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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how teachers discuss pedagogy and 

learning in the context of a professional learning community in an elementary school.  This 

understanding has the potential to assist principals and teachers to establish professional learning 

communities that use their time productively.    Study participants belonged to a fifth grade 

professional learning community.  Data sources included video and audio recordings, transcripts, 

field notes, interviews and artifacts. The data were examined for Episodes of Pedagogical 

Reasoning (Horn, 2005) which was the unit of analysis for the study.  Episodes of Pedagogical 

Reasoning are units of teacher-to-teacher talk where teachers show their comprehension of a 

concern in their practice. 

 

One finding from the data analysis indicated that although the professional learning community 

in the study did not follow the ―ideal‖ PLC model, the teachers used the time they were given to 

accomplish what they needed to do in the course of implementing the Common Core Standards. 

Another finding was the teachers use of practical talk (Doyle & Ponder, 1978) in determining 

how best to implement the Common Core Standards.  Their practical talk focused on 

instrumentality and congruence.  Instrumentality is defined as a change proposal that must 

describe a method in a way that depicts classroom contingencies.  If the procedure fits the way a 

teacher normally conducts classroom activities, then it is congruent. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This study was about teachers‘ pedagogical reasoning about issues of teaching practice as 

they participate in their professional learning community. The term professional learning 

community means many things to different people, and Michael Fullan (2006) observed that the 

term travels faster and more easily than the actual practice of this concept.  DuFour, Eaker, and 

DuFour (2005) have described a professional learning community as a school that is 

intentionally organized so that teachers can work together collaboratively in teams and learn 

from each other. In addition, professional learning communities are based on the premise that 

teachers do not learn best from outside experts; rather, they learn best from other teachers in the 

schools where they teach (Rosenholtz, 1991). 

Statement of the Problem 

 In a professional learning community, teams of teachers meet together to discuss data, 

student achievement, teaching practices, and teaching standards (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker & 

Many, 2006; Hord, 2004; Louis, Kruse & Marks, 1996). A large body of literature exists which 

is focused on defining the ideal conditions for productive professional learning communities.  

Several common topics emerge: student work, data, curriculum, effective goal-setting, and 

student interventions (Hord & Sommers, 2008, Louis et al., 1996; Many, 2008, Murnane, 

Sharkey & Boudett, 2005, Steele & Boudett, 2008/2009).  DuFour et al. (2006) described the 

work of a professional learning community in terms of four questions to be addressed:  (1) What 

do we want students to know? (2) How will we know if they know it?  (3) What will we do if 

they do not know the desired information?  (4) What will we do if they do know the information?  

These statements describe the ―ideal‖ professional learning community.  More information will 
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be provided about the ―ideal‖ PLC in Chapter 2 in the Literature Review.  However, DuFour‘s 

literature is somewhat vague about how exactly teachers are to dialogue and how they should 

interact with one another during their collaborative time.  

Prior studies have described what teachers talk about during their professional learning 

communities.  Horn‘s (2005) study described how one school‘s math department met once a 

month and occasionally shared teaching ideas, took care of course logistics and administrative 

business. In the other school she studied, the teachers in the math department met once a week 

and discussed student learning and how to create curriculum that would meet the needs of the 

students.  The teachers would also have consultations during and after school.  Horn (2005) used 

Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning to identify segments of conversations when teachers were 

discussing an issue.  South High looked at curriculum as a set of bins to sort their students; East 

High looked at curriculum as a way to meet students‘ diverse needs and abilities.   

At East High, teachers used teaching replays and rehearsals to provide accounts of 

classroom events often acting out both the student and teachers‘ roles which included examples 

of mathematical thinking.  Rehearsals are a way to talk out or model a possible response to 

student questions.  At South High, these replays were less frequent and seldom included 

examples of students‘ mathematical thinking. Replays and rehearsals are a way for teachers to 

learn and make sense about their teaching practice (Horn, 2010). 

Little (2002, 2003, 2007) studied different groups of teachers as they engaged in dialogue 

concerning high school curriculum and the impact it had on students.  Little‘s (2003) study 

focused on the dynamics of professional practice and teacher learning opportunities that were 

evident in collaborative teacher-led groups.  She found groups reserved time to examine 

problems of practice; they explained those problems in ways that opened up possibilities; and 
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they invited comment and advice from their colleagues.  Little‘s (2007) work concluded that 

teachers‘ accounts of classroom experience served as a useful resource in making sense of 

patterns of student achievement.  These accounts comprised a resource for learning and 

instructional decision making.  The accounts supplied evidence of teachers‘ understanding and 

learning over time. 

None of these studies examined the pedagogical reasoning that occurred in an elementary 

professional learning community that was based on a specific model of a professional learning 

community (DuFour et al., 2006). The studied PLC had been given a specific amount of time 

determined by the district to be used for the purposes of a professional learning community.   

The DuFour et al., (2006) model was the ideal; would the teachers in the PLC follow the model 

or would they make the model fit their needs?  The teachers implemented the Common Core the 

year of the study which caused them to be faced with practical issues.  How did they make an 

imposed mandate from the state work for their students and themselves?  How do teachers 

reason about their practice and the pedagogy that the Common Core Standards required?  Horn‘s 

(2005) Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning seemed to be a useful framework in the study of the 

professional learning community.  None of the aforementioned studies examined these issues; so 

hopefully, this study should fill in some gaps in the literature. 

The present qualitative research study sought to understand the pedagogical reasoning of 

teachers as they discussed the implementation of the Common Core in their collaborative teams.  

For example, when teachers discussed instruction, what led them to discuss that topic?  When the 

teachers discussed instruction, then the researcher looked for examples of what Horn (2005, p. 

215) has called ―Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning,‖ which are units of teacher-to-teacher talk 

where teachers show their comprehension of a concern in their practice. EPRs are the times 
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during teachers‘ communications where they ask questions or raise issues about teaching 

practices.  These EPRs also include some explanation of their practice through reasoning or 

justification.  The episodes can be individual statements or they can include many teachers 

interacting and creating meaning from what is being discussed (Horn, 2005).  This analytical tool 

seemed to have important implications for understanding the teachers‘ reasoning a in 

professional learning community. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to gain deeper understanding through qualitative 

documentation of teachers‘ reasoning about issues of practice that were discussed in an 

elementary professional learning team. Particular attention was given to the episodes of 

pedagogical reasoning (the teacher-to-teacher) talk that occur during collaborative team time.  

The analysis focused on (a) how teachers talk of pedagogy and learning and (b) what conditions 

in the situation seem to open up or shut down teachers when they attend to issues of instructional 

practice in their team conversations.  The intention was to gain a greater understanding of the 

nature and conditions of teacher pedagogical reasoning in professional learning communities to 

perhaps enhance the utility of professional learning community time. 

 The majority of the studies that were examined were from secondary schools. The dialogue 

that is described in these studies is the teacher-to-teacher talk which is the focus of this study.  

Given what is currently know about professional learning communities and the dialogue that 

might occur in them, this study should extend the current knowledge into what occurs in 

elementary professional learning communities.  
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Research Questions 

 This study examined teacher pedagogical reasoning occurring in a professional learning 

community in a suburban school district in the southwestern United States.  The study 

qualitatively examined the conversations teachers had during their PLC collaboration time.  The 

following research questions were identified for this study. 

1.  How do elementary school teachers talk about learning and pedagogy in the context of a 

professional learning community? 

2. What conditions appear to promote a focus on learning and pedagogy in a professional 

learning community? 

Definitions 

 

To enhance clarity of expression in this dissertation and avoid misinterpretation, the 

following definitions of key terms were adopted for this study. 

Episodes of pedagogical reasoning:  These are units of teacher-to-teacher talk in which 

teachers show their comprehension of a concern in their practice (Horn, 2005, p. 215). 

Professional learning community: Educators committed to working collaboratively in ongoing 

processes of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they 

serve.  Professional learning communities operate under the assumption that the key to improved 

learning for students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators (DuFour et al., 2006,  

p. 217). 

Limitations 

 

The study design involved the analysis of the episodes of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 

2005) from one team of elementary teachers by a single researcher.  The study‘s conclusions 
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cannot be generalized to a larger population of teachers.  Another limitation of the study was that 

the researcher was an insider-observer, i.e., the researcher is the PLC Facilitator in the same 

school district as the team being observed.  Cameron (2001) stated insider-observers might take 

some things for granted instead of noticing them and describing them explicitly.  Insider-

observers must strive to notice what normally goes unnoticed and put distance between 

themselves and the phenomena being observed.  Doing so helps to reduce bias in data collection.  

Data collection and analysis in this study will be further discussed in the methods chapter. 

Significance of the Study 

 

While the concept of PLCs has received considerable attention, much less has been 

written about the actual teacher discourse that occurs in a collaborative team meeting that has a 

focus on pedagogical reasoning.  One of the few exceptions was Little (2003), who examined 

three professional learning communities with a focus on their discussion of classroom practice 

and on how interactions between team members opened up or shut down a teacher‘s opportunity 

to learn.  Another exception was Horn (2005) who identified episodes of pedagogical reasoning 

as a way to identify teacher-to-teacher talk when they discussed issues of practice. 

