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Abstract

This paper is the follow up to the overview of the research about  teacher learning communities.  It focuses on the support provided to teachers by a school principal and the coordinator of professional development as they enact the Keeping Learning on Track ® Program (KLT) in classrooms , supporting teachers’ use of classroom formative assessment through ongoing, school-based support in the form of teacher learning communities (TLCs). Reflections from three years of implementation as well as findings from a qualitative research study based in a Vermont public school are discussed. 















Introduction 
	This paper is the follow up to the overview of the research about providing support for teachers as they enact the Keeping Learning on Track® program in classrooms and in teacher learning communities (TLCs).  A school principal and the coordinator of professional development recount the supports provided to teachers during three years of implementation as well the findings of a qualitative research study performed at the school site.   Teachers’ voices are captured as they provide evidence of the supports which led to the transformation of their practices.  Without the systemic support, the shift in beliefs and attitudes about learning, teachers’ practices, accountability, shared leadership, motivation and school culture would not have been possible or effective.  
Context
	During the summer of 2006, the Vermont Department of Education elicited schools to participate in a formative assessment training provided by Dr. Dylan Wiliam and The Educational Testing Service (ETS®). The St. Johnsbury School sent six teachers, the principal and a coach to be trained as  ‘Formative Assessment Pilot Project’ (FAPP)  participants. The pilot participants were on a volunteer basis.  During the subsequent summers (2007 & 2008), additional cohorts of teachers participated in the training which resulted in nearly full implementation for the St. Johnsbury School.  At this point in time, the KLT enactment in classrooms and TLCs was no longer on a volunteer basis. Given this, during the 2008-2009 school year, the St. Johnsbury School had seven teacher learning communities, seven teacher leaders and a trainer as well as an additional 24 teachers in the KLT immersion training.  The newly hired teachers for the 2009-2010 school year will be receiving the KLT immersion training during the summer of 2009 and join a TLC for the upcoming school year as a ‘standard of practice’.
Systemic/Structural Supports
Teachers indicated that the KLT program impacted substantive aspects of their professional practice and that the TLCs had a positive impact on their learning. Additionally, teachers identified TLCs as one of the essential supports necessary to change their practices (Anastasia, 2009). 
An element that was considered essential is that the system supported scheduling the TLCs during the school day, with eight or less teachers in each TLC.  During the pilot year, substitutes were provided for half a day, once a month. The substitutes were funded by State and Federal grant monies that supported the KLT program as strategies for school wide improvement.  Teachers took over teacher leader roles to upscale the program over the three years.  The pilot cohort continued to have substitute support the following two years.  The remaining TLC cohorts (facilitated by teacher leaders of the pilot cohort) met during monthly early release days that were deliberately built into the school wide calendar and supported by the school board. 
Teacher Learning Communities: Teachers’ Perspectives and Conditions for Learning 
“Yes, the culture has changed, and we are accountable…the sacred time in TLCs feels professional; it couldn’t be more powerful.”
The culture of accountability for learning and to each other was the sentiment of the St. Johnsbury School teachers as an influential factor for shaping their practice.   During each TLC, the teachers craft a monthly action plan which became their individual ‘mini’ action research.  Through the action planning process, they indicate what formative assessment technique they were to implement; justify its usage and write about the impact it will make in their classroom.  The teachers reflect on how the technique may help move learning forward.  The teachers leave the TLC with a plan for implementing a chosen technique with the expectation that they will share the progress of their action plan the following month.   This is accountability!  The trust that was and continues to be developed through the TLCs is pivotal.   Participants know they can seek advice from their colleagues if the technique failed or celebrate what went well.  Colleagues question each other and ask for clarification; you often hear during TLCs: “What’s formative about that?”   Every teacher gives a brief, informal report on his or her latest formative assessment efforts, while colleagues listen and respond proactively.
 	The professional conversations that occur during a TLC are commonplace in the medical field; professionals discussing their practice.  One teacher stated, “the nature of our profession lends itself to working in isolation.  However, the TLC model undoubtedly relieves that feeling of isolation.  After our meetings, we have felt, not only stimulated but affirmed as professionals.  These meetings have given us the support and confidence to implement formative assessment techniques enthusiastically.”  Another teacher confided:  “The TLCs wouldn’t happen if our administration did not value them.  They know our meetings are professional, they see the outcomes when they do walk-throughs and they trust us.  We have their support and we are in it together” (Anastasia, 2009). 
