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communities share a common focus based on the promotion of democratic
principles including inquiry, discourse, cquity, authenticity, leadership and
service (IDEALS), and are grounded in rescarch-based instructional and
organizational practices, essentially a constructivist _and democratic
approach that leads to increased student achievement (O"Hair et al. 2000).
Al work at the K20 Genter is based around the IDEALS framework:

L INQUIRY is the critical study of our practice by gathering and con-
sidering data, new knowledge and others’ perspectives. The primary pur-
pose of inquiry is the improvement of our individual practice and our
school’s practice.

D. DISCOURSE refers to conversations, discussions and debates focused on
teaching and learning issues. Discourse nurtures professional growth, builds
relationships, results in more informed practice and improves student
achievement.

E. EQUITY refers to secking fair and just practices both within the school
and outside the school.

A. AUTHENTICITY refers to authentic learning that is genuine and con-
nected rather than fake and fragmented. Teachers who practise authenticity
help students connect learning to life.

L. LEADERSHIP (SHARED) in schools is the development of shared
understandings that lead t0 a common focus and improve the school
experience for all members of the school communi
S. SERVICE refers to the belief that making a difference in the lives of
children and families requires serving the needs of the community as well as
the school (O’Hair et al. 2000).

The K20 Center for Educational and Community Renewal began in 1995
as a small network of schools with the support of the Annenberg Instiute
for School Reform; League of Professional Schools (described in Chaprer
2); Danforth Foundation; and the University of Oklahoma. Over the years,
the K20 Center has maintained its common focus and brought Oklahoma
stakeholders together to shar ideas, observe best practices, identify and
analyse problems, and develop strategies for the improvement of teaching,
learning and community life. The stakeholders involved were students,
parents, teachers, administrators, school board and community members,
business and government leaders, and university faculty and students.
Against this background, the chapter will highlight these practices and
problems, including continuing issues raised by the K20 Center’s cri
friends.
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Professional learning communities: practices
The K20 Center secks to improve student achievement by developing,

implementing and sustaining ten practices of high achieving schools. A
description and example of cach pracrice follows.

Practice 1: shared value systen

Schools functioning as professional learning communities develop shared
values about students, learning and schooling, which lead o a collabora-
tively developed set of core learning principles that guide the curriculum,
instruction and instructionally related operations of the school (Glickman
1993; Bernhardt 2002). For example, a school might embrace learning.
principles which hold that students learn best when they

1 are required to personally construct knowledge about the topics being
addressed

2 engage in disciplined inquiry to gather more information and data
about the topic

3 work on tasks thar have some value beyond the lesson and the
assignment (Newmann and Associates 1996).

A teacher from a partner elementary school describes the process of
developing shared values as follows:

We invited educators, parents, students and business partners to join
with us in discussing what we believed about teaching and learning.
Our PTA meetings were focused on meaningful learning and we
looked for themes and commonalities from the parent responses. We
did this as a group, discussing and sharing as we looked through the
information. From our work together we were able to construct a
shared vision and common learning principles for our school. The
vision and common learning principles would give us dircctions and
purpose as we faced difficult decisions, hired new staff members and
chose new textbooks.

“This schools core lcarning principles include: academic excellence; a safe
and comfortable environment; nurturing the needs of all learners;
achievement through varied learning strategies; tolerance and respect by all
and for alls celebrating diversity; providing success for all learners; and
connecting learning to real life experiences (Cate et al. 2002).
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Practice 2: authentic teaching, learning and assessment

Rather than teaching in a didactic manner that focuses primarily on the
memorization of factual information, authentic teaching requires. that
teachers design and facilitate learning experiences that:

o engage students in the personal construction of new knowledge

sult in their conducting a disciplined inquiry about the topic at hand

o have value beyond the school (Newmann and Wehlage 1995; sce also
Sizer 1992; Wood 1992, 1999; Newmann and Associates 1996; Darling-
Hammond 1997).

Researchers found that when teachers taught authentically, their students
consistently outperformed those taught in more conventional ways (New-
‘mann and Wehlage 1995). When teaching is focused on the development of
understanding and meaning, and on conneeting lessons to students” iner-
ests and experiences, rather than on memorization, students did better on
assessments of advanced skills as well as on standardized tests. These
findings suggest that students who think carefully about subjecrs, study
them in-depth and connect them to their personal experiences are also more
likely to remember the facts and defnitions called for on standardized tests
(O'Hair et al. 2000). A principal in a parter school describes how the
curriculum is being restructured as follows:

Emphasizing hands-on learning, teachers have given students oppor-
tunities to examine concepts and problems dircetly and provide their
own interpretations and solutions, rather than just listening to or
reading about ideas. Taking an integrated, thematic approach to the
major ideas in curriculum, we got a jump start at summer institute,
where many hours were spent mapping our curriculum and finding
those areas where connections could easily be made. We have placed a
renewed emphasis on writing, believing, as Stephen King says, that
“Writing is thinking through the end of a pen.’ We have increased our
ney at authentic assessments with varied strategies. Teaches
ssfully used student-led conferences and have developed
rubrics to asscss a wide variety of projects and products. We keep a
witing portfolio for every student, with specified writing samples
required for each grade.

