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Abstract 

This paper discusses the journey that the researchers, Damian Curley and Julie Fram Greig, traveled to develop a professional learning community amongst the teachers at their small, rural schools.  This action research project, using the Concerns-Based Adoption Model for data analysis, supports the strengths of using professional learning communities as a model for school improvement and for the delivery of effective professional development.  Suggestions for sustaining such a model and the implications on the greater system are also considered.
Introduction

Teaching is one of the most complex and demanding professions of our time.  Teachers are continually asked to do more:  implement the curriculum, incorporate new teaching and planning strategies into their already extensive repertoires, participate in new initiatives and extra-curricular activities, and counsel and guide the students, and often their families, under their care.  The researchers, Damian Curley and Julie Fram Greig, believe that developing and sustaining professional learning communities is the most powerful way to improve schools and support teachers in the difficult and complicated task of teaching.  As Richard DuFour maintains in On Common Ground, “the professional learning community model is a powerful new way of working together that profoundly affects the practices of schooling” (2005, p. 42).  The essential question of our research is then:  How do we develop and sustain a professional learning community for teachers in small, rural schools?  

As relatively novice administrators, we began our work in small, rural schools with populations of fewer than one hundred and fifty students and with a staff of ten or less teachers.  The teachers in these schools suffer from professional and geographical isolation.  Our schools are located in rural areas far from other schools in our board.  As well, there is the professional isolation of teaching in a small school, where a teacher is often the only teacher teaching in a subject area or cycle.  But even in our isolation, our schools were not alone;   other schools were in a similar situation to ours, located in rural areas with similar student populations and concerns.  
We decided to establish a professional learning community to bring together the teachers, as well as the administrators, to begin tackling such complex tasks as implementing the Quebec Education Program.  With the support of our Director of Education, Ainsley Rose, our professional learning community known as the Small Rural Schools Network (fondly referred to as Smurals) grew over the course of five years to include administrators and teachers from as many as eight schools.  Because of the unique nature of small, rural schools and the search for an effective model for school improvement, our research question continues to revolve around the creation of a community of learners to provide support for teachers.  
We have seen the effectiveness of this community in the schools with whom we have been working, but we also wish to explore how it can be sustained.  Our aim is to show how this professional learning community evolved over time from a network, how the teachers are involved in developing the relevant professional development that is part of our collaborative work, the extent of the impact that involvement in this professional learning community has had on our teachers, and how we can transfer our learning to new leadership positions.
History of the Small Rural Schools Teacher Network (Smurals) 

For the past five years, the researchers, Damian Curley and Julie Fram Greig, have worked together with a small team of administrators and teachers to establish “Smurals”, or the Small Rural Schools Teacher Network.  It originated with three schools, Queen Elizabeth Elementary School, Poltimore Elementary School and St. Michael’s High School, and grew to include two more schools, Onslow Elementary School and Maniwaki-Woodland School.   Presently in its fifth year, there are eight small, rural schools participating in the learning community of Smurals.  Our board, the Western Quebec School Board, encompasses a large geographical area and has a predominantly high number of schools situated in rural regions.  
All of the schools presently involved in the community are small, rural schools with a low socioeconomic status profile and a high number of at-risk students, on average twenty percent of the population.  They have student populations of less than one hundred and fifty and a staff of fewer than ten teachers.  The profile of the teaching staff tends to be mixed; each school has several novice teachers with one or two years teaching experience, but also several key teachers with much expertise and experience.  Generally speaking, there is a high rate of turnover each school year amongst the staff, where anywhere from thirty to fifty percent of the teaching staff will leave, and new staff will need to be brought in to the culture of the school.  
By virtue of working in rural areas, these teachers are geographically isolated from one another.  Additionally, they suffer from professional isolation.  The staffing situation of a small school is such that one teacher may often be the only person in the school who teaches their content area or Cycle level.   Working collaboratively in a small, rural school naturally means that the entire school staff is involved, and it can often be easier to coordinate whole-school initiatives.  But, the reality is also that the day-to-day support that comes from working in a cycle team is not there for these teachers.  
As with other schools in our board, we face budget restraints, struggle with the implementation of the Quebec Education Plan, and suffer from a lack of resources and time.  As principals, we were looking for an effective model of job-embedded professional development that allowed our teachers to grow and learn, specifically regarding issues that were relevant to their situation in a small, rural school.  We hoped to develop a community of learners with a common purpose, and to subsequently improve student achievement.  Hence, the Small Rural Schools Teacher Network was born.  
The format of the network has changed over the past three years to accommodate the demands of the teachers and changes mandated at the school board level.  Initially, the network began with three schools.  Teachers met voluntarily after school, and the focus was on developing a community of learners, setting the tone of working collaboratively and building relationships.  In the second year, a fourth school, Maniwaki-Woodland, joined in, and the focus was on lesson study.  It involved a small group of teachers from each of these schools who were released to work together funded by Professional Development Innovation Grant.  Although the feedback was good, because of financial restrictions, we were forced to limit the number of participants.  Teachers who were not participants in the lesson study project expressed an interest in being involved in the network, so we set out to recreate the format again.
In the third year, a fifth school joined, Onslow Elementary School.  We determined that the best way at this time to meet the needs of our teachers was to organize sessions on common professional development days.  As well, a small group of teachers also worked on a curricular unit funded by another Professional Development Innovation Grant.  Because our school board was implementing a new report card during the 2005-06 school year, assessment became the focus of our work.  
The sessions involved a combination of information, discussion and theory provided by a director from the board about the new report card, as well as an opportunity to share best practices.  These sessions occurred on common professional development days.  Teachers also met in Cycle teams in order to work collaboratively to gain a better understanding about the new report card.  Again, there was overwhelmingly positive response to these professional development sessions.  We also realized that we were shifting from being network to a community of learners with a common purpose:  to reduce professional isolation through ongoing professional development focused on assessment practices with the ultimate common goal of improving student achievement in our schools.
For 2006-07 school year, we obtained four Professional Development Innovation Grants to be used for release time for teachers.  The focus was on planning using the Quebec Education Plan, discussing long-term, unit and lesson planning formats, and teachers developed a practical, cross-curricular unit together in their cross-cycle, multi-school teams.  Again, common professional development days were used to provide teachers with the opportunity to learn about different methods of planning and to work collaboratively on their projects, as well as release time for them to work in their teams at their own pace throughout the year.  We increasingly involved the teachers in the planning and delivery of these global sessions, which we believe are key elements in the sustainability of the network.  As word of the effectiveness of this professional learning community spreads throughout our board, several other schools have expressed a keen interest in becoming involved.  Its growth is having an impact at the board level.
We realize that part of our role as the originators of Smurals is that this learning community is in a constant state of change, that we need the members to reflect and guide how it will be significant and sustained. While this learning community has been running for the past five years because of the positive response from teachers, it is necessary to “keep it fresh”, reinvigorating the community so that it is useful and practical, and provide teachers the support and knowledge that they desire.  It would be valuable to examine the factors that make this learning community an effective model for professional development for teachers, as well as how it can be sustained.  Our research question stands:  How do we develop and sustain a professional learning community for teachers in small, rural schools?  

Literature Review

In exploring our research question of how do we develop and sustain a professional learning community for teachers in small, rural schools, several areas of the literature need to be considered.  It is important to distinguish between networks and professional learning communities, and to define Smurals as a learning community.  Our research findings will demonstrate how the Small Rural Schools Teacher Network evolved from a simple network to a learning community of professionals.  Moreover, there are features of small, rural schools that make them unique that need to be uncovered through the literature.    Effective professional development is an important component of the research, as the collaborative work of the professional learning community.  And lastly, the question of sustainability of the learning community needs to be addressed. 
In a recent publication by the National College for School Leadership, “Establishing a Network of Schools”,  the authors discuss the idea that networks are an effective model to meet the needs of individuals in our society, not only in the realm of education:  “our knowledge about school-to-school networks and the power they have to innovate and to change perceptions comes not just from education, but also from trends and practices in wider society”  (www.ncsl.org.uk , p. 4).   Services, from banking to hospitals, are structured around individual needs and are personalized.  In order for schools to meet the individual needs of students, it makes sense to share resources and collaborate to be able to offer the best educational service to the child.  Networks of schools can provide this.  


The article points out that during the establishment of a network, activities must include creating structures, building relationships, developing focus and sharing values – all of which take hard work and commitment.  Importantly, it is suggested that “a learning network must offer a way of doing things that is better and adds value to tried and tested school processes”  (p. 4).  The article then goes on to outline what effect networks achieve:  they are designed around a compelling idea; they focus on student learning; they create new opportunities for adult learning; and they require planning and have dedicated leadership.  