While implementing and practicing a new technique in their classrooms, the St. Johnsbury School teachers are supported by their colleagues, coaches, the coordinator of professional development and the principal.  It is important during the implementation stage that the administrators play the role of the listener and supporter.  As the teachers ask for support and advice with a particular technique, it is essential that the administrators do not act like the expert, they ask questions, which in turn, forces the teacher to reflect and come to a solution on their own. When implementing formative assessment in a school it is essential that the administrators understand the teachers are refining their practices and learning along the way.  It’s okay when a technique doesn’t work for them or their students.  Trial and tribulations are expected; we learn best from making mistakes.  The principal supported the pilot participants by encouraging them to take risks and ensured they would not be formally evaluated during the pilot year.  Given that a necessary part of learning is reflecting, the administrators need to provide time for teachers to reflect; a critical part of the TLC.  
Researchers have learned that in order for professional development to be effective, it needs to attend to the process as well as the content elements (Wilson & Berne, 1999). The process concerns the local circumstances, over a period of time, where teachers are actively involved. The content refers to the focus on deepening teachers’ knowledge of the content they are teaching, and strategies they can employ. In the context to the findings of the local research study, it is worthwhile to note that Wiliam and Thompson (2007) suggest that TLCs show the greatest potential for improving teaching practices and student achievement.  The learning that occurred during TLCs influenced and shaped the research participants’ practices. More specifically, the findings of the St. Johnsbury School’s study (2009) strongly point to the conditions in which the learning occurred, which made the TLCs so powerful. 
Not only is the learning collegial, it is rigorous. “I walk away every time having learned something. I am energized to get back and teach back in my classroom.” And, “There has been such rich conversation.” The culture of accountability of learning and to each other was an opinion voiced by many teachers as an influential factor for shaping their practice. 
The research of DuFour (2007), DuFour (2003), and Eaker (1998) support the culture of collaboration and collaborative colleagueship through professional learning communities. They found through their research that the core principles of successful learning communities include: collective synergy, spirit, imagination, inspiration and continuous learning of teachers. These principles accurately reflect the responses from the participants of the study. Schmoker (2004) agrees with the participants of the study in that they believe that professional learning communities are necessary to improve teacher learning; and teachers must hold each other accountable and provide support for each other. 
At The St. Johnsbury School, many teachers wanted guidance in writing learning intentions, a formative assessment technique.  Most of this work was completed outside of the TLC sessions.  The St. Johnsbury School provides three  coaches to meet with teachers during daily planning time or after school.  Many hours are spent with curriculum digging for the “learning intention” in a presented lesson.  Supporting teachers in using this technique has been a success.  “What is the learning intention for this lesson?” is a typical question heard throughout our professional conversations.  The next question often heard is: “how will I know when the students achieve the learning intentions?” This work has led to a deeper understanding of the concepts in our content areas.  Creating a lesson with a learning intention has become a ‘standard of practice’.  During administrative walk-throughs it is common for the principal to kneel beside a student and ask “what are you learning?” rather than “what are you doing?”  This is a shift from teaching to learning. 
Black et al. (2003) and Anastasia (2009) found that teachers who received formative assessment training and were provided with on-going, collaborate support were able to make substantial changes within their classrooms. Given this, assessment for learning is successful when teachers work in a collaborate, collegial culture where they share their learning and practices, hold each other accountable, motivate and encourage each other, foster autonomy, and influence the practices of the system. 
Shared Leadership 
Black & Wiliam’s (1998) research concerning teacher autonomy is that “each teacher must find his or her own ways of incorporating [assessment for learning] into his or her own wpatterns of classroom work and into the cultural norms and expectations of a particular school community” (p. 146). The findings of Anastasia’s qualitative study (2009) support this principle because it is clear in the data that teachers are implementing different strategies and techniques at different times, frequencies, and levels of success. More importantly, they have the autonomy to put into practice strategies that they feel are suitable at the right time and place. Wiliam (2005) agrees: “That is why there can be no recipe that will work for everyone. Each teacher will have to find a way of incorporating these ideas into their own practice; and effective formative assessment will look very different on different classrooms” (p. 34).