This study examined the discourse in which PLC team members engaged as they 

discussed issues of concern in their practice.  It will add to the body of knowledge of PLCs by 

contributing to the understanding that teachers may need to determine how best to utilize their 

professional learning community time.  In addition, this study may support practitioners (i.e., 

principals or district administrators) in the implementation of PLCs in their schools or districts. 
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Outline of the Dissertation 

This chapter has introduced the topic of the dissertation, presenting the problem 

statement, purpose, definitions, research questions, scope, limitations, and potential significance 

of the study.  Chapter 2 reviews the existing literature on concerns related to the creation of 

collaborative groups within PLCs, such as norms and values, conflict, culture and use of data.  

Chapter 3 describes how the study was designed and carried out.  Chapter 4 presents the results 

of the qualitative study of teacher pedagogical reasoning; chapter 5 discusses the results in 

relation to the literature reviewed in chapter 2, along with implications for teaching practice and 

recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

  REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 
 This literature review begins with an overview of the three of the major models of 

professional learning communities as well as the components of professional learning 

communities.  Next, literature on pedagogy and pedagogical reasoning will be examined.  

Finally, literature on narrative inquiry will be reviewed. 

Components of a Professional Learning Community 

 In the professional learning community literature, three major models can be identified: 

DuFour et al., (2006); Hord and Sommers (2008); Louis, Kruse, and Marks (1996).  These 

models had several components in common:  a focus on learning (both student and teacher 

learning); a collaborative culture (having norms in place); collective inquiry (learning best 

practices in teaching); and deprivatization of practice (teachers sharing lessons, data and having 

open dialogue). DuFour et al., (2006) cited articles in mostly non-peer reviewed journals to 

support their model.  Hord and Sommers‘ (2008) referred to uncited research about professional 

learning communities when they described the five components of their model, and Louis et al., 

(1996) examined five schools to identify commonalities in their learning communities. 

 The DuFour et al., (1996) model also included the following components:  action 

orientation (implement new learning immediately), and results orientation (on-going 

assessment).  The Hord and Sommers‘ (2008) model included:  shared and supportive leadership 

(principal shares leadership with teachers); and supportive conditions (physical and human 

capacities to sustain collegial relationships including norms).  Louis et al., (1996) included all of 

the components listed above.   
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 The common components of these models will now be discussed.  Two other 

commonalities of professional learning communities that are not specifically mentioned in any of 

the models, norms and conflict, will also be discussed. 

Collaboration and Norms 

 Collaboration occurred when teachers worked interdependently to impact professional 

practice in order to improve individual and collective results.  Collaboration can also be 

described as teachers sharing their expertise and viewpoints on teaching and learning.  In the 

spirit of collaboration, teachers also examined data and shared responsibility for effective 

instruction (DuFour et al., 1996; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Hord, 2004; Louis et al., 1996; 

Roy & Hord, 2006).   

 Collegiality was also a term that described collaboration as sharing information and 

feedback that included learning together and working together toward a common goal (DuFour 

et al., 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996). 

     Norms were the ground rules that governed how the group was to act and provided the safety 

necessary for the reflective dialogue teachers must engage in to improve their practice.  

Explicitly stated norms that were created by each individual PLC increased the probability the 

team members will come together to work as a collaborative professional learning community 

(DuFour et al., 2006). 

 One model of professional learning communities identified having explicit team norms as 

being vital to the success of the work of the professional learning community (DuFour et al., 

2006).  Norms were an essential element in creating effective professional learning communities 

(Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996). 
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 In a professional development project, teachers discovered challenges on how to handle 

disagreements in the context of a professional learning community when there were no norms in 

place.  Teachers only enforced norms informally as they had no positional power.  Education had 

not been able to create a common language of norms, and because of that lack of commonality, 

virtually every important inquiry in education remained controversial (Grossman, Wineburg, & 

Woolworth, 2001). 

Norms are created at the school level and at the professional learning community level.  

Shared beliefs about the purposes and practices of the school were believed to provide a structure 

that managed professional behavior. The shared belief that all students can learn helped guide 

teachers‘ behavior while they are in their PLCs.  Shared norms at the school level that focused on 

student learning brought consistency to the professional learning communities in the school 

(Bryk, Camburn, & Seashore Louis, 1999; Hausman & Goldring, 2001; Hord & Sommers, 

2008).  

Beyond creating a structure for professional learning communities, there was an 

additional reason for establishing and enforcing norms for teacher collaboration. The lack of 

norms may cause certain team members to dominate interaction while others did not feel they 

had an opportunity to speak.  This silencing of some teachers in the group may cut off 

possibilities for inquiry into teaching practice.  A study on this aspect of teacher collaboration 

emphasized the importance of properly organizing teachers‘ interaction so that all can participate 

(Little, 2002). 

Collective Learning 

 In a professional learning community, teachers engaged in collective learning which the 

process of building shared knowledge was.  This could be done in a number of ways: book 
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studies, examining student work, the use of protocols, peer observations, and outside consultants 

(DuFour et al., 2006; Hord & Sommers, 2008). 

 Teacher learning was identified by examining student needs and areas of attention.  By 

looking at those needs, teachers were made aware if they must learn new content or teaching 

strategies in order to better meet student learning demands (Hord & Sommers, 2008).  Teachers 

created shared understandings from student data that can often be confusing to analyze (Louis et 

al., 1996).  In one of the PLC models, collective inquiry referred to teachers building shared 

knowledge by clarifying the questions the PLC explored concerning both teaching and learning. 

These questions might be about student work, grading, and teaching strategies (DuFour et al., 

2006). Teacher learning and collaboration was a component of a functional professional learning 

community as a result of their analysis of teacher talk.   When teachers collaborated and shared 

resources with each other learning takes place (Hord, 2005; Richmond & Manokore, 2010).   

 The participants in an empirical study of science PLCs used each other‘s experiences and 

expertise to learn from each other.  Teachers were not afraid to ask each other questions which 

demonstrated they viewed themselves as members of a learning community.  Teachers suggested 

they learned more about teaching strategies and content from their professional learning 

community than from their school colleagues (Richmond & Manokore, 2010). 

In a teacher community, some teachers know things that others do not, and that the 

knowledge of the collective group exceeded the knowledge of any one person.  Learning from 

colleagues necessitated a change in perspective and also the ability to listen carefully to other 

adults as they processed their own thinking about difficult intellectual content.  Asking 

colleagues for clarification in an open meeting required social skills and careful negotiation 

(Grossman et al., 2001). 
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During a professional development project, it was determined teachers‘ dialogue in a 

learning community led to a greater understanding of both content and pedagogy.  It was also 

concluded that becoming a learning community was a process that took time as teachers learned 

to trust each other (DuFour et al., 2006; Grossman et al., 2001; Hord & Sommers, 2008; 

Venables, 2011). 

 Officially created workplace groups such as professional learning communities are more 

likely to provide opportunities for learning if they focus on discussions based on problems and 

dilemmas of practice (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Horn & Little, 2009; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & 

Kennedy, 2010). 

A protocol is a tool that explains the ―correct‖ procedures to guide discussions in 

professional learning communities that promoted authentic dialogue about real issues of teaching 

practice.  Teachers built knowledge as they questioned their practice.  They honestly discussed 

classroom problems.  Their dialogue was centered on an issue of practice and a possible solution 

resulted from the group discussion.  The professional learning community‘s dialogue led the 

discussion toward a focus on learning and pedagogy which was the definition of collective 

learning (DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston, 2012; Louis et al., 1996; Venables, 2011; Wood, 2007).   

Deprivatization of Practice 

 Deprivatization of practice was the custom when teachers opened their classrooms for 

peer observations and allowed access to each other‘s practice to improve their teaching.  

Teachers needed to be willing to have other teachers come into their classrooms as well as 

examine their student work.  It took a great deal of trust and time in order for teachers to be able 

to do this (Hord & Sommers, 2006; Louis et al., 1996). 
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 Teachers should allow other teachers into their classrooms for observations and feedback. 

That feedback provided assistance to the observed teacher in implementing new teaching 

strategies.  In order for this to be successful, teachers needed to be trained in how to perform 

these observations and to give non-evaluative feedback.  The deprivatization of practice 

improved both collegial relationships and classroom practice (Hord & Sommers, 2006; Louis et 

al., 1996). 

 Problems can occur when teachers are not trained in how to perform observations and 

give non-evaluative feedback.  The PLC used protocols to drive their discussions. The teachers 

in the PLC viewed a videotape of one of the teacher‘s class, and the other teachers asked 

evaluative questions.  The teacher became defensive, and the protocol was immediately stopped.  

This was a beginning to deprivatizing the teacher‘s practice, but when it began to be 

uncomfortable; the facilitator of the protocol stepped in and stopped the conversation.  At no 

point during the professional learning community did the teachers draw on their professional 

judgment or expertise (Wood, 2007). 

 Teachers‘ confidence in their content knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and practices 

increased in their work in their PLC. Teachers developed confidence in their knowledge of the 

science content, and they willingly shared their teaching practices with their colleagues (DuFour 

et al., 2006; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996; Richmond & Manokore, 2010; 

Schechter, 2010).  

Conflict 

 Although conflict was not identified in the literature as a component of a professional 

learning community, it was an important part of the PLC process.  Teachers needed to be taught 

skills in how to manage the conflict that was sure to arise in their PLCs as they discussed various 
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teaching strategies and ways to implement new practices. Conflict also occurred when teachers 

did not follow through on bringing student work to the PLC or breaking agreed upon norms 

(Achinstein, 2002b; DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999). 