There is also mention of monitoring and evaluating network progress, which needs to be determined at the onset.  Ultimately, schools would want to be able to examine how and why these structures impact student learning, in particular by looking at school-level data and performance measures. By evaluating its progress, “a network can continue to grow and develop by learning from its own successes and failures and also that it is able to demonstrate and transfer the effective practices it has developed” (p. 10).  This research links networks and effective professional development:  networks are focused on teacher learning, collaboration, and a shared purpose that brings teachers together.
Teacher-to-teacher and school-to-school networks are models of effective professional development that allow for teachers to work together. In their article Teaching and teacher development: A new synthesis for a new century (2000), Lieberman and Miller identify several models, including networks, which can facilitate effective professional development: “staff development is expanding to include networks, coalitions, and partnerships that provide a new model of teacher involvement and learning” (p. 2).  Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin believe that networks are an essential structure for new and effective professional development for teachers because “they engage people in collective work on authentic problems that emerge out of their own efforts, allowing them to get beyond the dynamics of their own schools and classrooms and to come face to face with other people and other possibilities” (1995, p. 599).  They state that networks “provide ‘critical friends’ to examine and reflect on teaching and opportunities to share experiences associated with efforts to develop new practices or structures” (1995, p. 599).  

Smurals was initially established as a network for teachers, its first phase of development.  It provided the support that they lacked in their smaller school environments; it brought teachers together for the important work of collaborating together on professional development initiatives; and it allowed teachers to build lasting relationships with each other.  But, it developed into something more than just a network:  with time and a deepening commitment to each other, we became a learning community.  Our research findings will support the idea that we became a learning community by further developing the six characteristics of a professional learning community as outlined by Richard DuFour and Robert Eaker in their book Professional Learning Communities at Work (1998), going beyond the definition of a network.  
There are a variety of ways to define a professional learning community.  Larry Lashway cites Kenneth Leithwood and colleagues (1995) to define a learning organization as “ a group of people pursuing common purposes with a collective commitment to regularly weighing the value of those purposes, modifying them when that makes sense, and continuously developing more effective and efficient ways of accomplishing those purposes”  (Lashway, 1998, p. 1).  Shirley Hord (1997) refers to a professional community of learners, “in which the teachers in a school and its administrators continuously seek and share learning, and act on their learning.  The goal of their actions is to enhance their effectiveness as professionals for the students’ benefit; thus, this arrangement may also be termed communities of continuous inquiry and improvement” (p. 6).  Stoll et al. (2006) suggest that “a professional learning community is an inclusive group of people, motivated by a shared learning vision, who support and work with each other, finding ways, inside and outside their immediate community, to enquire on their practice and together learn new and better approaches that will enhance all pupils’ learning”  (p. 9).  Ultimately, DuFour and Eaker (1998) define a professional learning community as a model of school improvement with six core principles:  shared mission, vision and values; collective inquiry into best practice; a culture of collaboration; action orientation; continuous improvement; and a focus on results.
Professional learning communities are a powerful and effective way to bring teachers together to do their important work of teaching and learning.  The first central notion of professional learning communities is that all members have a commitment to its mission, vision and values based on learning for all.  This belief guides what everyone does in the school.  This also represents a shift from teaching to learning, and although a seemingly simple shift, it is a powerful one.  All of the professionals in the school now assume the responsibility of ensuring that all students learn, and begin to examine four critical questions in relation to their work:  What do we want each student to learn?  How will we know when each student has learned it?  How will we respond when a student experiences difficulty in learning?  How can we enrich the learning for those who have demonstrated proficiency? (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many 2006 p. 91).  The authors suggest that how schools respond to the these questions distinguishes them as a professional learning community.  When a school has begun to work as a learning community, it will respond to the students who are experiencing difficulty with a timely, direct intervention. Significantly, the same approach must also be taken with students who have demonstrated proficiency.  
The second principle is collective inquiry into best practice.  Those within the community constantly seek the answers to their questions, are open to these new ideas, and realize that these answers can be found collectively.  This collective inquiry allows teachers to develop new skills and knowledge in order to improve their practice and comes from sharing in their collaborative teams.

The third key principle is building a culture of collaboration.  Those in the community recognize that they must work together in order to achieve their collective purpose of learning for all students.  It is characterized by “a systemic process in which teachers work together to analyze and improve their classroom practice.  Teachers work in teams, engaging in an ongoing cycle of questions that promote deep team learning.  This process, in turn, leads to higher levels of student achievement” (DuFour, 1998, p. 8).   Fullan (2006) submits that there are two sets of conditions that need to be addressed, structural and cultural, in order to have this level of collaboration exist in a school.  He stresses that the structural conditions are much easier to address than cultural ones.
Other key elements in creating a professional learning community are having an action orientation- learning by doing- and a commitment to continuous learning.  What the members believe in as its core vision and values becomes a reality.  They realize that learning must take place in a collaborative context and whatever initiative embraced must focus on improving all students’ level of achievement.  They realize that they are in a constant search to try to do things better by learning together continuously.  They are constantly engaging in such questions as DuFour suggests “What is our fundamental purpose?  What do we hope to achieve?  What are our strategies for becoming better?  What criteria will we use to assess our improvement efforts?”  (1998, p. 28).  This forms the basis of an environment of continuous learning.
The final principle that characterizes a professional learning community is a focus on results.  There is an ongoing process established so that teams of teachers can assess the current level of student achievement, set goals and review progress.  Data is used to make decisions and guide instruction.  Teachers work together to develop common assessments, and can compare results.  This allows for continual improvement of student learning.

Our action research project with our learning community of Smurals will reinforce these elements of a professional learning community.  We will show that Smurals has grown beyond a network to begin the important work of a learning community.  It embodies the six principles: having a shared mission, vision and values; building and maintaining a culture of collaboration focused on the collective inquiry into best practice; having an action orientation; and focusing on continuous improvement based on results.

 Fullan, in his article “Leading Professional Learning” (2006), relates the importance of professional learning communities as a way of transforming systems, not just individual schools, of changing a school’s culture, and of sustaining that new way of thinking.  He states that “professional learning communities are in fact about establishing lasting new collaborative cultures.  Collaborative cultures are ones that focus on building capacity for continuous improvement and are intended to be a new way of working and learning.  They are meant to be enduring capacities, not just another program innovation”  (p. 10).  He emphasizes the fact that schools must be concerned not only about the success of their school but also all schools in their system.  He believes then that developing a professional learning community goes beyond changing the culture of an individual school, but should also work to impact the system.   Fullan stresses the importance of schools working together collaboratively in order to bring about this system reform:  “the work of transforming schools means all or most schools, and this means a system change.  For system change to occur on a larger scale, we need schools learning from each other and districts learning from each other.  We call this ‘lateral capacity building’ and see it as absolutely crucial for system reform” (p. 10).  In Fullan’s view, the work of a professional learning community is to change an entire school system, to change practice on a large scale.  This research project will look at how the Smurals professional learning community improved its participants’ practice. Further research needs to be undertaken to examine how these improvements and changes in practice could influence the system on a larger scale. For example; as teachers transfer between schools or interact with teachers from other schools, is there any evidence to show that the effects of the Smurals professional learning community has disseminated throughout the school board?
In establishing a support system for teachers, one must be cautious and aware of the changes that some teachers may have to make.  There may need to be a shift in thinking from a more traditional idea of professional development of attending workshops, to one where the onus is increasingly on the teacher to take control of his or her learning and subsequently to a point where teacher leaders lead the sessions.  They will be required to reflect on their classroom organization, their teaching practices, examine them critically, and determine a problem.  In his article, Creating a Learning Organization (1998), Larry Lashway notes that teacher isolation, lack of time, and complexity of teaching can all inhibit the development and functioning of the learning organization.  Also, for any transformation to impact student learning, the professional development initiatives must be more than one-shot workshops, and teachers need to be supported in how to fully implement what they have learned.    Often, schools rush to put new practices in place without providing the proper training or support.  A supportive, collaborative learning community would offer some practical solutions.   This change will take time and require support.  
In his article, Small Schools and Teacher Professional Development (2002), Michael Klonsky offers insight into the particular situation faced by small schools.  Small schools have a unique culture and climate that require a unique approach to professional development.  He gives a brief overview of the research on professional development, and discusses three essential aspects in greater detail:  sense of community, faculty-directed professional development, and needs of the community.

