all policy initiatives. Campbell (2017) argues that
teacher development in Canada has contributed to relatively high PISA scores and that teaching quality
and professional learning will be critical for supporting low SES children in the future. Currently, the call
from advocates for school boards to eliminate anti-black racism is more pronounced. The impact of the
inter-connection between race and SES on academic achievement must be acknowledged. Strategies must
be implemented to remove any barriers that students with these designations face. All educators need
constant training and development if they are to make needed changes to student achievement. One of the

strategies to change the trajectory of low achievement to high achievement seems to be professional
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learning communities (PLCs).
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter delineates and provides discussion of the findings of the study through answering the
research questions. It as well as makes conclusions from the findings. As an educational practitioner, |
observed high-poverty schools still exceeded expectations on academic achievement. This aroused my
curiosity to explore the variables associated with these high achieving schools. The specific research
questions that formed the basis of this investigation were rooted in an extensive review of the impacts of
poverty on academic achievement, leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs) in the
schools serving students living in poverty. The review of the literature was also predicated on the premise
that neither teachers nor principals were fully equipped to effectively accomplish high levels of academic
achievement for all students in a very diverse learning environment without constant participation in
purposeful professional development. It was further perceived that professional learning communities
(PLCs) were one of the strategies that would support the development of leadership and instructional
practices.

This study sought to examine the impact of poverty as described by elementary schools' ranking
on the Learning Opportunity Index (LOI) and student academic achievement measured by Education
Quality Accountability Office (EQAO) results in reading, writing and mathematics over three consecutive
years. The study further tested whether leadership and professional learning communities (PLCs)
contributed positively to enhancing academic achievement where evidence pointed to high academic
achievement for students from poor communities.

The principal has overall responsibility for the effectiveness of the school including learning
outcomes. However, teachers are instrumental in the level of academic achievement any school boasts.
Therefore, the principal must encourage leadership and collaboration in order to maximize the outcome.
Also, there must be a recognition that the quality and effectiveness of instruction is heavily dependent on
principals and teachers working collaboratively and sharing expertise in undertaking a mutual

responsibility, that of achieving high academic success not just for some of their students, but all of their
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students.
RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1. Are there leadership practices that characterize high performing schools serving elementary
students from poor communities? What are they?

2. Are there strategies implemented by schools to develop leadership and build instructional
capacity to enhance academic achievement for economically disadvantaged students? What are
they?

3. Are there instructional practices employed by high performing schools to improve academic

achievement for elementary students living in poverty? What are they?

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
School Profiles Developed from Principals’ Perceptions
School D

The principal says, "This school serves a needy community. There are many refugees. Eighty
percent (80%) of the students are from African and Middle Eastern backgrounds. The students show
respect for and value education. They undertake many responsibilities at home and respond well to their
responsibilities in the classrooms and school. Teachers recognize students' differences and use different
approaches to meet their learning needs. Teachers use Guided Reading, STAR Reading strategy and
running records to develop literacy skills. Math clubs help us enhance numeracy skills. Monthly
assessment data is collected and used to inform our discussions on achievement and learning. At this
school, we use CRRP, focus on social justice issues and integrate special needs learners into the regular
classes. Special Needs Learners are also provided with additional assistance".

Teachers in School D used Culturally Responsive and Relevant Pedagogy (CRRP), differentiated
instruction, accommodations for special needs learners, good assessment data and the incorporation of
social justice issues in the curriculum as strategies to improve academic achievement for economically
disadvantaged students. Other strategies employed were guided reading and additional opportunities

offered through a math club. The principal identified program initiatives such as: Early Literacy, English
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as a Second Language classes for new comers and students whose first language is not English as factors
that influenced the success the school achieved. Accommodations were made to support Special Needs
Learners with the aim to integrate them quickly into regular classes according to the principal. All
teachers participated in professional learning communities sometimes in grade level teams and at other
times as a school. Instructional Rounds is a professional development strategy practiced at this school.
Supply teacher coverage, common prep time and use of learning coaches facilitated teachers' meeting
opportunities.

School G

The principal, in response to the interview questions says, "Eighty percent (80%) of the students
at this school are from the lower SES background with limited support systems. Teachers understand the
stressors that impact on the students and their families. We use our staff meetings to facilitate
conversations on meeting students' needs. Our PLCs also focus on developing teaching strategies. We use
data from many sources to help us understand how to move under-achieving students upward. We use
Differentiated Instruction (D.l.), CRRP, excursions and different student engagement strategies to
enhance learning. We provide support for students with special needs and re-integrate them into regular
classes as soon as their skills improve."