Conflict was an important resource for creating better practices.  Every organization 

would encounter conflict especially when the organization was changing (Achinstein, 2002a; de 

Lima, 2001; DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999).  If teachers broke commitments 

or chose not to follow the norms, conflicts could occur.  The values of the PLC would be 

reinforced if the inappropriate behavior was confronted and addressed.  If the conflict was due to 

an instructional decision, then other methods of solving problems could be used (DuFour, et al., 

2006).  

Conflicts resulted as a lack of trust and respect.  Principals should work to create a school 

culture that lent itself to relationships of trust and respect.  Professional learning communities in 

a school with a culture of respect and trust would experience few conflicts.  When these conflicts 

arose, the PLC would use the skills it had developed for resolving conflict, but Hord and 

Sommers (2008) did not provide any concrete examples on how a PLC would do that.   

It was vitally important to have multiple opinions at the table even if it resulted in 

conflict.  Conflict led to new learning in a professional learning community because it caused the 

participants to listen more closely to what was being said in the conversation (Achinstein, 2002b; 

de Lima, 2001; Grossman et al., 2001).     

 Conflict stances can be placed on a continuum that represented a professional learning 

community‘s process to deal with conflict among its members.  At one end of the continuum was 

the avoidant stance, where conflict was avoided at all costs.  The PLC remained intact, but 

substantive change at the school did not occur.  On the other end of the spectrum, conflict was 
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embraced and PLC members reflected critically on their differences, resulting in significant 

change in the school.  Achinstein (2002b) emphasized that, when teachers within a PLC engaged 

in conflict, questioned their own beliefs, and contemplated the possibility of making profound 

change, this was a positive act rather than a problematic one.  Conflict should be considered a 

natural part of the PLC process, not avoided or viewed as unprofessional (Achinstein, 2002b; de 

Lima, 2001; DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston, 2012; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; Grossman et al., 

2001). 

Being responsible for the learning of other adults is very different from the way teachers 

have behaved in the past.  Asking collaborators for clarification about statements they had made 

in a public setting necessitated not only a specific intellectual stance but great social skills and 

precise negotiation to avoid hurt feelings and potential shutdown (Grossman et al., 2001).  It was 

necessary for members of professional learning communities to learn how to argue effectively 

about ideas that might challenge personal and professional beliefs of other members of the PLC 

(Achinstein, 2002b; Garmston & Wellman, 1999). 

Pedagogy and Pedagogical Reasoning 

 The next section of the literature review will focus on research on pedagogy and 

pedagogical reasoning.  This literature will provide the basis for the identification of the 

Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning which are the units of analysis of this study. 

 First, the literature review will focus on pedagogy and Shulman‘s (1987) view of 

teaching.  He stated that teaching starts with a teacher‘s comprehension of what was to be 

learned and how it was to be taught.  The next step in the process was the identification of the 

activities during which students are given instruction and opportunities for learning.  The 
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learning, ultimately, was the responsibility of the students.  The teaching cycle ended with a new 

understanding by both the teacher and the student (Shulman, 1987).  

 The teaching knowledge base came from four major sources: (1) scholarship in content 

disciplines, (2) materials and settings of the educational process, (3) research on schooling, 

teaching and development, and human learning, and (4) the wisdom of practice (Shulman, 1987). 

 The first source of the teaching knowledge base was content knowledge.  This was the 

knowledge, skill, and understanding that are to be learned by the students.  This type of 

knowledge came from two foundations:  the collected literature and studies in the content areas, 

and the philosophical and historical study on the nature of the learning in those fields of study.  

This implied that the teacher must have a broad liberal education that served as a structure for 

past learning and as a catalyst for new learning as well as a deep understanding of the content of 

the subjects they teach (Shulman, 1987). 

 Educational materials and structures are the second source of the teaching knowledge 

base.  These materials and structures included: tests and testing materials; curricula with their 

scopes and sequences; institutions with their implicit and explicit rules; and government agencies 

from the federal level to the state level to the district level.  Teachers need to be familiar with all 

of these materials and structures in order to be successful in their teaching (Shulman, 1987). 

 The third aspect of the teaching knowledge base was a formal educational scholarship.  

This included the reading of empirical research in the areas of human development, learning and 

teaching as well as the foundations of education.  The theoretical aspects of the foundations of 

education were probably the most important for teachers to know.  One type of scholarly 

knowledge came from the empirical study of teaching effectiveness.  The goal of these studies 

had been to find the teacher behaviors that will increase student achievement.  The findings of 
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the studies were more closely related to the management of classrooms than with content 

pedagogy (Shulman, 1987). 

 Wisdom of practice was the final source of the teaching knowledge base.  The practices 

of able teachers were guided by the axioms of the wisdom of practice.  Researchers needed to 

work with practitioners to create illustrations of the practical pedagogical wisdom of able 

teachers.  The wisdom of practice from able teachers had been found to be extensive (Shulman, 

1987). 

 Pedagogical reasoning involved a cycle of comprehension, transformation, instruction, 

evaluation and reflection.  The cycle began again with comprehension of a text, educational 

purposes and a set of ideas (Shulman, 1987).  Teachers were expected to comprehend a set of 

ideas to be taught.  They should also understand how the ideas relate to other ideas in the same 

content area as well as other content areas (Eilam & Poyas, 2012; Maclellan, 2008; Phelan, 

2009).   

 The next part of the cycle in pedagogical reasoning was transformation.  Transformation 

was the preparation of texts, curriculum and the clarification of purposes.  It also included 

representation which included the use of metaphors, analogies, examples, explanations and 

demonstrations.  During transformation, teachers selected from different modes of teaching as 

well as managing and arranging students.  The teacher, during transformation, was able to 

change content knowledge and materials into forms that were pedagogically effective and yet 

were responsive to the differences in ability and the background of students.  A teacher planning 

and teaching a lesson met various concerns necessitating pedagogical decisions aimed at 

advancing the process of learning (Shulman, 1987).   
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 During the phase of transformation, teachers had the duty to make judgments about 

specific actions and concrete decisions.  Teachers, when planning a single teaching event, were 

likely to spend the majority of their time in the context of planning how to practice, demonstrate 

or present some particular concept, algorithm or point (Eley, 2006).  When a teacher planned a 

lesson, she encountered concerns requiring pedagogical decisions that influenced the process of 

learning (Maclellan, 2008; Penso & Shoham, 2003; Shulman, 1987). 

 In a study of student teachers, a finding was that improving their ability in planning, 

teaching and analyzing their lessons should be one of the main subjects dealt with during their 

teacher education programs.  Student teachers needed to be able to understand why they made 

the pedagogical decisions they made during the planning phase of their lesson planning, identify 

the issues that occurred during the lesson, and think about possible solutions for those issues.  

During college preparation, student teachers should be made aware of the great differences 

between students, and when planning lessons, they should try to meet the various needs of all 

students.  The study stressed the need to provide opportunities for student teachers to assess their 

own planning and teaching and to develop reflective skills on their pedagogical decision making 

to improve their practice (Penso & Shoham, 2003). 

 Instruction, or active teaching, included classroom management, humor, group work, 

questioning, discipline, inquiry and discovery instruction (Shulman, 1987).  All of these 

techniques were observable features of delivering content or engaging students in activities 

(Sharkey, 2010). Some educational research had developed the assumption that there were 

specific and generalizable procedures that can be used to teach certain disciplines.  However, this 

over-dependence on teaching strategies left teachers unable to deal with unexpected situations in 
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the classroom.  Teachers can lack the ability to understand what constitutes good judgment in 

classroom situations (Phelan, 2009). 

 The next part of a model of pedagogical reasoning and action (Shulman, 1987) was 

evaluation.  In this part of the cycle, the teacher was checking for understanding throughout the 

lesson; she was testing student understanding at the end of a lesson or unit; and she was also 

evaluating her own performance (Shulman, 1987).  Evaluation can also be expressed as a 

thoughtful critique of curriculum (Eilam & Poyas, 2012).   

 Reflection on the students‘ performance and their own performance was the next step in 

the process of pedagogical reasoning and action.  The teacher was able to explain her reflection 

based on evidence from the actual lesson (Shulman, 1987).  Student teachers, when reflecting on 

their lessons given to their peers, were able to focus on their own acts and feelings (Penso & 

Shoham, 2003).   When student teachers are encouraged to analyze their own practice to 

comprehend what, why, and how they do it, they also can become more empowered to look at 

new ways to understand their teacher practice (Nilsson, 2009).   

 The final phase of the pedagogical reasoning and action cycle was new comprehensions.  

New comprehensions included a better understanding of the subject matter, the students and 

teaching (Shulman, 1987).  During the new comprehension phase, teachers may generate 

practical suggestions for future instruction (Eilam & Poyas, 2012). 

Pedagogical content knowledge was that instructional expertise which was a combination 

of subject matter knowledge and the knowledge of how to teach it.  It was the ability of a teacher 

to change content knowledge into procedures that were pedagogically effective and yet can 

change to meet the various needs of learners.  Pedagogical content knowledge was not a list of 

things to teach for each subject matter.  It developed as teachers planned their lessons, 
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implemented their lessons, changed their instruction to meet students‘ needs and reflect on their 

teaching (Shulman, 1986). 

Another definition of pedagogical content knowledge came from Penso and Shoham 

(2003): 

―PCK is a type of knowledge unique to teachers, based on the manner in which teachers 

relate their pedagogical knowledge (what they know about teaching) to their subject 

matter knowledge (what they know about what they teach).‖ 

 

 This definition closely followed the definition created by Shulman (1987).  He stated that 

teaching began with a teacher understanding of what needed to be learned (subject matter) and 

how it was to be taught (pedagogical knowledge).   