With a small staff, Klonsky contends, a school is able to promote a sense of community that often is difficult to create in a larger school.  The staff tends to work in teams and may have a more personal relationship with their students because of the relatively small size of the school.  Also, there is greater ease in having flexible scheduling, teamwork and peer coaching in smaller schools.  All of these aspects lead to a greater sense of community in a small school.  Klonsky asserts that because the relationships in a small school more informal and personal, there tends to be more cooperation amongst the staff.  The educators can decide on priorities for professional development activities and share effective teaching strategies.  He emphasizes that professional development in smaller schools tends to be “highly intensive and long-running” (Klonsky, 2002, p. 2).  The author discusses possible resistance to professional development initiatives, such as the already high demands on staff in a small school. He also believes that obstacles can be overcome when an effective, ongoing professional development plan that encourages collaboration is in place. 

It is important to note that there is not always a sense of community in a small school: it does not come automatically.  It may be easier to make certain decisions, but there is a need to prioritize professional development objectives, not only for effectiveness, but also because there are so many responsibilities that the staff have to assume on a daily basis in a small school.  There needs to be a focus.  This is also to ensure that the teachers do not suffer from burnout due to the extent of their duties, as Klonsky warns in his article.  Collaboration is often even more of a problem in a very small school.  If there is a staff member who is refusing to work with others, it is often difficult to avoid conflict and change is very slow.  The entire atmosphere of a small school can be threatened by the negativity of one unsupportive staff member.  Smurals has capitalized on the pre-existing sense of community in our schools and used this as a basis for creating our collaborative teams in our learning community.
Professional development practices have been under intense scrutiny from researchers over the past thirty years, distinguishing between effective and ineffective programs.  The debate rests between the best way for teachers to learn - through direct instruction by outsiders or through their own involvement in shaping their practice.  In the past decade, as educational reforms continued to sweep through North American school systems, researchers have attempted to develop models of effective professional development to prepare teachers for this inevitable change.  Traditionally, professional development has serviced teachers in a “top-down” format, favouring workshops and conferences delivered by sources from outside the school.  Lieberman (1995) refers to the fact that opportunities to learn within the school were not viewed as authentic or viable.  She perceives conventional staff development as a “transferable package of knowledge to be distributed to teachers in bite-sized pieces that needs radical rethinking” (Lieberman, 1995, p. 592).   
Substantial research has been done on effective professional development.  Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) state that “effective professional development involves teachers as both learners and as teachers and allows them to struggle with the uncertainties that accompany each role” (p. 598).  Research on effective professional development by Linda Darling-Hammond and Milbrey McLaughlin (1995) reveals that it has several defining characteristics: engage teachers in concrete tasks of teaching ground in inquiry; make sure that it is participant-driven and collaborative; encourage sharing in a community of practice; make sure the engagement is sustained and intensive; and last, ensure it connects to other school-change efforts (p. 598).   The authors believe that professional development must meet the needs of teachers in their classroom by allowing them opportunities to connect their learning and share their knowledge.  They envision structures that break down isolation for teachers and allow teachers to engage in meaningful, collaborative experiences sustained over time.  These ideas are central to this new way of thinking about professional development, and dovetail with the professional learning community as a model for delivery this professional development.  

The characteristics of effective professional development that Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin outline in their article are supported by the findings of Jo Blasé and Joseph Blasé in Inquiry and Collaboration: Supporting the Lifelong Study of Learning and Teaching (1998). Blasé and Blasé introduce their article with the idea that more often, teachers are regularly engaging in shared inquiry about their practice and working collaboratively, and that instructional leadership is becoming more the norm in schools.  But there has been little focus paid to the relationships among leadership behavior, staff development and classroom teaching.  


The authors report on three significant areas of instructional leadership that have an impact on teaching:  talking with teachers, promoting teachers’ professional growth, and fostering teacher reflection.  The second element - how instructional leaders promote teachers’ professional growth - occurs through staff development.  The authors found that “the hallmark of effective staff development is a philosophy of and support for lifelong learning” (Blasé & Blasé, 1998, p. 3).  They believe that staff development is focused on six critical elements:  the study of teaching and learning, collaboration, coaching, action research, resources, and adult development.  


They report that it is important that professional development remains focused on teaching and learning.   The instructional leader must work to build a culture of collaboration, fostering a sense of a community among its lifelong learners, a central idea of effective professional development.  The effective instructional leader promotes coaching among teachers to improve teaching.  Also, high-quality staff development involves training teachers to collect and analyze data.  Instructional leaders provide the necessary resources to support teacher growth, teaching and student learning.  Lastly, these leaders recognize that teachers are adult learners with specific needs, and this support allows teachers to reach their own high levels of learning.  The authors report that all of these areas have a positive impact on teachers’ motivation and engagement in teaching and learning.  


The authors address implications for staff developers, and list many helpful suggestions for improving teacher professional development.  Some ideas include:  building a culture of learning and shared responsibility; training in action research; focusing staff development programs in the areas of curriculum and instruction; developing peer coaching; and providing time for collaboration.  Blasé and Blasé conclude the article with a challenge:  “the fundamental challenge for instructional leaders is one of building a culture of lifelong learning through inquiry and collaboration”  (1998, p. 8).   
Effective professional development must be ongoing, intensive, collaborative, practical, reflective, active, teacher-driven, student-oriented, school-based, data-based, and rooted in inquiry.  Professional learning communities can provide the forum in which these characteristics can grow and thrive.  As Mike Schmoker summarizes in the book On Common Ground (2005), “teachers do not learn best from outside experts or by attending conferences or implementing programs installed by outsiders (p.141). Schmoker goes on to say that “teachers learn best from other teachers, in settings where they literally teach each other the art of teaching” (p. 141).   Shirley Hord also supports the idea of teachers working together in a learning community: “teacher attitudes and abilities are shaped and reinforced not through the traditional model of staff development but in the context in which they work and learn, including the communities formed by their relationships with other professionals” (1997, p. 50).  Staff development in the context of a professional learning community is a powerful way to improve schools.

Sustaining any educational initiative is challenging for school leaders.  A deep understanding of the change process is vital.  As a result of that complexity, principals play a significant role. Dennis Sparks (2005) states in On Common Ground,  that “skilful leadership on the part of principals and teachers is essential if professional learning communities are to fulfill their primary function of continuously improving the quality of teaching, learning, and relationships in schools”  (p. 174).  The challenge remains on how to sustain these communities; and as DuFour points out, “until changes become so entrenched that they represent part of ‘they way we do things around here,’ they are extremely fragile and subject to regressions” (1998, p. 105).
In their article “Sustaining Leadership”, Hargreaves and Fink state that “educational change is rarely easy, always hard to justify, and almost impossible to sustain” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003, p. 693).  The authors discuss the fact that much of what we do in education is institutionalized; that is, the practice is a normal and routine way of doing things.  They suggest that practices like graded schools, tracking students by ability, and teacher-centered instruction have been institutionalized over time and are difficult to change.  This problem of the institutionalization of practice therefore becomes a problem of sustainability.  But as Hargreaves and Fink contend: “sustainable improvement requires investment in building long term capacity for improvement, such as the development of teachers’ skills, which will stay with them forever, long after the project money has gone”  (p. 695).  This investment is not only worthwhile but necessary.

Hargreaves and Fink (2003) summarize their findings, defining five key and interrelated characteristics of sustainability in educational change:  change that fosters learning; change that endures over time; change that can be supported long-term by available or obtainable resources; change that does not have a negative effect on the environments of other schools; and change that promotes ecological diversity in the educational and community environments.  These elements of educational change can be applied to sustaining a professional learning community.
Michael Fullan (2002), in his article “The Change Leader”, states that the cultural change principal displays explicit, deep and comprehensive moral purpose and strives to make a difference in the lives of students.  These principals try to close the performance gap between learners in their school, encourage teacher leaders, and prepare the school to sustain its efforts after they are gone.  They also look at systemic improvement and are concerned with how students in other schools in the area are performing as well.   To understand change, the cultural change principal forges ahead, and recognizes that progress will occur over time.  Fullan writes that the principal must realize that it is important not only to seek knowledge, but also to share that knowledge with others in the context of a professional learning community and strong relationships.  Lastly, the principal needs to remain focused on student learning as an integral part of a coherent, long-term plan for the school. Our goal in our work is to demonstrate how professional learning communities are an effective way to improve schools by revealing how it has impacted ourselves as administrators and our teachers, and illustrate the challenges we face in sustaining this community of learners.