The teachers' use of many different instructional strategies such as Culturally Responsive and
Relevant Pedagogy (CRRP), Differentiated Instruction and the use of rich questions to encourage higher
order thinking skills were strategies perceived by the principal of School G as contributing factors to the
level of student success the school experienced. The staff's study on growth mindset, barriers to learning
and the impact of stereotypes on assessment and instruction and the learning environment created in each
classroom enhanced staff's understanding of the learning needs of students living in poverty according to
the principal. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) sessions were implemented to help staff
develop expertise. The additional model school and student success funds received by the school
contributed to providing additional student opportunities and staff development. Student opportunities

included excursions, scientists in the classrooms and additional technological supports and equipment.
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The school pursued a practice of integrating special needs learners in the regular classrooms and used
Special Needs Assistants and Child and Youth Workers to support these learners. The principal believed
that her training in diversity has had an impact on her leadership, instructional stance, values, beliefs and
practices.

An analysis of the school profiles developed from the principals' responses revealed similarities
and differences.

School H

The principal of the school says, "Our school is the 8th on the Learning Opportunity Index (LOI).
In this school, students speak 33 different languages. A significant number of our students are special
needs learners. They enjoy learning. In our classrooms you can observe equity in action. We use
assessment data as, for and of learning. The use of data helps us know which students are not achieving in
spite of our best efforts. We use data to inform our instructional strategies. Teachers implement
Differentiated Instruction, use rich questions and 3-part math lessons. In all lessons, teachers try to
provide multiple entry points for students. We implement weekly PLCs where we learn together. Lead
teachers work with administrators to plan PLCs. | believe in shared leadership and we practise it.
Teachers always share experiences and strategies".

The principal of School H attributed the level of student success to ‘teacher efficacy and
collaboration.' As characterized by shared immigrant experience, love for students, high morale, cohesive
working relationship supported by the administrative team. The school's instructional capacity building
strategies included weekly professional learning communities (PLCs) sessions in which lead teachers
worked with administration to plan and implement staff learning opportunities. These opportunities were
supported by the school's time table model, funds to facilitate teacher release and the encouragement and
support from union representatives. Assessment data were used to establish a sense of urgency among
staff and focused the instructional practices on the learning needs of all students, but especially on the
needs of those still under-achieving in spite of teachers' best efforts. The evidence gathered from data

analyses also informed professional development needs. Staff explored research on growth mindset, high
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expectations for student learning, delivered rich lessons with multiple entry points and differentiated
instruction. There was strong feeling expressed by the principal on the stability of the administrative
team, leadership by example, teacher retention, the concept of the staff as a family or team and the
administrator's flexibility in considering teachers' expertise in determining their class assignments. Inner-
city model school funding and teacher coach support were lauded as vehicles to address inequalities.
School N

In the interview, the principal says, "Our school is ranked number one on the LOI. The student
population is very diverse with 50% of African heritage. The students have rich histories and strong oral
language skills. We connect students' histories and experiences to the curriculum. They are open to
learning and want to succeed. Our teachers plan instruction using social justice lens. We study assessment
data and the teachers are engaged in collaborative inquiry. Teachers work together to develop common
assessment tools. Critical thinking is encouraged in each lesson across all grade levels. We use
instructional strategies such as CRRP, D.I. and technology as additional resources for our students. We
use excursions to encourage learning outside the classrooms. Our students with Individual Education
Plans (IEPs) get special assistance".

The principal of School N declared that the level of student success experienced by the school
could be attributed to leadership that was well rounded and included collaboration with teachers and
instructional or teaching coaches. This approach, according to the principal, is complex, but a necessary
team strategy. Staff teaching assignment, for example, assigning males to teaching kindergarten classes
was perceived as important to effective classroom management and the provision of male role models.
The school administrator recognized that the teaching staff came to the task with different levels of
expertise that represented strengths, but also gaps in knowledge about students' diverse backgrounds and
how to connect their histories and experiences to the curriculum and teaching strategies. The study of
many sources of data were undertaken to close the knowledge gap and inform instructional practices.
Emphasis was placed on researching theories and practices such as high expectations for all students, a

focus on social justice issues in curricular offerings and Culturally Responsive and Relevant Pedagogy
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(CRRP) as a possible instructional practice. The school undertook what was perceived as a shared
leadership approach and embarked on collaborative inquiry as part of their "Teacher Action Research"
aimed at professional reflection and instructional capacity building. Staff used instruction as a vehicle to
address inequalities such as: excursion, use of technology to differentiate instruction and a social justice
approach to student engagement and combating negative stereotypes.
School X

"Our students are from very diverse backgrounds- Blacks, Vietnamese, Spanish and Tamil.
They all have strengths in speaking English and strong oral language skills. Students and their
families view this school as a positive space. From our climate survey and assessment data, we
identify gaps in student learning. We use PLCs to address community income level, growth
mindset, instructional strategies, share success stories and celebrate success. The teachers participate
in co-planning and co-teaching. With the use of technology, teachers incorporate Google Docs in
learning activities. Differentiated Instruction is one of our instructional strategies used by teachers to
meet different learning needs", says the principal.