A model of pedagogical content knowledge that explained the relationship between PCK 

and other types of teacher knowledge and beliefs, and that assisted to explain the development of 

pedagogical content knowledge came from Hashweh (2005).  He defined pedagogical content 

knowledge as: 

Pedagogical content knowledge is the set or repertoire of private and personal content-

specific general event-based as well as story-based pedagogical constructions that the 

experienced teacher has developed as a result of repeated planning and teaching of, and 

reflection on the teaching of, the regularly taught topics (Hashweh, 2005). 

 

From a constructivist viewpoint, learning was actively created by each person by the 

adjusting and making sense of their practical worlds.  A pedagogically literate teacher examined 

and synthesized literature to speak to what it meant to comprehend subject matter.  That was 

what the procedure of learning to teach meant.  Developing professional knowledge through the 

process of a pedagogically literate methodology through the interaction of content knowledge 

and writing might prove more useful than models of teacher education that placed unnecessary 
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emphasis on observable behavior and ignored the importance of teachers‘ professional identity 

and beliefs (Maclellan, 2008). 

 Episodes of pedagogical reasoning were units of teacher-to-teacher talk where teachers 

demonstrated their understanding about a concern in their practice.  They were moments in time 

in teachers‘ communications where they expressed concerns or asked questions about their 

teaching practices that were accompanied by justifications, reasons or explanations.  

Justifications were a defense of a decision the teacher had made; reasons (or reasoning) were a 

description of a teacher‘s thought processes; and explanations were descriptions of how subjects 

had been taught (Horn, 2005).   

 The units of teacher-to-teacher talk or episodes of pedagogical reasoning could be a 

single sentence uttered by one teacher, or it could be a very long conversation with several 

teachers taking part.  Typically, the episodes of pedagogical reasoning that several teachers 

participated in were started by a question that raised an issue for the entire learning community 

(Horn, 2005). 

Teacher Dialogue in a Professional Learning Community 

  Two types of discourse were identified in professional learning communities.  One type 

of discourse was when teachers deliberately worked hard to avoid conflicts by talking 

generalities about instructional practices.  They shared activities, student anecdotes, and general 

information.  The teachers seldom engaged in discussions about instructional practices which 

were identified as congenial conversations (Nelson et al., 2010). Congenial conversations 

avoided ―fault lines‖ which were those differences amongst a group of people that can be 

overlooked when conversations remain general.  However, the ―fault lines‖ were eventually 
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revealed as people tried to understand the meaning of others‘ actions or words (Grossman et al., 

2001). 

  The other types of conversation found in a PLC are collegial conversations.  Collegial 

conversations involved teachers in a cycle of inquiry in which they developed a vision for 

student learning and used data to identify gaps between student learning and their vision.  These 

conversations focused on making changes in classroom practices and collecting and analyzing 

data to examine effects on student learning (DuFour et al., 2006; Nelson et al., 2010).   

      Two factors complicated the transition to deeper, collegial conversations.  One of the 

factors was a traditional school culture of congeniality where teachers were encouraged to avoid 

conflict rather than to address it (Achinstein, 2002b; DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 

1999; Nelson, et al., 2010). The other factor was teachers‘ lack of experience with evidence-

based dialogue.  Changing from superficial conversations to dialogue that was more practical for 

improving student learning required trust and risk-taking (Grossman et al., 2001; Nelson et al., 

2010). 

Discourse can be changed from simple conversations to dialogue where participants were 

asked to clarify statements and to create their own understandings about the topic they were 

discussing.  The teachers then took these understandings and created their own learning.  

Teachers‘ dialogue in a learning community can lead to a greater understanding of both content 

and pedagogy (Grossman et al., 2001). 

Teachers needed to learn and understand the two different ways of talking in professional 

learning communities – dialogue and discussion.  Dialogue respected the emotional part of the 

brain which built a sense of connection, safety and belonging.  Dialogue occurred when people 
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actively tried to comprehend others‘ meanings by asking questions, suspending judgments and 

posing counter-examples (Garmston & Wellman, 1999).  

 After the professional learning community had dialogued about a teaching practice, then 

the teachers moved to discussion to make a decision about the use of that teaching practice.  

During the discussion, teachers presented and defended their view points until they were able to 

come to a decision.  Discussion is the act of deliberation or examination by reason or comment, 

particularly with the purpose of exploring solutions (Garmston, 2012). 

 Several types of behaviors were identified that had been described as critically reflective 

work behavior.  These behaviors included reflective working, openness about mistakes, asking 

for feedback, experimentation, critical opinion sharing, and challenging groupthink.  Groupthink 

was a way of thinking that groups engage in when they are in a very cohesive group.  Their 

cohesiveness superseded their motivation to realistically assess different courses of action (Van 

Woerkom & Croon, 2008).    

These same behaviors were applied to professional learning communities in a slightly 

different way.  Challenging groupthink was difficult in a professional learning community that 

was not open to disagreements.  The members in the group came to consensus quickly even 

when reasons were discussed superficially or based on personal experience (de Groot, Endedijk, 

Jaarsma, Simons, & van Beukelen, 2014; Nelson et al., 2010). 

 When professionals wanted to make their practice evidence-based, professional learning 

communities would not assist in that process when they spent most of their time storytelling, 

instead of participating in critically reflective dialogues in which professionals explore reasons 

together and construct meaning collaboratively (de Groot et al., 2014; Grossman et al., 2001;  

Nelson et al., 2010).  
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Individuals in any workplace setting presented narrative accounts of experience that 

explained and re-explained situations, identified and labeled problems, supported or justified 

decisions, educated beginners or newcomers and reinforced social ties.  Teaching, which is 

mostly done in isolation, relied on narrative accounts and tangible artifacts to build a collective 

understanding of the procedural and social character of their work (Little, 2007).   

Schools with norms of collegiality and experimentation were those where teachers talked 

often about classroom practice, were able to observe each other, collaborated in instructional 

preparation and planning, and taught each other.  By participating in this type of dialogue, 

teachers built up a shared language suitable to the complexity of teaching that was able to 

differentiate one teaching practice from another by its virtues (Little, 1982, 2007). 

When school leaders actively encouraged collegial work determined by shared goals for 

student success, provided the necessary time for teachers to work together and professional 

development, the staff developed a vocabulary for discussing teaching and learning.  Teachers‘ 

narratives of their daily classroom experiences then were supported by a common understanding 

of teaching and learning and were told for the purpose of instructional improvement (Carter, 

1995; Hord, 2004; Little, 2007). 

Teachers‘ accounts of classroom experience served as a useful tool in making sense of 

student behavior and achievement.  These accounts also were a resource for making instructional 

decisions based on the specific needs of students and curricula.  Finally, narratives can supply 

evidence of teachers‘ learning and understanding over time (Carter, 1995; Hord, 2004; Little, 

2007).  

Professional learning communities were examined to observe how they responded to 

problems of practice, the contexts in which the problems emerged, and the extent to which the 
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group‘s response moved the teachers‘ group attention toward or away from a deeper examination 

of teaching.  Special attention was paid to the types of conversational moves that extended or 

closed off the community‘s understanding and analysis of the problem (Horn & Little, 2009). 

 Officially created workplace groups such as professional learning communities are more 

likely to provide opportunities for learning if they focus on discussions based on problems and 

dilemmas of practice (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Horn & Little, 2009; Nelson et al., 2010). 

Differences in professional learning communities‘ abilities to generate group discourse 

cannot be credited to individual teachers‘ professional and personal characters.  The differences 

resulted from each PLC‘s collective preference and its contextual resources and limitations 

(Grossman et al., 2001; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Horn & Little, 2009). 

 Three important conditions for professional learning communities to be successful in 

bringing about changes in teacher practice were identified by Horn and Little (2009).  The first 

condition was the teachers had a common vocabulary and frame of reference when discussing 

problems of practice (Little, 1982, Little, 2007).  Another condition was the common curriculum 

teachers had developed that reflected their common goals and understandings of learning and 

teaching in their content area (DuFour et al., 2006; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996; 

Nelson et al., 2010). 

One key element of professional learning communities was teacher learning and 

collaboration (DuFour et al., 2006; Grossman et al., 2001; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Richmond & 

Manokore, 2010).  Teachers discussed student work and what it revealed about student thinking.  

This dialogue led the PLC to determine the students‘ work usefulness as a formative assessment.  

This in turn led the teachers to discussing how they might change their teaching in order to make 

the content more accessible to their students (Richmond & Manokore, 2010).   
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Teachers gained skills in analyzing curriculum and predicting student misconceptions 

through the use of collaboration and dialogue (Richmond & Manokore, 2010).  Guided by a 

shared vision, and accepted norms for learning, teachers were able to share their teaching 

experiences with their professional learning community members and learn from one another 

(Grossman et al., 2001; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Richmond & Manokore, 2010). 

Rigorous discourse was about the application of what had been learned in the 

professional learning community and implemented in the classroom to obtain measurable growth 

for students.  The rigor occurred when teacher discourse was dialogic, evidence-based, reflective, 

actionable and culturally proficient (MacDonald, 2013). 

Dialogic discourse can be defined as discourse that promoted learning and change 

(MacDonald, 2013). Monologic discourse was used for the transmission of fixed knowledge 

while dialogic discourse opened up the possibilities for creative thoughts and critiques.  It caused 

the PLC members to be open to new ideas and to be able to think critically about accepted 

practice (O‘Connor & Michaels, 2007).   