Fullan concludes the article by elaborating on four ways to sustain leadership in a school:  developing the social environment, learning in context, cultivating leaders at many levels, and enhancing the teaching profession.  He believes there is a need to plan for succession in a school in order to sustain the culture.  By developing a social and moral environment where learning is the focus and leadership qualities are built in many individuals, he believes there can be sustained leadership in the culture of change.  Everyone must be more aware of the change process and the roles involved in that process.  Change is to be examined, studied and most certainly planned for.  
This action research study will serve to reinforce the elements of effective professional development and demonstrate clearly that professional learning communities are an extremely valuable model for school improvement.  It provides the culture of collaboration, especially for isolated small, rural schools.  Our findings will also reinforce that our teachers have benefited and improved their teaching practices because of their participation in Smurals.   This research will show the necessary areas of focus in order to sustain a community to support teacher learning: organizational structure for collaboration, key people participating and sustaining the leadership, and effective professional development focused on the concerns of teachers related to student achievement.  We will also feel that Smurals can have a sustained impact on our system over time.
Methodology
Our area of research focuses on the development and sustainability of a professional learning community of educators. We believe that for student learning to improve, so too must teacher and administrator learning improve. Our goal was to bring a community of educators together, and create the conditions that would allow it to grow and sustain itself over time. The knowledge and experience constructed from this process would then be assembled into a tool kit or reference guide for other administrators to refer to when developing their own professional learning community. In addition, this guide will be presented in an interactive form to allow for the experience of others to be added.
The Smurals community is an organism that evolved over time and was composed of a variety of elements that interacted with many internal and external influences. Over the course of five years, teams of educators have worked together in this network of schools with a shared purpose. The community was born out of the need for teachers in small rural schools to come together to share ideas and resources. The challenge for teachers and administrators in these schools was primarily geographic and professional isolation at a time when the challenges of curriculum reform were requiring teachers to re-examine their professional practice. Participation by teachers was on a voluntary basis, and over the course of the five years, participation went from ten teachers in three schools to fifty teachers from eight schools. Decision making on professional development and planning was shared by all participants and on many occasions the expert teachers from within the Smurals community were the resource. 

               We have collected data over the course of the five years Smurals has been in existence. This data has come in the form of informal feedback, number of participants, and written feedback.  Teachers have also produced a number of units, as well as learning and evaluation situations, that have been used in their classrooms. Along with observations from the leaders involved this qualitative and quantitative data has formed the basis of what has become an Action Research project that continues to evolve. We continue to analyse and reflect on the on-going collaboration between teachers and look for signs that show better practices. 
         
Quantifying the continuous learning that was taking place, as well as, the effects of our endeavours and the overall sustainability of the professional learning community became quite difficult. It is hard to convert collaboration between teachers into a statistic. As a result, a more qualitative approach was selected that would show growth over time. 

      
When it came to collecting data, we realised that the Smurals network had been operating for almost two years and no formal attempt had been made to gather data or artifacts that could be used to show growth or success. We did realise however that we were surrounded by data in the form of feedback that had been given after most of the sessions to date (see appendix 5). We also had a regular group of enthusiastic participants, some new and some who had been in Smurals for five years.  Consequently, we felt that to undergo a formal analysis of the Smurals network might not provide us with the information we were looking for, so we decided to get some “before and after” information, or in our case “ before and during”. This would give us an indication if growth or changes had taken place in peoples’ opinions and practices. 

     
As mentioned earlier continuous feedback was sought throughout the period of research which came in the form of written feedback, direct observation, questionnaires, work produced, and involvement of participants. A final questionnaire adapted from the Concerns Based Adoption Model (Hall & Hord, 1987) was undertaken. This questionnaire (Appendix 6) tracked the participants’ growth in learning over the five years. We chose three indicators that we felt were important when analyzing the effectiveness of our professional learning community. These indicators show evidence of professional growth over time. These indicators are: assessment tools, collaborative unit planning and Smurals network. The questionnaire measured levels of use and stages of concern for each of these indicators. Results have shown significant improvements over time for all three indicators in both areas (appendix 7). 

     
We experienced a variety of challenges as our professional learning community evolved. These challenges could be categorized into three different areas: participation, sustainability and evaluation. Challenges had been anticipated and from the outset we held regular brainstorming and planning sessions to help maintain our vision. (Appendix 1, 2, 3 & 4 – Brainstorming Ideas Jan. 21, 2004, Meeting - Wednesday, March 10, 2004, Great Ideas for Smurals ’04-’05 and SMURALS dates: 3 Year Plan). These sessions were attended by the administrators involved and also some of the teacher leaders in Smurals.
There have been many discussions about whether teachers would be given the choice to participate or mandated by the principal. Ultimately it was left to individual principals to decide and for the most part, all teachers who participated did so voluntarily. We felt that if participants came voluntarily, they were more likely to take ownership of the learning community and increase the chances of its sustainability.  There are differing opinions on this approach, not only among the administrators involved in Smurals but also among the experts in the field of leadership. Michael Fullan, in his book The Moral Imperative (2003), argues that we need principals with a moral purpose and that “we need principals who develop leadership in others, thereby strengthening school leadership beyond themselves” (p. 41). Richard DuFour (2005) proposes a more rigorous and disciplined approach and points out that the success of a professional learning community “depends not on the merits of the concept itself, but on the most important element in the improvement of any school – the commitment and persistence of the educators within it” (p. 42). DuFour (2006) adds that “collective inquiry … is a professional responsibility of every faculty member” (p.46).  We believe that a combination of these two approaches is necessary to ensure the sustainability and growth of our Smurals professional learning community. Emphasis is placed on generating leadership capacity, driven by a structured plan that focuses on, and reflects on results.
The issue of sustainability was more difficult to resolve as only time will tell how successful we have been. We did feel however that it was important to create the conditions and environment to allow teachers to work together over the long term. The creation of a shared vision was instrumental in ensuring that this will happen. Also, teachers were always included in the planning process. We organized group activities that elicited feedback on their needs and concerns and add discussions on these findings. The CBAM questionnaire and other more informal measurements provided us with valuable information as to teachers’ opinions and use of our innovations. If necessary, changes could be made based on this feedback.
     
Our planning was based on the feedback we received from teachers after each session which was both qualitative and quantitative (appendix 5 - SMURALS November 18, 2005 - Evaluation and Reflection Sheet). The leaders would then reflect as a group on how successful the session was and plan for the next session. During these leaders meetings the following areas were discussed: Long-term planning, budgets for release time, how to invite teachers in our schools, forthcoming agendas, special guests, future directions and general brainstorming ideas (appendices 1, 2, 3 & 4). Some important resolutions that came out of these meetings were the decision to collectively apply for Professional Development Innovation Grants (PDIG) from the Ministry of Education (MELS) and commit the money received towards teacher release time and other expenses. After some discussion, we felt while we were taking a chance on not receiving the grants, we would still find a way to keep Smurals going by aligning our school Professional Development Plans. At this point participation in Smurals was an important component in each school’s Success Plan by its inclusion in their Professional Development Plans. The participants therefore had a major role to play in the action research as it was their feedback that allowed us to take the next step in the planning process. 

     
Overcoming these challenges was made possible by the fact that the leaders of the learning community started out with a common vision and worked together to fulfill its goals. The principals from each of the participating schools began to develop a complementary network that allowed them to share their own ideas and resources in the absence of an administrative network in their own schools. This was not planned, but it became a very important opportunity for supporting, sharing and planning together. Very often discussions would extend beyond planning for Smurals to other professional development ideas or the every day challenges that principals face. 

     
As part of this research project an interactive concept map of the development of a professional community will be created. This concept map which will comprise of a series of presentations and resources that focus on the various components of a professional learning community and its development. The concept map will be designed using the software known as Cmap provided by IHMC Cmap Tools.  Our Smurals PLC Cmap  will be tool that other leaders can use when developing their own professional learning community. As it will be available online our hope is that it will be used not only as a reference guide but also as a platform to be added to by other educational leaders. As resources and ideas are added to the Smurals Cmap, an online sharing community may develop over time that could continue to broaden our horizons and expertise.
Data Analysis and Findings:


In this section we will show the results of our observations of the data collected over the last five years. Our data will be triangulated using conversations, observations and products to show that this group of teachers and administrators has evolved over time into a professional learning community; is sustainable; and has provided effective professional development for teachers that will have a positive impact on our school system.

