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Summary of Results  

 Acker (2007, p. 146), in his discussion of the “daunting” challenges faced when 

reporting the findings of a qualitative research analysis, quotes Patton (1990) stating: 

The purpose of qualitative inquiry is to produce findings.  The challenge is to 

make sense of massive amounts of data, reduce the volume of information, 

identify significant patterns and construct a framework of communicating the 

essence of what the data reveal (p. 371).   

Acker (2007) also reminds the reader that the researcher must always review the research 

questions to “renew the clarity” and to provide relevance (p. 147).  In addition to 

summarizing the results in this chapter, the researcher interprets and discusses the 

findings from the archival records of the PLC, the data from focused participant surveys 

and interviews, and student data. 

Research question one.  Does participation in a Professional Learning 

Community (PLC) result in special education teachers making greater use of data to 

inform instructional practices than prior to their involvement in the PLC? 

Two types of pre- and post survey collection occurred during the year-long study 

- the modified survey questionnaire and the Levels of Use interviews which were 

administered at the start of the study and a year later.  The data were analyzed for the 

purpose of providing a clear representation of the comparison of the teachers’ self-

reported use from the onset of the PLC to the end of the study. 

Modified survey questionnaire.  The purpose of the modified survey 

questionnaire was for the teachers to rate questions about teacher growth in the use of 



data-driven decision-making.  The largest difference between the pre- and post-capacity 

responses was that teachers felt that they moved from a position of not understanding 

MAP data to a position where they felt comfortable with its use for analyzing MAP and 

also DSTP data.  Most of the data use responses moved toward agreeable gains or stayed 

the same (13 of 16 responses) on the post-survey.  However the three responses that 

moved toward less agreeable tendencies concerned the team needing more collaboration 

on implementing certain strategies.  Most teachers used strategies for content standard 

pacing, prerequisite skills, and vocabulary frequently.  However, most teachers felt that 

not enough professional development was provided for in MAP testing to help them to 

gain better skills in understanding student achievement data. Also, the teachers felt that 

their team could assess student classwork in a more collaborative manner.  Finally, the 

survey asked each respondent to rate a specific issue on a scale from 1 - not important to 

5 - very important.  All responses became more important or stayed the same in the post-

survey, except one response.  In the pre-survey, most teachers felt that the most important 

issue was the higher availability of resources and lessons to adapt to their classes.  In the 

post-survey, this issue became the second most important issue.  The most important 

issue in the post-survey became the need for more collaboration time in the learning 

community.   

Levels of Use (LOU) interviews.  The purpose of the categories in Levels of Use 

was to record how the teachers functioned in the various activities related to participating 

in the professional learning community and to obtain as much information as possible to 

decide their placement at a Level of Use.  The LoU of the teachers ranged from lack of 

knowing that the innovation existed to an active use of it.  All participants moved from a 



Level 0 – non-use or a Level I – orientation in the pre-survey to levels ranging from III – 

mechanical use to V – integration in the post-survey. 

Research question two.  How does the growth rate of special education students 

improve as their teachers employ data-driven decision-making?   

By using the growth between student NWEA MAP fall and winter scores, 

statistical significance (p< .05) was measured by using the paired samples t test.   

For math, all grades, except grade 7, showed significant improvement between fall 2009 

and winter 2010 when the teachers used the PLC to collaborate on data-driven 

instruction.  By calculating a t test for students’ NWEA MAP math scores last year in 

2008-2009 before the PLC was implemented, two out of three grades showed non-

significant growth between fall and winter; however significant growth was apparent in 

2009-2010 after teachers participated in the PLC. 

 In reading, grade 5 showed as having significant growth between fall 2009 and 

winter 2010 when the teachers used the PLC to collaborate on data-driven instruction.  

By calculating a t test for students’ NWEA MAP reading scores for grade 5 last year in 

2008-2009 before the PLC, no significant growth was shown. However, school year 

2009-2010 after implementation did show significant growth.  

The teachers of the students that showed significant growth in reading or 

mathematics were teachers who achieved higher Levels of Use on the interview surveys.  

These teachers were also more experienced teachers, non-first nor –second year teachers. 

Discussion of the Results 

DeVaus (2001) suggests that complex trend analysis can be accomplished by 

predicting trends for a set of variables in one case (p. 261).  He also states that 



“Interrupted trend analysis would involve predicting a pre- and post-interruption pattern 

and matching this predicted pattern with that for actual cases” (p. 261).  Therefore, this 

study will discuss the initiation of an innovation – a data-driven Professional Learning 

Community (PLC), in a pre- and, mid-, and post-state. The predicted pattern is that the 

use of the data-driven PLC will cause teachers to improve classroom strategies that will 

in turn improve student achievement. 