Evidence-based discourse is grounded in evidence that can be drawn from a wide range 

of assessments or work:  standardized assessments, classroom tests, student work, performance 

tasks and observational data (MacDonald, 2013).  Students should be constantly monitored so 

teachers can adjust their teaching if necessary (Hord & Sommers, 2008; MacDonald, 2013).  

Professional learning communities can make informed decisions about their teaching if they 

know what their students know and are able to do (DuFour et al., 2007). 

Reflective discourse in a Professional Learning Community required thoughtful 

consideration of the reality of the situation that faced the PLC (MacDonald, 2013).  Reflective 

teachers had an intensified awareness of their own teaching practice.  They deeply considered 
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their practice and were willing to share their thoughts with their PLC.  Teachers who reflected on 

their practice are not afraid to bring student work to the PLC to find an answer if a particular 

teaching strategy is not working (DuFour et al., 2007; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 

1996; Richmond & Manokore, 2010). 

Unless teachers implemented the learning that has taken place in their professional 

learning communities, then their time had been wasted.  Rigorous discourse in a PLC had to be 

actionable; teachers had to take what they had learned and put the information into practice 

(DuFour et al., 2007; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996; MacDonald, 2013; Richmond 

& Manokore, 2010).  Anytime PLC dialogue transformed knowledge the teachers could act on, 

the professional learning community had engaged in rigorous discourse (MacDonald, 2013). 

Summary 

 The first section of the literature review focused on the components of professional 

learning communities:  norms, collaboration, collective learning, deprivatization of practice, and 

conflict (DuFour et al., 2006; Hord & Sommers, 2008; Kruse et al., 1996).  Norms were the rules 

the participants of a PLC created to make their meetings run smoothly and productively.  When 

all the teachers in a PLC were learning and growing together, they were involved in collective 

learning.  Conflict was an essential part of the PLC process.  Better decisions were made when 

conflict was involved (Achinstein, 2002b; DuFour et al., 2006; Garmston & Wellman, 1999; 

Hord & Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996).   

 The second section of the literature review focused on pedagogy and pedagogical 

reasoning.  Shulman (1987) identified a cycle of teaching that included comprehension of what is 

to be learned and how it is to be taught.  This component was also known as pedagogical content 

knowledge.  After comprehension, the next section of Shulman‘s (1987) cycle of teaching was 
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instruction and opportunities for learning.  The teaching cycle then ends with new understanding 

(Shulman, 1987). 

 A finding from a study of student teachers indicated that improving their ability in 

planning, teaching and analyzing their lessons should be a main focus in their teacher education 

programs (Penso & Shoham, 2003).  Another research study developed the assumption there are 

specific and generalizable procedures that can be used to teach certain disciplines.  This over-

dependence on procedures can leave teachers unable to deal with unexpected situations in the 

classroom (Phelan, 2009).   

 Pedagogical content knowledge is instructional expertise that is a combination of subject 

matter knowledge and the knowledge of how to teach it.  It is a teacher‘s ability to modify 

content knowledge into practices that are pedagogically strong and are variable enough to meet 

the meet the needs of all learners (Shulman, 1986).  Hashweh (2005) defined pedagogical 

content knowledge as the repertoire of personal content-specific pedagogical constructions that 

the experienced teacher has created as a result of repeated planning and teaching of regularly 

taught topics.   

 Episodes of pedagogical reasoning are units of teacher-to-teacher talk when teachers 

demonstrate their understanding about an issue in their practice.  These episodes can be 

justifications, explanations or reasons.  Justifications are a defense of a decision made by the 

teacher; explanations are descriptions of how subjects are taught; and reasons are a description of 

a teacher‘s thought processes (Horn, 2005). 

 Several of the studies on teacher dialogue came to similar conclusions.  Grossman et al., 

(2001) as well as Richmond and Manokore (2010) found that dialogue led to a greater 

understanding of content and pedagogy and teachers developed confidence in their content 
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knowledge, pedagogical knowledge and practices. Teachers used each other‘s expertise and 

experience to work interdependently.   

 Richmond and Manokore (2010) determined when teachers worked together 

collaboratively and shared resources, teacher learning took place.  Horn (2010) and Horn and 

Little (2009) concluded that teaching and working collaboratively led to creative instruction, 

practice and rigorous curriculum.   

 Some of the studies also came to independent conclusions.  For example, Horn and Little 

(2009) found that conversational routines can be used as tools for analyzing the learning 

potential in collaborative work.  These routines led to deep discussions about teaching or they led 

teachers away from these deep discussions.     

 Little (2007) and Carter (1995) determined that accounts of classroom experiences 

assisted teachers in making sense of student behavior and student achievement in the classroom 

and also informed instructional decisions based on student needs.  Teacher narratives supplied 

evidence of teachers‘ learning and understandings over time. 

 Working in collaborative groups and having authentic dialogue about real issues of 

teaching practice provided teachers the opportunity to build their own knowledge about 

pedagogy.  The collective knowledge of the teachers in a professional learning community 

exceeded the knowledge of one person, and the dialogue that occurred can extend the content 

knowledge and pedagogical knowledge of every teacher in the group (Grossman et al., 2001).      
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS 

 

 This chapter presents the research design and the rationale for its selection.  The focus of 

the research is on teacher pedagogical reasoning in professional learning communities (PLCs). 

By examining teachers‘ pedagogical reasoning in a collaborative team, the research study 

provided insights into what teachers discuss and how they interacted with each other.  The results 

should be of value to both educational researchers and practitioners.   

Rationale for Conducting a Qualitative Study 

 Creswell (2009) defined qualitative research as a method of exploring and understanding 

the meaning that groups or individuals ascribed to a human or social problem.  In collaborative 

teams, teachers across the U.S. were examining common core standards to determine exactly 

what they wanted their students to learn and be able to do.  

One important issue that influenced the effectiveness of collaborative teams was the type 

of discourse that occurred within the team.  Some teams are focused on the main tasks at hand, 

while others are distracted by mundane issues such as scheduling field trips, sending worksheets 

to the print shop, and discussing student behavior issues.  The researcher believed that the use of 

a qualitative method would help her to gather the information necessary to identify and describe 

in depth these differing types of discourse. 

 Creswell (2009) divided qualitative research perspectives into four different worldviews:  

postpositivism, social constructivism, advocacy/participatory, and pragmatism.  The researcher 

used the worldview of a social constructivist, relying on the participants‘ views of the 

phenomenon being studied to guide her interpretation of it.  Constructivist researchers examined 

the interactions among individuals and the specific contexts in which people worked.  Crotty 
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(1998) stated that qualitative researchers with a social constructivist worldview seek to 

understand the participants in their actual setting by visiting the setting and personally gathering 

information.  

Qualitative Research 

 Bogdan and Biklen (1998) described qualitative research as the determination of how 

people make sense of their lives.  Qualitative researchers needed participant perspectives and 

searched to capture participants‘ ways of interpreting significance as precisely as possible.  

Researchers who used qualitative methods are more concerned with the process than with 

outcomes or products.  They checked to see if participants agreed about the meaning of a shared 

event and the history of the event that is being studied. 

 In collaborative teams, teachers across the U.S. were examining common core standards 

to determine exactly what they wanted their students to learn and be able to do.  

One important issue that influenced the effectiveness of collaborative teams was the type of 

discourse that occurred within the team.  Some teams are focused on the main tasks at hand, 

while others are distracted by mundane issues such as scheduling field trips, sending worksheets 

to the print shop, and discussing student behavior issues.  The researcher believed that the use of 

a qualitative method would help her to gather the information necessary to identify and describe 

in depth these differing types of discourse. 

Qualitative research also included the process of identifying emerging procedures and 

questions.  Data analysis inductively built from specific to general themes, and the researcher 

interpreted the meaning of the data collected in the participants‘ setting. 

 In qualitative research, questions are not framed by variables; rather, they are created to 

investigate topics in all their complexity in the environment in which they are found (Bogdan & 
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Biklen, 1998).  Qualitative researchers may develop a focus as they collected their data, but they 

do not start with definite questions or a hypothesis to test.  The researcher wanted to understand 

subjects‘ behavior from their own point of view, so as to better understand their behavior and 

experience. 

 Marshall and Rossman (2006) described qualitative research as an extensive approach to 

the study of social phenomena.  A qualitative research study was significant when it addressed an 

issue or concern articulated in the literature on that particular topic.  Qualitative researchers 

needed to describe the setting, site, place, or region where the study took place, so as to provide 

context for the reader.  To be effective, qualitative researchers developed relationships of trust 

with the participants being studied.  Ideally, the researcher and participants should collaborate to 

ensure that the data collected are of high quality and reliability. 

 Creswell (2009) described qualitative research as an interpretive inquiry in which 

researchers made interpretations of what they saw, heard, and understood.  These interpretations 

cannot be separated from the researcher‘s own background, history, context, and prior 

understandings, so it is important the researcher‘s interpretations are included and explained in 

the results chapter of the dissertation. 

 Marshall and Rossman (2006) maintained there should be a conceptual framework for a 

qualitative research study.  The researcher should show how the case being studied is located in a 

larger phenomenon.  The researcher should link research questions to a larger theoretical 

construct in order to show how details of the study hold significance for the field.  The study 

design should be the result of decisions based on knowledge from the methodological literature.   