The primary source of data was collected using a CBAM questionnaire (Hall & Hord, 1987) and focused on three indicators that might show the presence of a professional learning community (appendix 6).
These indicators were: 

· Assessment Practices

· Collaborative Unit Planning

· Participation in the Smurals Network

Teachers were asked to indicate their level of concern and level of use for each of these indicators before their involvement in Smurals and then later during Smurals. The reason we chose before and during is because we wanted to see if there was growth in participants’ involvement over time. The word “during” as opposed to “after” is significant as we feel that the Smurals network is not finished and will continue to evolve over time. We received a total of sixteen responses out of a possible thirty-five for the CBAM questionnaire. We did not survey teachers who were involved in Smurals for less than a year.

Other forms of data will be used, such as participant feedback, evaluation forms, as well as brainstorming and planning notes.
 
Originally we set out to create a sustainable forum for professional development for our staff, which gradually evolved over time from a network into a professional learning community. From our observations of the data the different elements of a professional learning community began to emerge over the course of the five years. Consequently we felt that the best way to show the evolution of our professional learning community was to analyse the six characteristics of a professional learning community (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & Many, 2006). 

These six characteristics of a professional learning community are:
· shared mission, vision, and values
· collective inquiry

· collaborative teams
· action orientation and experimentation
· continuous improvement

· results orientation
A shared mission, vision and value system began at the leadership level in 2003 when principals of three rural schools shared their thoughts on their professional development needs for their schools. The conclusion of this discussion was that they should pool their resources and time to align their professional development plans (see appendix 1). Some after school sessions began in February 2004 with teachers from these three rural schools meeting to discuss lesson planning techniques. The fact that the leaders of this initiative had a shared vision and were in leadership positions in their schools made it possible to set a strong and positive foundation for the future. The mission to bring relevant professional development that responds to local needs, to small rural schools in isolated areas, led by the expertise from within still survives five years later (see appendix 4). Evidence of how teachers have embraced this mission over time can be seen in our CBAM results where a significant number of teachers show increases in the Stages of Concern for the Smurals Network (see appendix 9). A sharp increase can be seen in the During Smurals responses towards the collaboration level. There are thirty two of forty eight responses in the first four of the seven stages Before, in comparison to forty five responses in the top three levels of seven During Smurals. This is a significant positive shift in participants’ concern over time.
The principals have continued to support our mission by providing support and resources as needed. School calendars have been coordinated to ensure common PD days, grants have been shared among schools and Directors and Consultants have been invited to supplement and advance inquiry.


Collective inquiry has been developed over time. In the original sessions, agendas, topics and information were organized by the principals. Soon however teachers began to take more of an ownership role through their feedback by first of all requesting specific kinds of information and expertise and later by exploiting the expertise from within the Smurals group. In these excerpts taken from appendices 5 and 6 one can see from teacher comments that there is a growth over time:
1. Yes it’s good to touch base with others and see what’s happening, hear about the trouble and success other teachers are having.

2. It was excellent to have time to pick our area of interest and to share with other teachers who are in the same situation.

(November 2005)

· The focus through the Smurals network on innovations has helped me personally and professionally in my teaching practice.  It has been a collaborative way for me to reflect upon how I teach my students! I believe that it has been a form of self- evaluation that has been extremely beneficial for all teachers involved; i.e. for new teachers as well as experienced teachers.

· Smurals is a great network that gets teachers together to grow as professionals.  Without Smurals, teachers from small schools are isolated. I am very grateful and feel I have become a part of many schools not just my own.

· The discussions involving assessment, specifically rubrics and portfolios, during Smurals were very constructive and enlightening. Within the group, a diverse set of experiences and ideas were forwarded. The discussions involving “assessment for learning” and “assessment of learning” were also particularly interesting and thought-provoking thereby resulting in increased reflection.  Collaborative unit planning is essential, especially within schools as to ensure there is continuity between the cycles and students are better served. It also allows teachers to capitalize on the individual expertises within groups and the diversity of ideas that arise from heterogeneous groupings of individuals. This was an immense benefit gained through Smurals.

· Assessment tools: very helpful PD at Smurals; useful and practical PD is the best.  Collaborative unit planning: buy in from all teachers involved is key and needs to be assured before going ahead with unit planning

(September 2007)


Collaboration and team learning, as distinct from just team building (DuFour & Eaker, p.27) has become an important component of Smurals. Like the other characteristics of a professional learning community, this has also evolved over time. When Smurals began a lot of time was spent on building relationships and creating a collegial atmosphere. These efforts have paid dividends over the years as teachers (and their families) as well as administrators have developed strong bonds which have extended past the Smurals into other projects and social activities. A relaxed and informal approach is taken at the meetings. People bring food, time is taken to share stories, and a health break or activity is always included.
The CBAM data also shows that the Smurals team is now focused on team learning and collaboration. We can see evidence of this in the three graphs in appendix 10. The levels of use for assessment, unit planning and Smurals network dramatically increased over time. In the Before Smurals graph, there are twenty-eight responses out of a total of forty-eight in the bottom four levels out of a possible eight levels. In the During Smurals graph there are forty of forty eight responses in the top four levels (See appendix 12). People are now thinking more about what they are doing and how it is related to what others are doing.
DuFour and Eaker (1998) identify “action orientation” as a vital component in the development of a professional learning community. They contend that “learning always occurs in a context of taking action and … engagement and experience are the most effective teachers” (p. 27). Our teachers felt that in the past not enough professional development time had been devoted to creating an action plan and then creating the structure to allow for the implementation of the plan. Teachers wanted time to share an create resources that could be used in their classrooms. When this happened, a sense of appreciation and satisfaction could be seen in the teachers.

· The focus through the Smurals network on innovations has helped me personally and professionally in my teaching practice.  It has been a collaborative way for me to reflect upon how I teach my students! I believe that it has been a form of self- evaluation that has been extremely beneficial for all teachers involved; i.e. for new teachers as well as experienced teachers.

(From Appendix 6)
Examples of some of the products of our action are the organisation of cycle team meetings for teachers, cross curricular units created by teams of teachers, practical planning strategies using Understanding by Design (Jay McTighe & Grant Wiggins, 2006) DotPlan, and Instructional Intelligence techniques.  All the products of Smurals were the result of theory acquired from workshops and literature, experiences shared by teachers and administrators, and reflections on discussions, concerns and achievements to date.
Another indicator of the importance our teachers placed on “action orientation” can be seen in our CBAM results. During Smurals levels of use and stages of concern increased in the area of Collaborative Unit Planning as compared to Before Smurals (Appendices 9, 10, 11 & 12). The Stages of Concern graph for Collaborative Unit Planning shows that seven out of sixteen participants were in the top three stages Before Smurals whereas all sixteen were in the top three stages of Concern During Smurals. These increases indicate that teachers placed a high degree of importance on innovation and creating products and tools that could be put into practice. 

An underlying characteristic of Smurals and Smurals participants is a desire to learn, reflect, apply and improve. A safe and professional atmosphere has allowed people to be comfortable with innovation and experimentation. Du Four and Eaker (1998) identify a fifth element of a Professional Learning Community; continuous improvement as one that is “evident in an environment in which innovation and experimentation are viewed not as tasks to accomplish or projects to complete, but as ways of conducting day-to-day business, forever” (p. 28). One of the major innovations undertaken by Smurals was an exploration of the principles of assessment and evaluation. We spent some time trying to understand the meaning of these practices and how we could incorporate good assessment and evaluation techniques into our own practice.
In the CBAM questionnaire, we identified assessment practices as an important indicator of the growth and improvement of our professional learning community. A new school board wide report card being piloted at the time had increased teachers’ levels of concern and there was a necessity for more expertise and information in this area. It was also something that was mentioned on numerous occasions in feedback we received. 

See Appendix 7 and the following extract from Appendix 6:
· The discussions involving assessment, specifically rubrics and portfolios, during Smurals were very constructive and enlightening. Within the group, a diverse set of experiences and ideas were forwarded. The discussions involving “assessment for learning” and “assessment of learning” were also particularly interesting and thought-provoking thereby resulting in increased reflection.  Collaborative unit planning is essential, especially within schools as to ensure there is continuity between the cycles and students are better served. It also allows teachers to capitalize on the individual expertises within groups and the diversity of ideas that arise from heterogeneous groupings of individuals. This was an immense benefit gained through Smurals.

· Assessment tools: very helpful PD at Smurals; useful and practical PD is the best.  Collaborative unit planning: buy in from all teachers involved is key and needs to be assured before going ahead with unit planning

CBAM results for the indicator “Assessment” show a marked increase in Levels of Use and Stages of Concern, between the Before and During Smurals responses (See Appendix 9). Levels of Use in the top four levels Before Smurals were nine out of a total of sixteen responses, whereas this number had risen to thirteen out of sixteen for the top four levels in During Smurals. 