su

Practice 3: shared leadership

The K20 Center focuses on creating broadly distributed leadership by
developing a culture of collegiality and, in doing so, reducing hicrarchical
decision-making practiccs. Hicrarchical decision-making practices close
down the conversation about the school’s belicfs, values, learning principles
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Practice 5 teacher collaboration

When teachers have the opportunity to engage in regular professional dis-
cussion with their peers and receive honest but supportive feedback, not
only does their own practice benefit, but student achievement also improves
(Cushman 1998).” Conversations, discussions and debates focused on
teaching and learning issucs nurture professional growth, build relation-
ships and result in more informed practice and improved student achieve-
‘ment. Printy (2004) identified communities of practice (Wenger 1998: 23)
as “eritical to the ability of a faculty to capitalize on members’ knowledge,
and to improve, adapt, their instructional practices’. Working together
towards a shared vision for student learning, teachers discuss with collea-
gues difficult questions such as: How can we talk about and share our
practices? How can we engage in critical study of our practice? How much
do we trust cach other? Is our teaching authenic? How do we know what
students know? How do our practices match our beliefs about teaching and
learning?

Change theorist Michacl Fullan (1995) believes that ‘in order for stu-
dents to be learning, teachers must be learning’. Job-embedded staff
development acrivitics, such as book studies, peer coaching and studying
student work focus teacher learning on student learning. Communicating
via email, coaching each other in technology and developing an authentic
technology-rich curriculum, are ways that teachers can use technology to
learn together. A K20 Center partner school describes their plans for
ongoing collaboration that includes parents and teachers:

PTA meetings focus on our site goals. The monthly parent and com-
munity newsletter contains articles related to site goals and our pro-
gress in attaining them. Classroom visits are made by the principal ©0
observe examples of how site goals are connected to daily teaching and
learning. Our faculty meetings, grade-level team meetings and vertical
team meetings foeus on sharing cffective lesson plans, best practices
and how to address problems and issues we face. Faculty meetings are
hosted by teachers who open their rooms and share personal successes
and struggles. We strive to collectively aceept responsibility for all
students learning in our school.

Practice 6: inquiry and discourse

Inquiry is the study of our practice by considering relevant perspectives,
data and knowledge. It refers to the way we reflect on, gather information
and analyse the effectiveness of what we are doing in our classrooms and
our schools. Inquiry and discourse involves cducators coming together and
questioning and discussing factors related to student learning, and the
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relationship of school policies and practices to learning. Decisions about
instructional practices are not based upon how well reachers ‘like it or
“don’t like it” but upon how instructional practices affect student learning.
Teachers working collaboratively to analyse student data and seeking out
the best teaching and learning practices are the fundamental work of
inquiry and discourse.

In addition to standardized test scores and other forms of statistical data,
student, teacher, administrator and parent perspectives are forms of data to
be discussed and analysed. Key questions associated with inquiry and
course are the followin

« Whar do we want our students to learn?

o How will we know whether they are learning what we want them to
learn?

© What can we do when students are not learning?

o Are we getting the results we want in student achievement? If not, why
not? What will we do about it?

« On what basis are we doing what we are doing? What evidence or
support do we have to justify our practices? How do we know whether
what we are doing is effective?

 What information, data, knowledge and perspect
assist us in studying our practice?

 How docs what we are doing fit with our values and beliefs as a school?

 How docs what we are doing scrve the needs of the diverse individuals
and groups who make up our community? Whose interests do our
practices serve? Whose interests do they not serve? (Sirornik 198
O’Hair et al. 2000; Eaker and DuFour 2002).

es can we gather o

Without engaging in inquiry we have no basis for determining whether
what we are doing works and how it fits with what we believe in (O’Hair
and Reitzug 1997). Inquiry should guide classroom and school-wide
practice and decision making. It should inform instructional practices as
well as the development of school policies, curriculum and programmes
(O'Hair et al. 2000). The professional discourse associated with inquiry
helps teachers to examine and modify their beliefs about student learning
and enables them to make changes in their instructional practices.
A partner school provides an example of inquiry:

Over the course of the school year, teachers worked collaboratively to
focus on_reading skills development, student by student. This was
achieved by scheduling time for teachers to analyse data collected from
the computer lab (Success Maker and Waterford Early Reading soft-
ware), various asscssments (Yopp-Singer/phonemic awareness, Light-
span Achieve Now placement tests, Gates-MacGinite Reading Test,
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Teachers, more than anyone, are expected to build learning commu-
nities, create the knowledge society and develop the capacities for
innovation, flexibility and commitment to change that are essential to
cconomic prosperity. At the same time, teachers are also expected 0
mitigate and counteract many of the immensc problems that knowl-
edge societies create, such as excessive consumerism, loss of comm
and widening gaps berween rich and poor. Somehow, teachers
must try to achicve these scemingly contradicory goals simulta-
ncously. This is their professional paradox.

(Hargreaves 2003: 1)

We believe the best way to address the ‘professional paradox” is through
networking partnerships designed to support and strengthen participants’
individual and collective efforts to improve learning while addressing
problems creared through knowledge socicrics. The K20 Center for Edu-
cational and Community Renewal at the University of Oklahoma is one
such effort. The K20 Center is a consortium of school-university-
community parterships committed to improving student learning from
kindergarten through graduate education (K20) through the develop-
ment of professional learning communitics. These professional lears