Qualitative research is considered naturalistic inquiry because the actual setting served as 

the source of data and because the researcher‘s insight was the key instrument for analysis 
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(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006).   Bogdan and Biklen 

(1998) stated that mechanically recorded materials must be reviewed in their entirety to ensure 

that all of the data collected from the site are there.  If there is only one researcher, that person 

may overlook some of the interactions between participants while she is taking notes; therefore 

mechanical recording was normally used to enable the researcher to review data repeatedly.  

Qualitative researchers also gathered information from the historical context that they asked their 

subjects to share, as well as from official records.  Data are collected through sustained contact 

with participants in settings where the subjects normally spend their time (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998).  For the purpose of this study, the researcher‘s time was spent in a professional learning 

team that was a part of the school‘s professional learning community program.  

Strategies of Inquiry 

 The next section of the chapter will describe the role of the researcher, the role 

positionality played in this study, the participants in the study and how their identity was 

protected.  This section will also describe the data collection procedures and how the data were 

analyzed.  Finally, the researcher will explain how the data will be validated.  

The Researcher’s Role 

 In qualitative studies, the role of the researcher was fundamental to the methodology of 

the study.  The researcher was the instrument for the study; she could be a complete participant 

or a complete observer.  As a complete participant, the researcher would be involved in whatever 

activity her participants would be involved in.  As a complete observer, she would only be there 

to observe what the participants were doing (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
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Connections between Researcher and Participants 

 According to Bogdan and Biklen (1998), almost all research is impacted by the observer 

effect.  Although researchers try to interact with participants in a natural, unobtrusive, and 

nonthreatening manner, the researcher‘s presence will always have had some effect on the 

group‘s performance.  Marshall and Rossman (2006) stated that, before a study begins, the 

researcher must disclose to subjects how he or she will participate in the observation, how 

intense the researcher‘s presence will be, and how any potential ethical dilemmas will be 

managed.  This was where the question of positionality comes into play (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998; Marshall & Rossman, 2006).   

Positionality posed a problem for this study, since the researcher was the PLC facilitator 

in the school district where the teachers who constituted the research sample are employed.  The 

researcher‘s position in the district facilitated locating a site for the study.  Her position also gave 

her insider information about the district‘s expectations for what professional learning 

communities should be doing.   

One possible ethical dilemma in this study was that, since the researcher had worked in 

the school district for many years, some of the teachers in the selected professional learning team 

were acquaintances or even close friends.  However, she did not evaluate teachers, and she made 

it clear when recruiting subjects that she would not be evaluating them during the study.   

The professional learning community that was selected for the study was comprised of 

eight teachers.  The researcher knew two of the teachers; one teacher from the district‘s induction 

program and one teacher from the district‘s National Board Certification Program.  The teacher 

from the induction program was an acquaintance, and the other teacher was a close friend.  The 

only dilemma that came up was the acquaintance was very concerned that the researcher would 
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go to the principal and ―rat‖ her out.  The researcher had to reassure her several times that when 

the researcher was in the teacher‘s room; the researcher was a representative of the University 

and had nothing to do with the district.   

The researcher‘s inside information about the district‘s expectations of how PLCs should 

be run was disregarded by the fourth meeting of the PLC.  It was evident from the first meeting 

that the teachers were more concerned about finding teaching strategies to teach the common 

core than to follow a prescribed process that did not meet their needs.  They were not being 

recalcitrant by not following the prescribed process; they were meeting their needs as teachers as 

well as their students‘ needs. 

In order to maintain the participants‘ anonymity, the researcher attended the participants‘ 

Wednesday morning professional learning community.  This PLC met twice a week where the 

other PLCs only met on Friday afternoon.  When the researcher came on campus to attend the 

morning PLC, there were no other teachers out of their classrooms, so no teacher was aware the 

researcher was there.  If one of the staff members did see the researcher and asked why she was 

there, she would reply she was just there to see one of the teachers on staff.   

The Researcher’s Role in the Study Setting 

 The researcher‘s role was to collect data through sustained contact with the subjects in 

settings where their participants normally spend their time—in this case, at professional learning 

team meetings.  Qualitative researchers attempt to study objectively the subjective conditions of 

their participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).  The researcher‘s role in this study was as a direct 

observer.  The researcher was as unobtrusive as possible.  The researcher had conducted 

professional development sessions on PLCs in previous years, and she did not want the 

participants to engage her in conversations about the proper way to conduct a PLC meeting.  The 
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researcher explained in advance to all participants that she would be there strictly as an observer 

and would not be able to answer questions during the meetings (though she believed she could 

engage in conversations with team members at other times without creating a conflict of interest) 

(Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Maxwell, 2005). The participants of the study 

never asked any questions about the operation of a professional learning community. 

Issues of Researcher Bias 

 As already noted, the researcher intended to take steps to ensure that her positionality in 

the chosen school district did not bias the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Marshall & Rossman, 

2006).  As Bogdan and Biklen (1998) noted, all researchers are affected by their own biases, so 

they should try to recognize those biases in order to deal with them.  Rigorous methods of 

collecting and selecting data were used to ensure that the researcher did not slant the findings in 

such a way as to confirm preconceived notions (Maxwell, 2005).  Researcher bias was a threat to 

the validity of any study, but researchers who confront their own opinions and prejudices about 

data should be able to find a method of controlling the impact of their biases (Bogdan & Biklen, 

1998; Creswell, 2009; Maxwell, 2005). 

 Cameron (2001) stated that insider-observers might take some things for granted instead 

of seeing and describing them explicitly. As mentioned previously, as an insider-observer, the 

researcher was very aware of this issue and described events explicitly. The researcher 

endeavored to collect relevant data on episodes of pedagogical reasoning on the speech event in 

an unobtrusive but comprehensive fashion. 

The Researcher as Instrument 

 The researcher‘s insight was the key instrument for analysis in qualitative research 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  Creswell (2009) stated 
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that researchers can collect data by examining documents, observing behavior, and gathering 

multiple sources of data.  Among the documents the researcher examined were the professional 

learning teams‘ minutes, an end-of-unit test that a teacher created, and the worksheets they 

assigned to their students.  According to Maxwell (2005), it was acceptable to include in the 

results section what the researcher knew about the setting or the issues from her own experience. 

Obtaining Permission to Conduct the Study 

 The first step in obtaining permission to conduct the study was to present the study 

proposal to the chosen school district‘s executive director.  In seeking permission, the researcher 

explained how this study would improve the knowledge base of the districts‘ PLCs.  The study 

would provide information on how to help struggling professional learning teams improve their 

problem-solving skills.  After obtaining permission from the district, the researcher obtained 

approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University‘s Human Subjects and 

Research Department.  IRB approval was required because the study involved human subjects. 

 This study was an example of what Creswell (2009, p. 177) called ―backyard research.‖  

The researcher wanted to conduct this study in her own ―backyard‖ because it had the greatest 

meaning and usefulness for the researcher and for her district.  To ensure and verify the accuracy 

of the researcher‘s findings, she employed multiple strategies of validity, to be discussed later in 

this chapter. 

 The primary research activity that occurred during the study was the direct observation 

and videotaping of teachers during their professional learning team time.  The researcher 

observed them in team meetings and collected various documents such as meeting minutes, 

student worksheets, one end-of-unit assessment, and data from one assessment.  The researcher 

did not believe that her presence was disruptive, as she sat far enough away from the group so as 
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not to be a distraction, though close enough to hear the interaction.  The researcher collected the 

documents used before the meetings begin in order to be able to more closely follow the 

direction of the meeting.  The researcher asked the team to prepare an extra copy of each 

document for her prior to the meetings. 

 Results of the study will be reported in the final chapter of the researcher‘s dissertation.  

Before preparing the chapter, the researcher shared copies of interview and meeting transcripts 

with the participants in order to ensure accuracy of the transcriptions and verify that the 

researcher had captured the intended meaning of their conversations.  

Site 

 The site chosen for this study was a school district in the southwestern part of the United 

States.  There were approximately 13,000 students in the district.  It had 12 elementary schools, 

two middle schools, three high schools, and one alternative high school.  The researcher 

observed one professional learning community in an elementary school.  The site was selected 

with the help of the executive director of the school district who supervised the district‘s research 

and evaluation department.  It was hoped the selected site would have a team willing to 

participate in the research.  The site was selected on the basis of the typicality of the setting 

(some PLCs met in classrooms and some met in libraries) and should also capture the 

heterogeneity of the district‘s population.  Most of the PLCs in the district met in classrooms. If 

possible, the site was selected so as to reflect differences among the district‘s teachers rather than 

the same characteristics (Maxwell, 2005).  

Participants 

 The participants were the members of the identified professional learning community 

from the selected school site.  There were seven teachers in the group with the fifth grade 
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teachers being the most prominent members as well as the most consistent attendees.  Maxwell 

(2005) stated researchers should build relationships with their participants while still maintaining 

a balance between being a friend and a researcher.  This balance was similar to a teacher-student 

relationship, in that teachers need to achieve rapport with their students but should not slip into 

friendship until the teacher-student relationship was finished. 

 There were also two special education teachers in the professional learning community; 

one teacher for language arts, and one teacher for math.  One of the school‘s physical education 

teachers was also a part of the professional learning community.  She was there to in order to 

receive her performance pay.  Performance based pay is a system where teachers are given extra 

money if they meet specific academic goals by the end of the year.  Each teacher has to be part 

of a professional learning community in order to receive the performance based pay.  