Teachers in School X reported the use of Culturally Responsive and Relevant Pedagogy the
delivery of interdisciplinary thematic units based on social justice issues, accommodations for
Special Needs Learners and the use of technology to differentiate the instructions as strategies to
enhance academic achievement for students from poor communities. Through PLCs, they have
shared, analyzed assessment and community characteristic data and identified students' learning
needs. The information is used determine instruction. Teachers shared research on growth mindset,
high expectations, use of technology in differentiating instruction, social justice issues and their
impact on curriculum and teaching-learning strategies, co-planning and celebration of successes.
The principal also highlighted the school's reading program which incorporated literature written by
authors from diverse backgrounds. All students received a book-bag which was taken home weekly
with a fresh supply of books to be read and shared as family.

Similarities in Profiles: Instructional practices include (use of multiplicity of instructional
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strategies such as CRRP, connection of curriculum to social justice issues, use of technology to
differentiate instruction and use of data to identify student learning needs and inform instructional
practices). Leadership (leadership portrayed in administrators and teachers collaborating in planning
professional development and professional learning community opportunities) is a common phenomenon.
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are informed by data analyses, focused on high expectations,
growth mindsets, combating negative stereotypes, barriers to learning and used to develop effective
instructional practices.

The evidence portrayed in the similarities is the use of diverse instructional practices in all the
schools. The commonality indicates a belief that students from poor communities are not monolithic.
They have diverse learning needs, styles and have had varied lived experiences. One strategy would not
meet all the needs. Therefore, the use of a plethora of strategies stands a chance of meeting a variety of
students' learning needs. The strategies capitalized on connecting students' backgrounds to the curriculum
using culturally relevant materials and the addressing of social justice issues. All the schools as reported
by the principals used data to inform the quality of the instructional practices.

In addition, both principals and teachers perceived that leadership is associated with academic
achievement. Consequently, both groups in all the schools expressed pride in the high level of
collaboration present at their schools. The teachers expressed their appreciation for their administrative
support in scheduling time, providing additional resources and participating in the learning experiences.
Staff said they were not left to figure out the impact of poverty on achievement on their own, but their
principals led, encouraged and supported their efforts.

Lastly, all the schools implemented professional development and professional learning
communities as strategies to develop knowledge about their students, how their experiences curriculum
and teaching, to share research and best practices to plan common lessons and assessment tools and to
celebrate their successes and plan next steps. These shared experiences according to the principals were
linked to the success at their schools.

Contrasts Established from Profiles: Collaborative Inquiry was only implemented in School N
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as "Teacher Action Research™ as part of their professional development in addition to PLC. School H was
the only school that operated a structured weekly PLC.

School G experimented with a model of re-integrating Special Needs Learners into regular classrooms
with additional staff support. School D is the only school that reported the use of Early Literacy Program,
English as a Second Language classes and Guided Reading as initiatives to support students' learning
needs.

While all schools participated in professional development opportunities and PLCs, School N
involved teachers in action research where they analyzed data, determined which sub-group of learners
was underachieving, developed a hypothesis, co-planned, co-taught, collected more evidence, reflected
and planned next steps. Many schools segregate Special Needs Learners in different classes based on their
identification. This strategy is aimed at better meeting their learning needs. However, the principal and
teachers in School G believed that integrating these students into regular classes and differentiating the
instruction allowed them to benefit from a rigorous curriculum and strategies that develop higher order
thinking skills. Therefore, they initiated a program of support and re-integrate. School D's unique
programs were aimed at supporting the 80% students who are from immigrant backgrounds.

While there were similarities in some of the student support approaches and strategies employed
by the schools, there were also differences in some strategies and applications as reported by the
principals. The integration of special needs students into regular classes and congregation together of ESL
students for special support by some schools were noted differences. However, all students were
supported based on their learning needs. The implication here is that similar practices can be applied in
different school environments based on similar or unique circumstances to achieve highly effective
outcomes.

Question 1

Avre there leadership practices that characterize high performing schools serving elementary

students from poor communities? What are they?