The special education teachers in this K-8 school successfully implemented a 

PLC as evidenced by their self-report data.  The process was a year-long implementation.  

In the Modified Survey questionnaire, the teachers reported much more use of data-

driven instruction, more collaboration of participants, and greater use of researched 

strategies within the classroom.  They also moved toward a greater use of the PLC in 

general as evidenced by the CBAM Levels of Use survey.  There are areas that could be 

improved upon; however since they use the continuous cycle of improvement, the 

Deming cycle, they can always make improvements.  This study illustrates that 

collaboration in teacher and student learning can continue through the use of the PLC and 

the Deming cycle and that possibly teacher leaders can progressively assume more 

leadership responsibility in the PLC.  

Student data also showed evidence of substantial improvement in a pre- and post- 

analysis of data on the NWEA MAP test. Furthermore, in math, all grades, except grade 

7, showed significant improvement between fall 2009 and winter 2010 when the teachers 

used the PLC to collaborate on data-driven instruction. In addition, the standard 

deviations of three out of six grades became less variable in the student scores from fall 

to winter.  Teachers used flexible group strategies to try to accommodate for the 



variability in student scores.  They reached their goal to get student scores to move 

toward less variability.  Also in math, of the three grades (5, 7, and 8) that did not show 

significant growth in 2008-2009, significant growth was apparent in 2009-2010 for 

grades 5 and 8, after teachers participated in the PLC.  

In reading, grades 2 - 5 showed significant improvement. The fact that the middle 

school grades did not show significant improvement may be due to the fact that this year 

a brand new reading program was introduced in the elementary grades only. The reading 

program was aligned to the state standards.  The teachers in the PLC specifically focused 

on the teaching of reading skills so that implementation of the reading program would be 

successful.  As for the upper grades, 6 – 8, their insignificant reading scores may be due 

to the fact that they showed great improvement in mathematics instead.  A possible 

solution is that I feel that the teachers may have chosen too many performance goals to 

improve upon, whereas a lesser amount may have been more suitable for a newly starting 

PLC, which has its own learning curve as a new organization. 

Implications for Practice 

An implication for practice is the strong consideration of time when implementing 

a PLC.  Time given for meetings, collaboration, reflection, implementation, and data 

analysis is the highest need for PLCs to work properly.  The largest complaint of the 

teachers was that there wasn’t enough time to do the job that they would like to do.  Two 

suggestions for the school would be to incorporate sufficient time within the school day, 

for teacher collaboration and lesson planning and secondly to extend the implementation 

of PLCs to every grade level in the school; therefore incorporating all teachers in this 

type of continuous improvement strategy for the entire school. Creating a master 



schedule that would provide all teachers the time to meet for a PLC at least two to four 

times per month, would be my suggestion for improving practice within this school.  

Another factor concerning time is the sustaining of the PLC.  It would be beneficial to 

provide a case study that extends over several years on a longitudinal basis for better data 

collection.  

Recommendations for Future Research  

Darling-Hammond & Wood (2008) sum up my largest recommendation for future 

research when they state,  

Educational research and development comprises only 0.2 percent of the federal 

research budget, and its priorities have lost focus on the needs of practitioners and 

what needs to be known to build educator and school capacity to improve student 

learning. Studies of successful schools and teacher development programs are 

rarely funded, and large-scale tests of promising ideas are not affordable (p. VIII). 

More case studies and research regarding data-driven instruction and Professional 

Learning Communities for special education teachers should broaden the scope for their 

effectiveness in improving teacher implemented strategies and professional development.  

These studies should be researched and disseminated to all public education venues, 

including the heavily-laden special education departments.   

 Given the Levels of Use differences among the teachers, further research that 

focuses on teacher factors such as:  years of experience, level of education, and 

leadership experiences could enhance the study. A 5-year control group study on the 

existing PLC and/or the existing students would enhance the use and description of the 



special education component by providing specific strategies that work for special 

education departments and/or for upper special education grades.  

Since many of the new teachers were not equipped with the skills of data analysis 

and data-driven instruction upon arriving to the public school, a recommendation for 

colleges of education would be to provide more opportunities of knowledge and practice 

in these areas and with the Delaware Comprehensive Assessment System (DCAS) so as 

to prepare new teachers with a skill that is needed in today’s Delaware classrooms. A 

final recommendation would be the study of the impact of teacher involvement in 

informing curricular or district instructional changes and the impact of the formative 

assessment component of the new Delaware Comprehensive Assessment System.  

 