Entry to Setting and Access to Study Participants 

 The researcher recruited a PLC for the study by visiting the campus referred to by the 

executive director of research and development.  The principal recommended two different PLCs 

that might meet the needs of the study.  The researcher met with the fifth grade PLC first as they 

met twice during the week.  The researcher explained the study‘s purpose and described the 

types of data to be collected.  Teachers were assured the researcher would share the data 

collected with participating teachers (so they can verify accuracy of the transcripts), but not with 

district administrators.  Transcripts were shared with the teachers, and the teachers verified the 

transcripts were accurate.  The researcher spoke with the teachers the week before school started 

and gave them a week to decide if they wanted to be a part of the study.  They all agreed to be in 
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Preserving Anonymity 

 

 The participants in the PLC were not named in the study, and pseudonyms were used 

throughout the study for both teachers and the school.  The use of pseudonyms would ensure that 

participating teachers could not be identified.  Since the district had 12 elementary schools, and 

since each school had several PLCs, the team selected would not be readily identifiable. 

 The researcher had been given the responsibility to observe and give feedback to all of 

the PLCs in the district.  As a result of this new responsibility, it was much easier to keep the 

identity of the PLC in the study private.  The researcher also visited the PLC on Wednesday 

morning at a time when none of the other teachers were in their PLCs.  This also contributed to 

keeping the identity of the PLC private. 

Data Collection Procedures 

Videotapes 

 

 The weekly meetings were videotaped in order to document such types of descriptive 

data of participants‘ gestures, participants‘ roles in discussions, relevant material placed on the 

walls, and the meeting location.  The researcher videotaped the professional learning team 

meetings she attended using a small, nonintrusive digital camera.  The researcher thought after a 

few meetings the participants would actually forget the camera was even there, but she found 

that some teachers placed themselves in such a way as not to be seen on tape.  Videotaping the 

meetings captured the participants‘ body language (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Creswell, 2009).  

Having conducted teacher observations in the past, the researcher knew how difficult it was to 

capture both what was being said and what was occurring physically without the aid of 

videotape. 
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 According to Marshall and Rossman (2006), research focusing on narrative inquiry and 

communication typically involved narrative analysis through which speech events were recorded 

and then analyzed.  Having the episodes of pedagogical reasoning recorded enabled the 

researcher to listen to them over and over again in order to ensure accuracy of transcription. 

Audio Taping     

 In addition to the videotaping, the researcher also audio taped the professional learning 

team meetings.  The tape recorder was placed on or near the table where the teachers were 

meeting in order to get the clearest recording of all the teachers‘ dialogue.  Even though the 

meetings were videotaped, the researcher wanted to be sure that she did not miss any of the 

dialogue because the video recorder did not pick it all up.  After each meeting, the researcher 

transcribed the recording as soon as possible.  After the transcribing the audiotape, the researcher 

cross checked it with the videotape for accuracy.  Then, the researcher coded the transcription.  

Her coding system will be described in the data analysis section. 

 After three weeks of attending the Wednesday morning session that the professional 

learning community met, the researcher determined she needed to audiotape the Friday meeting 

as well.  The researcher was not able to physically attend the Friday afternoon meeting, so she 

asked one of the participants to turn on the recorder for her at the beginning of the Friday 

sessions.  The researcher obtained permission from the IRB before audio taping of the Friday 

sessions began. 

Field Notes  

Field notes are the written accounts of what the researcher saw, experienced, and thought 

in the collection and reflection on the data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).  After each observation, the 

researcher summarized what happened, described the people, places, events and conversations, 
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along with ideas and reflections about what had occurred. The field notes also included any 

documents such as professional learning team meetings, student worksheets, a math assessment 

and data from one assessment.  The researcher regularly reviewed her field notes so she could 

follow any direction the data went. As she read her field notes, the researcher recorded any ideas 

about the data as they were generated.   

Observations 

 The researcher‘s observations were direct, in the sense that she was physically in the 

room when the professional learning team met (Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  She attended the 

team meetings which occurred on Wednesday mornings.  She could not attend the Friday 

afternoon professional learning community meetings, so the researcher had one of the 

participants record the Friday meetings and send them to her through WinZip.  WinZip was a 

computer software program that recorded the meeting, and then the participant emailed the 

recording of the meeting to the researcher by email.  The researcher asked a representative from 

the IRB if that would be permissible, and she was given permission to have a participant record 

the Friday session for her. 

 One observational protocol proposed by Creswell (2009) the researcher used was to take 

descriptive notes on one side of the paper and then she added reflective notes on the other side.  

She used the descriptive notes as a reconstruction of a dialogue between participants, a 

description of the physical setting, or an account of a specific event that occurred.  The 

reconstruction of the dialogue in the professional learning team was of the most use to the 

researcher in this study.  The reflective notes included the researcher‘s thoughts and feelings 

about the events observed. 
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Interviews 

 After several weeks of observing the Professional Learning Community, the researcher 

found that there were questions she wanted to ask the participants.  The researcher had not 

included interviews in her study protocol, so she amended the IRB Proposal, and the researcher 

received permission to conduct non-structured interviews with the participants of this study.  

This occurred during the fifth week of the study. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 After all of the data had been collected, analysis began.  Bogdan and Biklen (1998) stated 

that researchers should begin to write down ideas and interpretations about their data as they are 

collecting it, but that formal analysis should not be started until all the data had been collected.  

During data analysis, the researcher organized the data, arranged them in manageable units, 

synthesized the information, looked for patterns, and determined what is important to the study 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006).  

Organizing the Data 

 The researcher had been transcribing the video and audio tapes from the meetings from 

the beginning of the data collection, as well as creating a log of where and when the data were 

collected.  The researcher also re-read her field notes and typed them up. At this point, the 

researcher began to sort the data into the different sources of information.  The sources of 

information included memos, field notes, and transcriptions of video and audio tapes.  The 

researcher also had documents to organize: meeting minutes, student worksheets, a math 

assessment and data from one assessment. 

 As part of organizing the data, the researcher created a table of every professional 

learning community session that was recorded.  The researcher identified each Episode of 
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Pedagogical Reasoning and the amount of time that each Episode took in each session.  She then 

found the percentage of time each professional learning community was spent in discussions of 

Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning.  The researcher will discuss the findings from that table in 

Chapter 4.   

Coding the Data 

Coding, as defined by Marshall and Rossman (2006), was the formal representation of 

analytical thinking about data.  The researcher used the software program NVivo to begin the 

process of sorting the data into categories.  NVivo is a software program that can take qualitative 

data and sort it in many ways.  She initially used the names of the participants as headings to sort 

specific words from the transcripts that had been entered into the program.  Then, the researcher 

used the words that were generated to identify categories.  The most common category that 

emerged was the Common Core Standards.  Some of the other categories the researcher found 

were curriculum (the common core standards were being introduced), instruction and 

assessment.  She also found instances when teachers were off task and talked about non-

academic items such as field trips.  

These were preliminary codes, and the researcher knew as she analyzed the data she 

would discover other codes as she wrote down words and phrases from participants to represent 

the emerging topics and patterns.  While the researcher analyzed the data, she had to be flexible 

and ready to change the coding system.  The coding rules had to be applied consistently to the 

data, or the results would be skewed. The researcher used color-coding to help keep the various 

codes separated and to help in the organization of the data.  
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Generating Categories and Themes 

 The researcher used the coding scheme to identify themes, categories and patterns.  As 

previously noted, there were other categories or themes that she discovered in the data. Since the 

data had been thoroughly coded, that enabled her to search the data for topics, themes, and 

patterns.  Another way the researcher identified themes and patterns was to write down words or 

phrases from participants to represent the emerging topics and patterns. The researcher used the 

NVivo software to assist her in this process.      

  The generation of the researcher‘s themes and categories was an ongoing process that 

required a great deal of reflection on the data.  After she had generated her themes and 

categories, her interpretation of the data brought meaning to the themes and categories.  This in 

turn helped the researcher make sense of her findings.   

 Then, the researcher examined the data for Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning (Horn, 

2005).  She took each transcript for each meeting and carefully read them to identify the sections 

that met Horn‘s (2005) definition of an Episode of Pedagogical Reasoning which are units of 

teacher-to-teacher talk where teachers show their comprehension of an issue or a concern in their 

practice. 

 Then, after identifying the Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning, the researcher went back 

to the audio and video tapes and timed each Episode.  In several professional learning 

communities, there were more than one Episode of Pedagogical Reasoning, but the topics were 

different.  The researcher then timed each of the professional learning communities.  She then 

divided the length of the meeting by the time of the Episode to determine the percentage of time 

the professional learning community was spent in an Episode of Pedagogical Reasoning.  A table 

for the time was created and can be found in Chapter 4. 
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Writing Memos 

 The researcher began to write memos while listening to the video and audio recordings. 

Writing memos was a way to try out categories and themes when analyzing data.  She began to 

formulate interpretations of the data through the writing of analytical memos.  The process of 

drafting these memos assisted the researcher in generating insights into the analysis of the data.   

Writing memos also assisted her in coding the data and thematic analysis by helping her to 

remember and process what the researcher had heard. 

Validating the Accuracy of Findings 

Alternative Understandings 

 

 Just as with quantitative research, the results of qualitative research must be validated.  

One way to validate qualitative research was to look for alternative understandings or 

explanations (Creswell, 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Maxwell, 2005).  The researcher 

began evaluating the plausibility of her conclusions by exploring the data for possible alternative 

conclusions and then articulating why the conclusions that she had chosen are the most plausible.  