From the data it is deduced that with a median score 1.5 teachers in the sample
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schools believe that leadership is associated with academic achievement. From the principals’ interview
responses two of the variables related to student success were: administrative support of staff and
leadership. The principals perceived that strategies aimed at engaging staff in developing understanding
of attributes and functions necessary to help students living in poverty to succeed included leadership:
principals and teacher team collaboration. Principals intimated that stability in administration, leadership
by example, principals' training in diversity and principals in general, are among the factors that impact
on student academic achievement. There was also a correlation established between leadership and
instruction at 0.914 at 0.01 significant level (2- tailed).
Over 51% of the teachers in the sample attributed leadership as a factor associated with student academic
achievement. The teachers identified strategies such as working in collaboration with staff to set high
expectations for student achievement and monitor progress, create environment for teachers to willingly
seek and develop their expertise and value and to empower others in authentic shared responsibilities.
Conclusion

The evidence suggests that when leadership is supportive, collaborative and empowering
instructional capacity building is enhanced and high student academic achievement maybe evident. The
leadership of the school is instrumental in developing, implementing, and sustaining, but also enhancing
the quality of the instructional practices (Bass and Faircloth, 2013; Hopkins, 2001; Reynolds, Hopkins,
Potter and Chapman, 2001), Blasé and Blasé (2000) label this construct as, “instructional supervision”
and purport that it supports improved teaching, positive interaction and trusting relationships. The
collaborative and collegial relationships that exist between principals and teachers enhance the quality of
instruction through the recognition of teacher leadership in creating and providing professional
development opportunities in an atmosphere of trust. As a result, there is a recognition that the paradigm
has shifted from the principal as master teacher and keeper of knowledge to an approach that embraces
shared practice and greater staff collaboration. Leadership practices that offer timely and tier
opportunities for staff collaboration in their quest to enhance student academic achievement, are wise

investments in improving learning and life chances.
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Therefore, in our current economic climate, creative ways must be explored, researched and
implemented to develop staff expertise so that all students can maximize their learning potentials. Hattie
(2012) in identifying some signposts towards excellence in education, states, “Teachers are among the
most powerful influences in learning” (p.18). Transformative leadership in this context could include a
collaborative process in implementing equitable practices to achieve common goals.

Professional development opportunities allow teachers to hone their skills. However, in
classrooms where these practices are not evident or limited, professional development can also assist in
filling the void and build collaborative efficacy. Even in classrooms where the practices are exemplary,
professional development can be instrumental in shared capacity building and the further pursuit of
excellence (Hargreaves and Frank, 2006; Harris and Chapman, 2001; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2002;
Murphy, 2002; Reeves, 2006).

Many authors contribute to the discourse on Professional Learning Communities (PLCs):
(Hammomd, 2007; Katz, Earl and Jaafar,2009; Bass and Faircloth, 2013; Caine and Caine, 2010; Hall and
Simeral, 2008).Darling Hammond (op.cit.) argue that professional development sustained overtime,
focused on important content that embeds knowledge of community‘s strengths will effect ongoing
improvement in teachers’ practices. Danielson (2006) says, “Teacher leaders develop a collaborative
relationship with colleagues; they inspire others to join them on a journey without a specific destination.
They recognize an opportunity or a problem, and they convince others to join in addressing it” (p.13).
Fullan (2001) also in contributing to the discourse says, “The litmus test of all leadership is whether it
mobilizes people’s commitment to putting their energy into actions designed to improve things. It is
individual commitment, but above all it is collective mobilization” (p.9). While one is cognizant of the
challenges facing each school, one must remain optimistic that schools can make a difference in
influencing academic achievement for all learners.

There is a recognition that some variables impacting on learning are outside of the schools.
However, leadership is a variable over which the schools have direct control or influence. While schools

do not directly influence poverty, they have direct control of curriculum, instruction, teacher and student
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interactions, and the interactions among teachers, students and curriculum. It is the synergy of the
interrelated parts that maximizes learning outcome, in this case, leadership, professional collaboration and
growth consequently, student achievement.

Question 2

Avre there strategies implemented by schools to develop leadership and instructional capacity to
enhance academic achievement for economically disadvantaged students? What are they?

The data shows that leadership as associated with academic achievement at a median value of 1.11. and
reveals that with a median of 1.5, professional development is associated with academic achievement.
Fifty-seven (57%) of the teachers perceived that professional development is associated with academic
achievement while fifty-five (55%) believed that involving in professional learning communities (PLCs)
impacted on academic achievement. With a median of 1.2, teachers perceived that professional learning
communities (PLCs) are associated with academic achievement. The data also shows an overall
correlation of instructional practices, leadership, professional development and professional learning
communities (PLCs) with a variance of 0.972.

From the data it is deduced that professional learning communities (PLCs) were contributing
factors to school success and strategies used to engage staff in understanding the attributes and functions
necessary to help students living in poverty succeed. Also, leadership through collaborative inquiry was
among the strategies employed by schools to develop instructional practices. The data extrapolated from
teacher questionnaire also reveals professional development opportunities, PLCs, teachable moments and
professional dialogues as capacity building strategies. Principals identified two factors that contributed to
school success as principals' training in diversity and PLCs using coaching support.