Stages of Concern for “Assessment” in the top four levels Before Smurals were five out of a total of sixteen responses, whereas this number had risen to fifteen out of sixteen for the top four levels in During Smurals. This significant change can possibly be attributed to the impending report card. Teachers’ practices were required to be changed in the way they completed the report card, and in their approach to evaluation and assessment techniques. Also, and possibly more importantly, a factor here too is the fact that all Smurals teachers had firstly identified this area as a common concern and then set about creating an action plan to address their needs. Workshops and information sessions were organised to help teachers understand the principles of evaluation and assessment as well as rubrics, portfolios, student-led conferencing and self-evaluation strategies. 
Conclusion

In conclusion, we feel that the CBAM questionnaire and feedback forms show improvements in teachers’ practice as a result of their involvement in Smurals. Improvements occurred in the areas of assessment and evaluation techniques, planning strategies and teachers’ overall understanding of the curriculum. There is no doubt that improvements in teachers’ practices will have an impact, not only on student learning, but also the school system as a whole. 

Over the course of the five years of this action research project, Smurals reinforced the principles of a professional learning community and evolved into what we believe is a sustainable professional learning community. We also have observed that teachers were able to overcome some of the challenges they faced before Smurals such as isolation, and improved their practice in a variety of ways.   Furthermore, there is a strong vision in place that will help sustain the community as it evolves in the future. 
As administrators leading this initiative, there were a number of challenges we faced that needed to be addressed. Financing the initiative took an unexpected amount of time and energy. As this was not a “School Board” initiative, funds were not provided centrally and so we depended on schools’ professional development funds and grants from the government. If grants were not acquired, the progress of Smurals would have been delayed. The management of these funds were controlled through the participating schools and requests were processed to the School Board for release time for teachers. This was often a cause of confusion as many School Board personnel, especially those in the finance department, were not aware of the existence of Smurals.  In hindsight, it would have been easier to have the financing managed centrally and currently an application is been drawn up to be presented to the School Board. We are now in a position to show that this professional learning community is viable and has had positive effects. It was not possible to do this at the outset, and so one must be prepared to persevere, be purposeful and resourceful, until support can be acquired. This is made easier when there is collaborative leadership among administrators.
 Leadership qualities have also developed among our teachers and some have taken the initiative to share their experiences with other teachers and also to provide support to others. This will have long term benefits as knowledge is shared, and teachers move from school to school and grow in their profession. Consequently our hope is that the social and moral virtues that are fundamental to Smurals will be transmitted throughout our system. Indeed it would be well worth examining how an initiative such as Smurals can have an impact, over the course of time, on our system.

Our hope is that the Smurals professional learning community will continue to grow and that the leadership capacity that has been created will have positive effects on our system as a whole. We also feel that the interactive concept map that we have created called Smurals PLC Cmap not only serves as a legacy of the great work that all Smurals participants have accomplished over the course of five years, but it also provides a platform for continued growth on a larger scale.
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Appendices:

Appendix 1:

Wednesday, January 21, 2004

Brainstorm session: Julie, Betsy, Dodie, Maggie & Eldon from time to time!(
Culture

Positive school culture

· Community of learners

· Traditions/ethics

· Shared leadership

· Celebrations

· Needs of the school

· Assets [effective teachers, staff)

· Experience

· Collaboration/relationships [team]

· Communication/dialogue

· Concern

· Trust

· Respect

· Affection

· Hope

· Appreciation

· Values, vision

· Strategic planning

· Teacher leaders

· Professional development

· Teacher mentors

· Dedication

· Stakeholder involvement [community]

· Critical thinking/thinkers

· Physical structure/maintenance of school

· Positive work place

· Shared planning/action planning

· Ownership of activities

· Feedback

· Sharing

· Value of lifelong learning

· Common front

· Combined effort

· Innovative practices/projects

· Effective teaching and learning

Appendix 2:

 Meeting - Wednesday, March 10, 2004

Some ideas for the third networking session…

· Is Maniwaki interested in joining us?  Talk to Gary about both staffs participating

· Possible full day session:  do we have a common PD day?  Check school calendars… April 13th?

· Ideas for a full day session:  more Instructional Intelligences integrated with Literature Circles (use II as the content for learning about Lit. Circles); Optional for staff; morning could be a whole group PD, mix schools, then PM could be break-outs by cycle?  By need?  By subject?  By interest?  Healthy lunch break:  potluck with a walk/ volleyball game.  QE host- to be more centralized for Maniwaki.

· Need to follow up on concept maps and provide time to share.

· Lots of time for teachers to interact this session

TO DO:

· Find a common PD day, approve with principals

· Determine format of the day and what we will cover

· Invitation out

Appendix 3:

Minutes from Smurals Principals’ Meeting

August 29th, 2005

· Common Smurals days- for all who attended today, or who you would choose to be invited:      


1.  November 18th- (PAPT convention is a first option)- follow up

 with work being done in cycle meetings in October

2.  March 20th 

· Cycle Meetings for Smurals (a la Random Thoughts format):

· Paid for with last year’s PDIG grant $- release and travel costs

· Focus of these meetings is common assessment, rubrics that correspond with the new report card in Math

	Group
	Date
	Location 

	Cycle 1 elementary
	October 14th
	Queen E.

	Cycle 1 secondary
	October 14th
	Maniwaki

	Cycle 2 elementary
	October 21st
	Queen E.

	Cycle 3 elementary 
	October 28th
	Queen E.

	
	
	


· Remember to ask Ainsley re: extension for last year’s PDIG grant funds

· Julie to ask Ainsley:  can Onslow move into Cluster 5; postpone dates for Random Thoughts until the new year

Appendix 4:
SMURALS dates: 3 Year Plan

	
	

	Feb 18, 2004
	After school

	March 10, 2004
	Planning session

	April 13th, 2004


	Literature circles- full day

	Nov 18-05
	Half day-literacy, numeracy

	March 29th, 2005
	Assessment tools – long term, dotplan, UbD

	
	

	
	

	Aug 29, 2005
	Ainsley Rose- of/for

	Oct 14-05
	Cycle 1—report cards

	Oct 21- 05
	Cycle 2—report cards

	Oct 28-06
	Cycle 3—report cards

	Jan 31  2006
	Cycle 1—report cards

	Feb 1 2006
	Cycle 2—report cards

	Feb 2 2006
	Cycle 3—report cards

	Mar 20-06
	UbD unit, dotplan

	**PDIG – math unit produced (05-06)
	

	
	

	Aug 28, 06
	team building, set dates for their group meetings; UbD workshop-teacher-leaders

	Oct 11th- 06

	Instructional Intelligence with Barrie Bennett

	Nov. 24th- 06

	long term planning and dotplan workshops; work on units in groups

	Feb 5, 2007
	Assessment/QEP/competency dev’t

	Apr 10th- 07 

	celebration/sharing of units

	
	

	Nov 16, 2007
	

	
	

	
	


Appendix 5:
SMURALS November 18, 2005

Evaluation and Reflection Sheet

A. Was today useful? Explain

3. Yes it’s good to touch base with others and see what’s happening, hear about the trouble and success other teachers are having.

4. It was excellent to have time to pick our area of interest and to share with other teachers who are in the same situation.

5. Very useful. Trading ideas and strategies with colleagues is important.

6. Extremely. Great to meet and discuss with peers.

7. Yes, because I got to talk to other cycle 1 teachers and brainstorm different ideas (art, activities etc.).

8. Mind maps – concept maps info. Rubrics info.

9. It was great! I got to share with my cycle from other schools and of course they share with me. (Portfolios – Goals – Soundprints)

10. Today was very useful and a great deal of fun.

11. Yes, great exchange of ideas on differentiated topics.

12. Very. A good opportunity to put things on the table that are of concern and hear how different schools approach similar concerns.

13. Yes, we discussed the new Report Card and expressed our opinions about how it will be useful for parents in understanding their child’s progress. We also discussed how we use portfolios and how we organise them.

14. It was great to talk with other teachers to find out what is working for them.

15. Yes, I understood more about the new Report Card in our Cycle session and feel great about sharing my experience (the others were appreciative) re. Moral Ed. and goal setting, etc. I really appreciated learning more re. concept maps from Dodie.

16. J’aimé que les enseignants de français pouvaient partager leurs matériels.

17. Yes, it was great to share and get new ideas. We don’t have more than one teacher in a cycle and a chance to talk cycle talk is great.