The St. Johnsbury School teachers appreciate the level of autonomy that is afforded to them as they learn through TLCs. “You have the support of others, but it’s individualized. There are so many different people working on the same thing, and great ideas coming out of each person that you can take things and put together what works for you.” (Anastasia, 2009).
Developing leadership for all teachers is crucial when implementing teacher learning communities. McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) report: “We encountered no instances to support the ‘great leader’ theory…effective principals empower and support teacher leadership to improve teaching practice” (p. 118). Research designates two fundamental types of teacher leadership: formal and informal teacher leaders (Danielson, 2007). Formal teacher leaders fill the roles of coaches, professional developers, or pseudo administrators. Informal teacher leaders emerge through and by their expertise and practice (p. 16).  Fullan (2007) describes teachers as “custodians of school culture”, having an institutional memory. Teachers interviewed in the qualitative study support the notion of leaders grown from within and described this as it relates to their vision of shared leadership.  In Anastasia’s (2009) study, teachers reported that they support leaders grown from within because they “know our particular population or maybe knowing specific students.” And, “It’s not finding new people to fill roles who may not be as familiar with what is going on in the school district, it’s building from within…you don’t have to start over all the time.” Leaders were grown from the up scaling of the KLT program. Teacher participants from the 2006 pilot group took on teacher leader roles [coaches] to facilitate the newly formed TLCs. “…we had two people rise out of that to be coaches and leaders…” And, “I think it is really important to have teachers involved in leadership…”  (Anastasia, 2009). 
Participants were clear to state that the shared leadership involved risks; however, they felt supported to take risks because of the professional culture that had been formed.
 “The principal knew we were going to try it, we took a lot of risks. My principal knows I’m doing this and yes, it’s a risk, but we are in this together.” KLT teachers are allowed the freedom to make judicious choice of practical techniques. However, they are expected to implement all the strategies over the course of a year. 
The scalability of this intervention requires that teachers know both the “know how” and the “know why” (Wiliam & Thompson, 2007). This empowers teachers to make decisions that enhance the theory of action instead of detracting from it. The relationship with colleagues is dependent on the success of teacher leaders (Johnson & Donaldson, 2007). It takes the efforts of all educators to redefine the norms of teaching and support teacher leaders.
Scale Up and Support
	In Coburn’s (2003) conceptual framework for scale, she points out: “Definitions of scale have traditionally been restricted in scope, focusing on the expanding number of schools reached by a reform” (p. 3). When considering assessment for learning, however, she discusses four inter-related dimensions for scale:  depth, sustainability, spread, and shift. At the St. Johnsbury School, all of these dimensions have been considered during the implementation process. For example, teachers’ beliefs, norms of interactions in the classroom and in TLCs, and pedagogy have been altered by the implementation on KLT (depth). There is a culture, structure, and the power of shared leadership which influences and ensures the TLC model (sustainability). The principles of KLT are driving the school’s practices and policies. This manifests itself with the shift in the reporting system and policy, and the scheduling structure to ensure appropriate time and support for TLCs (spread). Lastly, shift is noticeable with an increase of teacher leaders who have the capacity to sustain the theory of action included in KLT. 
Finally, the St. Johnsbury School keeps the fidelity of KLT to its core principles. Sustainability is carefully planned as we move forward in our up scaling efforts. System structures and strategies have been put into place to ensure the sustainability for the KLT program .  
Teachers have identified that the support provided to them contributes to their newly developed pedagogical principles and change in practice.  Specifically, the data evidenced by Anastasia (2009) supports a shift in: teachers’ roles; serious attitudes and beliefs about learning and assessment; the support identified as essential to change their practices; shared leadership, school culture, and professional development.  
As administrators of the St. Johnsbury School, in order to guide our leadership vision, we have placed student and teacher learning as our fundamental purpose. The vision has helped us address and move forward the ‘resisters’ with patience, courage and a moral purpose. On the contrary, new leaders have arisen with the passion, beliefs, and wherewithal to lead the school community in its pursuit for improved learning for all.
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