Conclusion

There was a perception from teacher respondents that professional development and professional
learning communities (PLCs) were associated with academic achievement. Professional learning
communities (PLCs), principal and teacher team collaboration were strategies used to develop teacher

instructional practices and enhance leadership development and collaboration. Strong leadership and
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collaborative inquiry were also strategies prevalent in the schools. From the evidence collected it was
deduced that there was diversity in approaches, strategies, foci, frequencies and even outcomes of
professional development opportunities and professional learning communities. However, both the
teachers and principals feel that the success of the schools in terms of academic achievement was
significantly linked to the implementation of these two strategies. One principal indicated that principal's
strong leadership is demonstrated in "well-roundedness" or a willingness to be vulnerable in expressing
knowledge gap and to learn together with the staff. This, he said created the opportunity for staff to
emulate the example, build trust and pursue authentic learning without fear of evaluation. Principal H
says, "At our PLCs we use data to do assessment as, for and of learning to decide which students are not
successful in spite of our best efforts". Principal G says, "Data guides our instructional practices and next
steps”. Principal D says, "We use monthly assessment data and observation of instructional strategies
through Walk Throughs to inform opportunities to enhance student learning™ Principal H says, "Our
teachers share knowledge of student needs and teaching expertise. Teachers are not afraid to ask for help
with challenges".

DuFour and Eaker (1998) believe that in the professional learning community schools,
professional development is designed to support and build upon the collective capacity of teachers to
work effectively as members of a collaborative team and share knowledge and understanding of
curriculum, instruction and assessment.

Principals in this study, in describing teachers' impact on students' academic achievement say,
"Teachers have high morale and give service to students beyond the call of duty. Teachers provide extra
academic and social support in after school programs. Teachers' professional relationship with students
and each other as well as their collaboration in sharing knowledge, expertise and resources are significant
contributors to student success. Teachers possess growth mindsets and have high expectations for all the
students™. It seems that with the disposition that all students can learn at a high level, the willingness to
provide extra access to opportunities and collaboration, teachers intensify their efforts and achieve

significant learning outcomes for their students. Danielson (2006) says, "Teacher leaders develop a

97



collaborative relationship with colleagues; they inspire others to join them on a journey without a specific
destination. They recognize an opportunity or a problem, and they convince others to join in addressing
it" (p.13). From the data, there is clear indication that teacher participation in professional learning
communities (PLCs) is linked to student academic achievement.

Question 3

Are there instructional practices employed by high performing schools to improve academic
achievement for elementary students living in poverty? What are they?

The principals identified the following strategies: high teacher expectations, use of rich questions,
Culturally Relevant and Responsive Pedagogy (CRRP), use of good assessment data, differentiated
instruction, accommodations for Special Needs Learners and the use of technology.

They further indicated that the use of students' and families' prior experiences, in-class
technological support, use of data and planning instruction through social justice lens were strategies that
positively impacted on academic achievement. Principals' responses identified the strategies employed in
developing instructional practice capacity in three areas: teacher- learning together, co-planning, co-
teaching and use of data to monitor progress, leadership- shared leadership, professional development-
use of model school lead teachers and coaches, collaborative inquiry, theory of action and Accountable
Talk.

Also, principals' responses on factors that contributed to schools' success on academic
achievement included: instruction- use of technology as part of the instructional strategies, leadership-
stability in administration, leadership by example, principals' training in diversity and succession planning
and teacher retention and leadership. From the teachers' questionnaire responses data, it was deduced that
teachers perceived instructional practices to be one of the variables significantly correlated with student
academic achievement.

Conclusion
From the data, it appears that when principals and teachers collaborate and implement a variety of

research-based instructional strategies that meet diverse learning needs, there is great propensity for
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academic achievement to be high. Despite the challenges, schools have been exploring strategies to
improve. Some of the studies that offer insights on relevant improvement efforts focus on leadership and
professional learning communities (PLCs) as a strategy to build teaching-learning capacity. Teachers in
this study perceived leadership (variance 0.914) and professional learning communities (variance 0.910)
to be significantly correlated to academic achievement. The principals in the sample attributed the high
level of student success at their schools to leadership, PLCs and instructional practices. John Hattie
(2009) in reporting on the meta-analyses on the relation of quality of teaching to learning, states the
highest correlations as: teachers challenging students (encouraging them to think through and solve
problems, either by themselves or together as a group, r= 0.64); high expectations (encouraging students
to place a high value on mathematics, r=0.53; monitoring and evaluation (getting students to think about
the nature and quality of their work, r=0.46; encouraging them to test mathematical ideas and discover
mathematical principles, r=0.40) and teaching the language, love and details of mathematics (helping
students construct an understanding of the language and processes of mathematics, r=0.47; develop their
ability to think and reason mathematical point of view, r=0.41" (p. 115).