18. Very, it is always helpful and inspirational to bounce ideas off colleagues.
B. Is there anything you would change?

1. A little less food!

2. Although the format was open-ended and it does take a certain time to form groups and topics, it does ensure that we are discussing items of interest to us.

3. The breakout groups could be organised ahead of time to prepare everyone

4. Savoir d’avance pour pouvoir apporter plus de matériel á partager.

5. More time

6. No. The organisation was fine. There was freedom to discuss issues that concern us.

7. No it was great to get together and share ideas.

8. Volleyball at lunch.

9. Spend all day discussing with our cycle team.

10. Not a thing, it was energizing.

C. What do you need more information about?

1. School wide themes

2. Resource people (music, art)

3. Rubrics, target setting, goal setting.

4. Evaluation and assessment of special needs students who are integrated.

5. Rubrics

6. Portfolios (putting together and assessment).

7. Rubrics, competencies

8. Report card, rubrics, portfolios

9. Report card, rubrics

10. TLSA, goal and target setting

11. Use of C-CAT

12. Assessment, Report Card

13. Project ideas and organisation

14. Math situational problems at each Cycle.

15. Ideas for Project-based Learning

16. Report Cards

17. Soundprints. Report Card

D. Suggestions on how to organise other Smurals days (time, place, groupings…)

1. I loved the set-up. Maybe we could have e mails to continue sharing.

2. I liked having both cycle group and general group meetings during the day.

3. It is great at Queen Elizabeth but would be fun to have it at other schools if their staffs wish.

4. My first Smural. A larger gathering than Random Thoughts, but still personable.

5. Pick a theme that we can work on together, using competencies etc. and targeting evaluation strategies (ie. portfolio ideas).

6. I like idea of giving many options for teachers to choose from. I like the informal structure.

7. Today’s time good. Kaz., is teacher friendly. Today’s format great for generating topics.

8. Leave groupings open.

9. The same would be great!

10. Have teachers bring copies of lesson plans, projects that went well.

11. Same as today. Spending time with other teachers from our cycle.

12. Central location.

13. More of the same.

14. Great on PD days. Topics were of interest to all present.

15. Location great. Hospitality super!

16. Maybe pick a theme we can all gather information for to share.

17. Actually work together to make/build a resource.

E. Comments
1. Thank you so much for letting us join you. We really enjoyed the interaction.

2. Thanks for the invite and the food.

3. A great job. Thanks for hosting a super Smurals session.

4. Kudos to our Principals who are “releasing” the responsibility of our learning more to us. We need to do the same thing with our students, so it’s all more meaningful!

5. Thank you to the organising committee. Everything went smoothly and effortlessly – which means that effort went into the planning.

6. Avoir la nourriture est formidable.
7. I like meeting other teachers to share ideas. It’s inspiring.

8. Thanks for the lunch, it was a nice touch!

9. Thanks for a chance to talk to and share ideas with other teachers.

10. Excellent day. Well done!

11. I would like to thank those teacher “experts” who so freely shared their expertise with us. Having time to question is so important as you develop new strategies.

This session was attended by 25 teachers from Queen Elizabeth, Maniwaki, Onslow, Poltimore, St. Michaels and Wakefield schools.
Thanks to all participants for your feedback.
Have a wonderful holiday!
See you at the next session in the New Year.
Appendix 6:

Comments from Questionnaires September 2007

1. How do you feel about the innovations?

· Report cards continue to develop/change, so this is a food forum for discussion toward teacher understanding of what is expected by Ministry and parents; cross cycle meetings and development of units are critical to teachers understanding teacher expectation re: student knowledge and abilities as they move from cycle to cycle

· Tools: always a good topic because parents and teachers have to better understand results of assessment; Collaborative unit planning: good to know what expectations are in other cycles so programming can either “channel into” or “flow from” skills

· Don’t know what you mean by this

· The session on unit planning and how it is based on the QEP ie. Starting with the broad areas of learning was very helpful

· Smurals is a great network that gets teachers together to grow as professionals.  Without Smurals, teachers from small schools are isolated. I am very grateful and feel I have become a part of many schools not just my own.

· I have benefited a lot from the collaborative planning. Dot plan and UbD were very helpful also

· A lot of what was discussed was not new but it was helpful to listen to how others did things differently

· I enjoyed working with a team to create a unit. To make it more effective we should have had a time where we should have implemented the unit.

· The work on assessments, especially the new report card, did not meet my expectations, but I appreciated the opportunity of having “a voice” in the whole issue

· The discussions involving assessment, specifically rubrics and portfolios, during Smurals were very constructive and enlightening. Within the group, a diverse set of experiences and ideas were forwarded. The discussions involving “assessment for learning” and “assessment of learning” were also particularly interesting and thought-provoking thereby resulting in increased reflection.  Collaborative unit planning is essential, especially within schools as to ensure there is continuity between the cycles and students are better served. It also allows teachers to capitalize on the individual expertises within groups and the diversity of ideas that arise from heterogeneous groupings of individuals. This was an immense benefit gained through Smurals.

· I believe my experiences with Smurals increased my knowledge of each of the innovations and my awareness of the importance and power of a network.

· Assessment tools: very helpful PD at Smurals; useful and practical PD is the best.  Collaborative unit planning: buy in from all teachers involved is key and needs to be assured before going ahead with unit planning

· I think that Smurals was the best thing to happen to our rural schools. It has made a difference to the teachers and schools involved.  It has made a huge impact.

· The focus through the Smurals network on innovations has helped me personally and professionally in my teaching practice.  It has been a collaborative way for me to reflect upon how I teach my students! I believe that it has been a form of self- evaluation that has been extremely beneficial for all teachers involved; i.e. for new teachers as well as experienced teachers.

2. What concerns do you have?

· Too short time-wise- should be two day units, or weekend retreats

· Tools: portfolios are more of a showcase than an assessment tool; more/better assessment of children with special needs and then more resources after assessment are needed- could Smurals address this?

· I still have difficulty fitting all this into a proper evaluation/reporting system

· I am concerned that it will not be teacher-driven and as a result teachers will not buy in.

· Can we continue the network

· Unit needed to be implemented

· There was insufficient follow-up to work that was started. I would have enjoyed the opportunity of implementing the collaborative units together with my colleagues and obtaining feedback from them.

· More face-to-face time together as a group would be beneficial. However, logistically and practically, this is difficult.

· Sustainability of Smurals with staff turnover. Maintaining funding to continue network.

· Time is an issue, especially when our teachers wear so many different hats.  It is difficult to take time off to collaborate with colleagues.

· That Smurals will fade away.

· I am extremely grateful with all of the various areas of professional development that have been available for the school board and the small schools network.  It is exciting, rewarding, motivating, and beneficial to the students to learn new techniques that improve my teaching practice. One area of concern that seems to re-occur with many professional development initiatives is that of time and focus. I sometimes feel that as a teacher I could be more effective if I had more time to focus on implementing what I have learned through the P.D. opportunities. I understand that these are long term changes and that it takes time to implement new approaches or behaviours and that as teachers by our profession we are constantly adding to our repertoire of methodologies; however sometimes I feel concerned or overwhelmed that I am not doing enough to put everything into practice. 

3. Overall comments about the Smurals Network

· Quite valuable in a system where teachers have little opportunity to interact, due to small schools and distance between schools

· Networking affords the opportunity for personal and professional growth.  Smurals workshops helped me interpret the QEP and then better apply it to my programming. Open dialogue is a MUST for small schools…keep up the good work!

· Smurals is a great way for teachers to share best practices, express concerns, get support for other teachers sharing similar challenges. Don’t let it become a top-down managed network where everything is prescribed for teachers

· Smurals has been most effective when it was teacher-led covering a wide range of topics.  On the occasion where an attempt was made to mandate topics from above e.g. evaluation, the effectiveness and spirit of the network was diminished.

· A great opportunity for professional development- great job!

· Smurals has given me an opportunity to grow professionally. I was able to learn, discuss issues, analyse students’ work, work with the curriculum and assessment in a safe environment

· Great chance to share ideas, learn more and meet like-minded professionals

· I enjoyed being able to share experiences and concerns with others

· A great chance to work with other teachers and help each other make their classroom a better place to be

· I think the Smurals network is essential to maintaining communication and to share best practices.  It decreases the feeling of isolation in small schools. The opportunity to share PD sessions and the group discussions can be very helpful. There is a greater opportunity to hear varied opinions and develop more meaningful discussions.

· The concept of the “network” was an excellent idea. I enjoyed the collaborative nature of the sessions and would have continued my participation if I had been given the opportunity.