The essence of these findings implies that high quality instructional strategies can positively
impact on academic achievement for students living in poverty.
According to Haberman (1991) labels identify some children as being less worthy of high-quality
experiences. The result of such systemic labeling is called “pedagogy of poverty” (pp.290-294). This
pedagogy focuses on an instructional approach that mirrors giving instruction, asking questions, giving
directions, marking assignments, giving tests, reviewing tests, assigning homework, reviewing
homework, settling disputes, punishing non-compliance, marking papers and giving grades ( p.291).
The contention is not with the activities themselves, but the implementation of these activities to the
exclusion of other best practices and students’ most apparent learning needs. Dougherty and Barth (1997)
say, “Poor and minority children are systematically bludgeoned into low-level academic performance
with a steady dose of low-level, boring, if not downright silly assignments and curricular” (pp.40-44).

They further purport that in such settings, children are not taught to think critically and therefore are
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unable to use what they already know to help them understand their world. Effective teaching must
capitalize on the strengths or social capital students bring to the learning tasks and use these strengths to
influence new and profound learning outcomes. Students’ learning should be the apparent driving factor
that informs the teachers’ pedagogy.

Conversely, the "pedagogy of plenty'* portrays high quality teaching including sound teaching
practices that provide students many opportunities for academic success. This pedagogical approach
reflects the following elements of good teaching: authentic tasks within a meaning-driven curriculum,
tasks that offer students real purposes for reading, writing and doing mathematics and real audiences for
their work; literacy-rich learning environment offering a wide variety of high-quality resources; help to
make connections between what students learn in school and their daily experiences in their homes,
community and culture; expose students to resources that offer experiential, problem-based, active
learning opportunities; engage students in a variety of social configurations in cooperative and
collaborative learning groups, working on issues and problems of deep concerns to them; expose students
to inquiry-based approach to instruction that makes meaning, not just getting right answers, the essence of
instruction; engage students in substantive dialogue, discussion, debate and conversation to help them
learn, understand and make informed judgments about, and apply the substance of a content area; allow
students to have their home and community culture, language and experience positively acknowledged
and incorporated into their learning and students explore cognitive and meta-cognitive problems within
the context of purposeful activities (Cole 2008, p.3).

Principal H says, "Our teachers use rich questions to provide multiple entry points for students to
achieve some success, but also acquire new learning and develop higher order thinking skills". Principal
X says, "Differentiated Instruction and CRRP are strategies used by our teachers. Rich questions are
incorporated in each lesson."

From principals' responses to the interview questions, it was deduced that schools including
rigorous curriculum reflecting students' diverse culture and experiences. The use of "rich questions™ to

develop higher order thinking, enquiry and problem solving skills formed part of every school's
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instructional practice. The social justice approach to curricular planning and implementation was also
used to help students make informed opinions and decisions. The differentiated instructional strategy also
created opportunities for all students to participate in rich tasks rather than chiefly lower level tasks
portrayed by the pedagogy of poverty. All students regardless of their SES need to rich learning
opportunities that capitalize on their strengths and enhance their academic achievement.

These well researched, documented and practiced elements identified by Cole (op.cit.) should be
present in all learning environments. The intent, however, is not to portray the teacher as “super-person”
with knowledge and effective strategies to individually transform all learners. The extent to which each
element is operative in each classroom may vary significantly. Some elements may even be absent.
However, educators are always reflecting on their practices, and pursuing opportunities for growth.
Educational practitioners also recognize that no one individual has all the strategies to address the very
divergent needs of all our learners and that one size does not fit all. Pertinent to the discourse also is the
fact that, there are diverse learning needs existing among students from financially disadvantaged
communities. Knowledge of this diversity is crucial to the effective delivery of instruction to meet the
needs of these students.

Data collected from the teachers' questionnaire and analyzed using Pearson Product Moment
Correlation shows that at 0.01 level of significance, instruction is correlated to leadership (variance
0.914), professional development (variance 0.907) and professional learning communities (variance
0.910). There is also an overall correlation of the variables under-study at variance 0.963. From the data,
it can be deduced that leadership is significantly correlated to professional development (variance 0.885)
and professional learning communities (variance 0.908). An overall correlation with leadership and the
other variables is variance 0.972. It can also be extrapolated that leadership, instructional practices,
professional development opportunities and professional learning communities (PLCs) seem to be
interrelated and have direct impact on student academic achievement. Another deduction that may be
made is that the level of achievement at each school is dependent on the effectiveness on each of the

variables or on a combination of variables. Conversely, schools demonstrating ineffectiveness on one or
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more variables may experience lower academic achievement.
Conclusion

The evidence points to the fact that student academic achievement is associated with instructional
practices. Schools used strategies such as Culturally Responsive and Relevant Pedagogy (CRRP),
Differentiated Instruction (DI), use of rich questions to encourage higher order thinking, technology,
assessment data, connection of the curriculum to social justice and the incorporation of students' cultures,
histories and lived experiences into the curriculum. This implies that economically disadvantaged
students come to the learning tasks and environment with diverse experiences, learning needs and
learning styles like all other students. They require and deserve to experience different strategies to
enhance their academic achievement.

This finding is synonymous to the belief held by Cole (2008) that good instruction is good
instruction regardless of students' racial, ethnic or socioeconomic backgrounds. He further states that
teaching that is engaging, relevant, multicultural, and appealing to a variety of modalities and learning
styles works well with all students.

Cole (op. cit.), in referring to the constructivism approach to teaching and learning says:
These practices include activating students' prior knowledge; providing a variety of active learning
resources; using a variety of hands-on, minds-on activities; engaging youngsters in a variety of
cooperative learning experiences; allowing students to formulate questions and discover concepts
that can guide future learning; asking students to think aloud while approaching a task; modeling
powerful thinking strategies; and providing students with opportunities to apply new learning
within the context of real-life activities (pp. 30-31).

There is an indication here that there is no panacea for achievement. However, the
knowledge and use of many and varied resources and instructional strategies that include assessing
and incorporating students’ strengths seem to make a difference in learning outcomes. These facets
of good pedagogical practices acknowledge that each learner brings strengths to the learning tasks

and with a variety of resources and skillfully applied teaching strategies and learning
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opportunities, academic achievement for our sometime most vulnerable learners- students from

poor communities can super-cede students from economically advantaged backgrounds.
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CHAPTER 6

SUMMARY CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of conclusions

From the data collected, analyzed and presented, the researcher makes the following conclusions:
Schools, in this sample experience a higher level of academic achievement even though their placement
on the Learning Opportunity Index (LOI) ranking is considered high. Some of these schools even out-
performed some schools ranked low on the LOI on both their absolute and relative performance measures.
These schools have a significantly high population of students from economically disadvantaged, single
parent households and families low in educational attainment and yet, their academic achievement was
high.

When leadership is perceived to be supportive, collaborative and shared, instructional capacity is
enhanced and high academic achievement is evident. A focus on the transformative leadership style is
imperative. This practice should be more explicitly included in teacher preparation in faculties of
education, leadership qualification programs (PQP and SOQP) and professional development
opportunities under the Ontario Leadership Framework (OLF).

Professional learning communities (PLCs) are strategies that contribute to developing leadership and
instructional capacities among principals and teachers. The quality of leadership and instructional
practices developed and sustained through PLCs positively impact on student academic achievement.
Also, the greater the number of variables (leadership, professional learning communities (PLCs) on which
schools are perceived high, the greater the probability that their academic achievement will be high.
When principals and teachers collaborate and implement a variety of research-based instructional
strategies that meet diverse learning needs, there is greater possibility that academic achievement will be

high.
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High academic achievement is dependent on a synergy of school factors (leadership, professional
learning communities, PLCs) and the instructional practices developed and implemented through
professional development.

Recommendations

Shared and collaborative leadership should be allowed to permeate every school environment and
intentional focus, efforts and resources should be invested in encouraging and developing teacher
leadership. Transformative leadership should characterize all school environments and inform all
leadership development opportunities and PLCs.

Intentional, purposeful, data driven, structured, teacher-led professional learning communities (PLCs)
should be utilized as a vehicle to increase effectiveness in leadership and instruction.

A variety of high effective or research-based instructional strategies should be implemented in every
school and classroom.

This mixed method study focused on five high performing schools serving students living in
poverty. Further studies of a similar nature including a larger sample, possible other variable and in other
school boards should be undertaken. Another inquiry on schools serving economically advantaged
students, but under-performing may shed addition light on factors that impact on academic achievement.
The findings from any such inquiry may help to further improve schools' effectiveness in achieving high
levels of achievement for all students and not just some students.

Achieving equitable academic achievement outcomes for a very diverse group of learners is not
an insurmountable task. There are no easy and quick answers. The complexities of the challenges,
multiplicity of factors that impact on learning and societal demand placed on educators to achieve
academic excellent for all learners, require constant exploration of different strategies to meet the high
expectations of students and their families. Knowledge gleaned from research studies and intentional
application and review of any recommendations from these sources should be pertinent to the
achievement enhancement journey. The conclusion deduced from the data collected and analyzed in this

research project is that poverty does not have the determining verdict on the academic achievement of
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students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds. Rather, schools through leadership and
professional learning communities (PLCs) can make a difference in instructional practices.