· Wonderful idea to bring small schools together to act as one larger entity. It carets a greater sense of team-spirit amongst inter-school colleagues. It is an excellent model that could be applied to other school boards encountering similar geographical and demographic challenges.

· Smurals was a wonderful experience. I learned first hand how much dedicated teachers care and want to learn in order to improve their craft. The relationships that formed through this project were a wonderful by-product of the collaboration.

· I think Smurals is a great idea. However, I’m not sure why we meet with teachers from elementary schools.

· Smurals has helped me grow and become a better teacher. I have made some lifelong friends and mentors through this! Thanks so much for starting this up.

· The Smurals Network has been extremely helpful by way of motivation, re-assurance and support. For me personally I have benefited from having a sense of rejuvenation and motivation through sharing ideas and methods that improve my teaching practice. Small schools can be isolated and cut-off from resources and support compared to the larger urban schools. The Smurals network has created a place that teachers in small rural schools can: work together, support one another, and exchange ideas and teaching materials that help them to be better teachers.

I am proud of the Smurals project and grateful to have been a participant in this fantastic teacher/leader project. 

From Smurals Nov 16, 2007:

We had a session on Friday and it seems to have gone over well.  We had 43 participants.  This was a sort of rebirth of the project with teacher-leaders running the entire afternoon and parts of the morning.  The new directions (focus for improving instruction) will involve re-visiting the classroom observation idea from a few years back.  The teacher-leaders are structuring the visits and taking ownership of the organization.  All I am doing is going after the $$$.  I’m going to ask Mike Dawson for some support once I get a handle on the numbers but I think we will have between 20 and 30 teachers interested in the classroom observations.  There is some accountability involved in the debriefing of the observations.    

Eldon

Hi Eldon,

You are amazing! (of course I’m sure you hear that ALL the time)  I can’t tell you how much time I spend looking for documents on line.  Thanks so much for sending the sites. I have forwarded them to all teachers.  SMURALS was great-so glad that we were all able to go.  Thanks a heap!

Ann Addleman

Principal, Maniwaki Woodland School

Nov 16, 2007

Appendix 7:

Smurals Survey
Results

November 2005

	
	I need more information
	I can share my knowledge

	Assessment:
	
	

	· New report card
	11111
	

	· Assessment for learning 
	1111111
	

	· portfolios
	111111
	DP, PA

	· rubrics
	111111
	

	· student-led conferences
	11111
	DP, MR

	· other:
	TLSA
	

	Literacy:
	
	

	· DRA - 
	11
	AA, MR, PA, Ann

	· SoundPrints
	1111111
	MR

	· Guided reading
	11111
	AA, MR

	· Literacy meeting topics
	1111
	MR

	· Other:
	Shared reading
	

	Numeracy:
	
	

	· QEP competencies
	1111111
	

	· Problem solving
	1111
	

	· Other:
	
	


What are your top two needs right now?

· Sharing with another cycle teacher-11

· Shared reading

· Guided reading

· Assessment; rubrics-1111

· Resources

· Report card-1111

· Student-led conferences

· QEP competencies -11

Appendix 8:

September 2007
Hello Smurals team member!

Damian and I are finally coming to the end of our Master’s program next year, and we would greatly appreciate your help at this time.

The focus of our exit project is our professional learning community of Smurals (Small Rural Schools Network); how we came together and what benefits have come from the experience of working in this team.  We would ask for just 15 minutes of your time to answer this survey about your participation in Smurals.

This Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM) is a framework that addresses the seven stages of concern and levels of use for teachers as they implement change. CBAM provides feedback that allows us to see how PD innovations are working and how they have influenced teaching practice, and “being aware of the concerns allows those in charge of the innovation to tailor aid given to individuals” (Hord, Rutherford, Huling-Austin and Hall, 1987).
We have addressed a number of PD innovations in Smurals over the last 5 years:

1. Assessment Tools- a variety of forms of assessment such as the new report card, rubrics, portfolios

2. Collaborative Unit Planning – working in collaborative teams to produce cross-cycle units using frameworks such as Understanding by Design

3. Smurals network – the impact that your involvement in the network has had on your teaching practice

Thank you so much for your time in completing this questionnaire and assisting us with our project.  We appreciate it.

Sincerely,

Damian & Julie
A. 
Please rate yourself by a checking a box for each of the innovations below. You should check a box for your stage of concern Before Smurals and During Smurals. For an explanation of each stage read Table 1 below.

Stages of Concern
	Innovation
	Assessment Tools


	Collaborative Unit Planning
	Smurals Network

	Stages 
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals

	6 - Refocusing
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5 - Collaboration
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4 – Consequence
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 - Management
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2 - Personal
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1 - Informational
	
	
	
	
	
	

	0 - Awareness
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 1: Typical Expressions of Concern about an Innovation
	 Stage of Concern
	 Expression of Concern

	 6. Refocusing
	 I have some ideas about something that would work even better.

	 5. Collaboration
	 How can I relate what I am doing to what others are doing?

	 4. Consequence
	 How is my use affecting learners? How can I refine it to have more impact?

	 3. Management
	 I seem to be spending all my time getting materials ready.

	 2. Personal
	 How will using it affect me?

	 1. Informational
	 I would like to know more about it.

	 0. Awareness
	 I am not concerned about it.


From Taking Charge of Change by Shirley M. Hord, William L. Rutherford, Leslie Huling-Austin, and Gene E. Hall, 1987. Published by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (703) 549-9110 Reprinted with permission.

B. 
Please rate yourself by a checking a box for each of the innovations below. You should check a box for your stage of Levels of Use in the Before Smurals column and the During Smurals column. For an explanation of each stage read Table 2 below.

Levels of Use

	Innovation
	Assessment Tools


	Collaborative Unit Planning
	Smurals Network

	Stages 
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals
	Before Smurals
	During Smurals

	6 - Renewal
	
	
	
	
	
	

	5 - Integration
	
	
	
	
	
	

	4 - Refinement
	
	
	
	
	
	

	3 - Routine
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2 - Preparation
	
	
	
	
	
	

	1 - Orientation
	
	
	
	
	
	

	0 - Non-Use
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Table 2: Levels of Use of the Innovation: Typical Behaviours
	 Levels of Use
	 Behavioural Indicators of Level

	 VI. Renewal
	The user is seeking more effective alternatives to the established use of the innovation.

	 V. Integration
	The user is making deliberate efforts to coordinate with others in using the innovation.

	 IVB. Refinement
	The user is making changes to increase outcomes.

	 IVA. Routine
	The user is making few or no changes and has an established pattern of use.

	 III. Mechanical
	The user is making changes to better organize use of the innovation.

	 II. Preparation
	The user has definite plans to begin using the innovation.

	 0I. Orientation
	The user is taking the initiative to learn more about the innovation.

	 0 . Non-Use
	The user has no interest, is taking no action.  


From Taking Charge of Change by Shirley M. Hord, William L. Rutherford, Leslie Huling-Austin, and Gene E. Hall, 1987. Published by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (703) 549-9110 Reprinted with permission.

C. 
Please provide us with additional information so we may evaluate our progress and make improvements for the future:

1. How do you feel about the innovations?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What concerns do you have?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. Overall comments about the Smurals Network

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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          CBAM Levels of Use Results
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                     CBAM Levels of Use Results
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     CBAM Levels of Use Results
[image: image3.emf]Levels of Use - Assessment Before & During

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Before

During

Before

0 3 3 1 4 3 1 1

During

0 0 1 2 0 5 6 2

non-use orientation preparation mechanical routine refinement integration renewal


Appendix 10:                      CBAM Smurals Network Results
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    CBAM Stages of Concern Results
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                                            CBAM Stages of Concern Results
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Appendix 11:    

 CBAM Stages of Concern Results for all 3 Indicators Before the Project
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 CBAM Stages of Concern Results for all 3 Indicators During the Project
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CBAM Levels of Use Results for all 3 Indicators Before the Project
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CBAM Levels of Use Results for all 3 Indicators During the Project
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Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Level of Use for the indicator Smurals Network before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Level of Use for the indicator Collaborative Unit Planning before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Level of Use for the indicator Assessment before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Stage of Concern for the indicator Assessment before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Stage of Concern for the indicator Collaborative Unit Planning before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Stage of Concern for the indicator Smurals Network before and during the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Stage of Concern for all 3 indicators before the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Stage of Concern for all 3 indicators During the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Level of Use for all 3 indicators Before the project. 





Results of the CBAM Questionnaire:


This graph shows participants’ opinion of their Level of Use for all 3 indicators During the project. 