There are many complex and varied factors that impact on achievement. Consequently, each
school's success will be dependent on the differentiation of the opportunities provided. All opportunities
should have students at the centre. Also, both principals and teachers should continuously learn and grow.
The hope is that the findings from this current research will add insights and support the efforts being
undertaken to achieve successful learning outcomes for all, but more specifically, for students from
economically disadvantaged background. It is the hope that a combination of the strategies will benefit all
learners. It is further hoped that practitioners will conduct additional research using different samples in

different situations and add to the wealth of information needed to support diverse learners.
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Teacher Questionnaire Appendix A

Instruction: The items on this questionnaire aim at capturing the overall view of
instruction, leadership, professional development and professional learning communities
(PLC) in your school, not just your classroom. Please provide a rating on each item below
as it relates specifically to your school. Responses

will be confidential and will not be shared with others.

1= Strongly Agree 2=Agree 3=Disagree 4=Strongly Disagree

COMPONENT1: Instruction 112|314

11 The teaching and learning environment is inclusive: promotes the intellectual

engagement of all students and reflects individual student strengths, needs, DIplp D
learning preferences and cultural perspectives

12.

1.2 A clear emphasis on high levels of achievement in literacy and numeracy DIDID|D

is evident throughout the school

1.3 Students perform authentic, relevant and meaningful tasks that help them make
connections with their daily experiences in their homes, communities and D|D|D|D
cultures.

1.4 All students are exposed to resources that offer experiential, inquiry- DIDID ID
based and active learning opportunities.

1.5 The curricular learning activities allow students to have their home and
community culture, language and experience positively acknowledged and DD |D|D
incorporated into their learning.

1.6 Teachers' professional learning goals identify the knowledge, skills, practices,
and dispositions to increase teaching quality and student learning. DD |D D
1.7 In all classrooms, a focus on equity informs curriculum, pedagogy and

COMPONENT2: Leadership

2.1 Principals and teacher leaders facilitate collaborative professional learning. DIDplDI|D

2.2 Collaborative instructional leadership builds capacity to strengthen and plpolplp
enhance teaching and learning.

2.3 Principals and teacher leaders facilitate collaborative professional learning DIDIDI|D
teams in our school

2.4 The school leadership team members work closely together to implement oplpolpolp

collaborative professional learning teams.

2.5 The leadership team (including the principal and teacher leaders) in this school
ensures that time for collaborative professional learning is used to impact D|/D|D D
teaching and learning.
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2.6 Principal and staff share knowledge, research, and best practices about D
professional learning throughout the school
2.7 Our Principal develops teacher leaders' skills and knowledge in D
planning and designing school-based professional development
2.8 The leadership of the school assures the development of rigorous curriculum,
research-based best  practices in instruction and comprehensive formative and D
summative assessment approaches.
2.9 Administrators and teachers use monitoring strategies that use data D
To inform teachers' instruction and intervention decisions.
COMPONENTS: Professional Development
3.1 Teachers focus their professional development on the learning needs of D
their students.
3.2 Professional development opportunities involve teachers working in teams to D
improve teaching and student learning.
3.3 A primary outcome of our professional development is to cultivate in-house D
expertise in instruction, curriculum , and assessment.
3.4 The focus of our professional development aligns with our school improvement D
goals.
3.5 At this school, our professional development opportunities include specific
research-based strategies to facilitate learning for students living in poverty. D
3.6 Teachers understand the attributes and functions necessary to succeed with D
students from poor communities.
COMPONENT4: Professional Learning Communities (PLC}
4.1 Attaining our learning goals for students depends on staff's ability to work D
together well as colleagues
4.2 Our principals provide the resources and support teachers require to build and D
sustain collaborative professional learning
4.3 We identify the focus of our professional development by analyzing a variety of D
student achievement data
4.4 Teams of teachers (e.g. Grade-level or resource or, interdisciplinary or
department, etc.) develop written plans to guide their collaborative D
professional learning teams
4.5 Collaborative learning team members use formative evaluation to assess the D
impact of their learning on student achievement
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Appendix B

Interview Protocol for
Principals

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Our interaction will be an evolving
conversation aimed at exploring the instructional and leadership practices that may impact on student
academic achievement. The questions are meant to capture your thoughts, reflection and guide our
deliberation. You are not obligated to answer all the questions and should you wish to discuss
something that is no captured by my line of questions, but relevant to your experiences, please feel
free to do so.

1. How would you explain the high levels of student success at your school?

2. Talk to me about your student population/demography and the strengths these diverse learners bring
to the learning environment.

3. What strategies do you use to engage staff in understanding the attributes and functions necessary to
help students living in poverty succeed?

4. How do you and your staff develop instructional capacity that includes research-based practices to
enhance academic achievement for students from poor communities?

5. What professional development opportunities if any, are provided to staff implementing teaching-
learning initiatives to support students living in poverty?

6. How do you monitor and measure the success of the strategies being employed?

7. How do you and your staff use instruction as a vehicle to address inequalities?

8. Are there any factors that you believe contribute to your school’s success that were not covered by my

guestions that you would like to share with me
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