 Maxwell (2005) presented an approach to ruling out specific plausible alternatives to the 

researcher‘s conclusions.  He stated that the researcher should be able to provide a clear and 

concise argument, supported by the data, in such a way as to leave no doubt that any other 

reasonable conclusions could be drawn.  

Procedures for Proving Qualitative Validity 

 Creswell (2009) provided a variety of suggestions to ensure that a qualitative research 

study is valid.  Ways to verify the accuracy of findings included ensuring that findings are 

accurate from the standpoint of study participants or readers of an account.  Another check for 

accuracy is to make sure that the researcher had clearly stated the biases that he or she brought to 
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the study and how they have been controlled.  An external auditor can be used to review the 

project for any signs of bias or inaccuracies.  The researcher had one study participant read the 

results chapter of the dissertation to ensure the accuracy of what was presented.  She used one 

participant because by the time the researcher was finished with that section, only one participant 

was available to read the results chapter.  She also used an external auditor to review her study.  

The external auditor ensured that her color-coding was correct and that her conclusions were 

consistent with the main categories.  

 Another way to ensure validity was peer debriefing, or requesting that some of the 

participants reviewed the summary results and to raise any questions about the study.  The 

researcher shared a copy of Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 with one of the participants. Transcripts 

were independently checked against the videotapes for transcription errors.   

 According to Creswell (2009), one way to ensure reliability was to check to see if the 

approach used was consistent across different researchers or different projects.  The researcher 

was not able to use this method, as she was the only researcher in this study and she had not 

completed any similar projects.  However, the researcher ensured that there was no drift in the 

definition of codes—that is, a shift in the meaning of any codes between the beginning and the 

end of the coding process.  The researcher avoided this reliability problem by constantly 

comparing the data with the coding (Creswell, 2009). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

 

 

The purpose of this qualitative inquiry was to gain a deeper understanding of teachers‘ 

pedagogical reasoning that occurred in an elementary professional learning community.  

Particular attention was paid to episodes of pedagogical reasoning (teacher-to-teacher talk) that 

occurred during the professional learning community time.  The focus of the study was to (a) 

identify how teachers thought through issues of instructional practice and (b) what conditions 

opened up or shut down teachers when they attended to these issues of instructional practice.  

The researcher attended and/or electronically recorded nineteen meetings of a fifth-grade 

professional learning community. She transcribed all recordings and listened to each one at least 

three times in order to ensure the completeness of the transcription.  When the researcher was 

present, the professional learning community meeting was also video-recorded which produced 

twelve video recordings.  She created video and field notes for the sessions she attended and 

made copies of the minutes of each meetings.  Finally, the researcher conducted semi-structured 

interviews with each member of the professional learning community.  She searched for patterns 

and themes across all data sources.   

After careful reading and re-readings of all the transcripts, the researcher began looking 

for episodes of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005), which was her unit of analysis.  Episodes of 

pedagogical reasoning or EPRs as defined by Horn (2005) are units of teacher-to-teach talk 

where teachers exhibited their reasoning about an issue in their practice.  Specifically, EPRs are 

moments in teachers‘ interactions where they described issues in or raised questions about 

teaching practices that were accompanied by some elaboration of questions, reasons, 
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explanations, or justifications. The researcher found instances of EPRs in all but four of the 

professional learning communities.   

In this chapter, the researcher begins with demographic data on the district, the school 

and the teachers in the study.  She used pseudonyms for the names of all participants, the school 

and the district to maintain confidentiality and anonymity for the participants in this study.  Next, 

the researcher provides descriptive findings as related to the study‘s research questions:    

1.  How do elementary school teachers talk about learning and pedagogy in the context of 

a professional learning community?  

2. What conditions appear to promote a focus on learning and pedagogy in a   

professional learning community? 

This chapter includes a presentation of the study‘s findings along with the themes related to 

learning and pedagogy as it was discussed in an elementary professional learning community.  

Demographic Data 

Saguaro Cactus Unified School District was a suburban/rural school district that educated 

children from all socioeconomic groups.  The District had eleven elementary schools, one 

intermediate school, two middle schools, three high schools and one alternative school.  The 

Saguaro Cactus District used a cluster model for special education and gifted students.  The 

cluster model used in this district ―clustered‖ special education students together in a classroom 

so a special education teacher could co-teach with the regular education teacher.  It also clustered 

gifted students in a classroom so the classroom teacher could provide a curriculum adapted for 

gifted students.   The gifted students were pulled out once a week for class with a teacher of the 

gifted. 
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There were a total of 12, 412 students in the district at the time of this study.  Of those 

students 34% were Hispanic, 3% were of two or more ethnic backgrounds, 2 % were Asian,  2% 

were African American, 1% were Native Americans,  >1% were Pacific Islander and 56%  were 

white.   There were 6,246 students on free or reduced lunch which represented 50% of the total 

district population.  There were 800 teachers in the district.  The socioeconomic conditions of the 

population of the district ran the gamut from extreme poverty to extreme wealth.   

Prickly Pear Elementary School was a PreK-6 elementary school situated in the rural 

section of the district.  The school had a pre-school program for students who had been identified 

with special needs as well as routinely developing students.  Prickly Pear Elementary also served 

children with severe and profound multiple disabilities.    

There were approximately 904 students in the school.   Of those students, 35% were 

Hispanic, 2% were two or more ethnic backgrounds, less than are 1% were Asian, 2% were 

African American, 2% were Native American, less than 1% were Pacific Islander and 58% were 

White.  Fifty-six percent of the students at Prickly Pear Elementary School were on free and 

reduced lunch.  As shown by Table #1, the demographics of this elementary school closely 

matched the demographics of the district. 
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Table #1 – Demographics 

 District Demographics School Demographics 

Number of Students 12, 412 904 

Hispanic Students 34% 35% 

Two or more Ethnic 

backgrounds 

3% 2% 

Asian Students 2% >1% 

African American 

Students 

2% 2% 

Native American Students 1% 2% 

Pacific Islander Students >1% >1% 

White Students 56% 58% 

Students on free or 

reduced lunch 

50% 56% 

Participants 

 

Seven teachers attended the fifth grade professional learning community (PLC) that was 

the focus of this case study. The four fifth-grade teachers were the core of the professional 

learning community.  In addition, there were two Special Education teachers assigned to the fifth 

grade group.  One of the Special Education teachers focused on language arts, and the other 

focused on math.  Finally, one of the physical educations attended this PLC meeting because all 

certificated staff was required to be a part of a PLC in order to receive Performance-Based Pay. 

The fifth grade teachers all had their own home room class.  Jane Keen had the gifted 

cluster class, which indicated she had at least six gifted students in her room.  Emily Harris had 

the special education cluster in her room, which meant she had a least six special education 

students.  Part of the PLC meeting time was spent in placing students in a higher reading or math 

group or a lower reading or math group based on reading and math assessments and class work.   
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Abigail Barnes had been teaching for eleven years.  She had previously taught seventh 

grade Language Arts and Social Studies for two years in another school district.  She had taught 

in this school district for eight years:  one year in fourth grade and the rest in fifth grade.   

Abigail was a National Board Certified Teacher in the area of Middle Childhood Generalist.  

There were thirty-one students in her homeroom class. 

Carol Dixon was a second career teacher.  Although she had always wanted to be a 

teacher, she became an occupational therapist before she became an educator.   Carol had been 

teaching for eight years, all in the district.  She taught sixth grade for four years and fifth grade 

for four years.  She had thirty students in her homeroom class. 

Emily Harris was a first year teacher.  She also was a second career teacher.  Emily 

worked as a nursing technician, but she had lost her compassion for the drug users that seemed to 

come in every day.  She graduated from the local University, and this was her first teaching 

position.  She wanted to be the teacher that the students wanted to have.  Emily had the Special 

Education cluster, and she had thirty-one students in her homeroom. 

Jane Keen was in her ninth year of teaching in the school district.  All of her teaching had 

been in this school in fifth grade. Jane had the gifted cluster and thirty students in her homeroom 

class.   

Teri Walker had been teaching for five years.  She worked for three years as a K-5 SLD 

Resource teacher in another district and had been at this school for two years. She was the 

Special Education teacher for math in grades one through six.  She was part of the fifth grade 

professional learning community for her Performance-Based Pay.   
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Lisa Morris was the Physical Education teacher at the school and had been teaching for 

eight years, all at this school.  Lisa attended the fifth grade PLC on Wednesdays for half an hour 

in order to meet her obligation to receive Performance- Based Pay. 

Paula Sharp had always been a Special Education teacher at this school and had taught 

there for thirteen years.  Paula was a pull-out resource teacher until the district moved to a co-

teaching model three years ago.  She was the Special Education teacher for English Language 

Arts in grades one through six.  Paula was also part of the fifth grade PLC for her Performance-

Based Pay.   

Another member of the PLC was Olivia Rogers, the principal of the school. She had 

worked at the school for 20 years as a physical education teacher, an assistant principal and the 

principal.  She stopped by the PLC frequently to share information, participate in the PLC by 

giving her opinion or simply to observe their dialogue. 

Table #2   Participants in Study 

Name Years of 

Experience 

Grade 

Level/Specialty 

Years at School 

Abigail Barnes 11 years 7
th

 grade, 4
th

 grade, 

5
th

 grade 

8 years  

Carol Dixon 8 years 6
th

 grade, 5
th

 grade 8 years 

Emily Harris 1 year 5
th

 grade 1 year 

Jane Keen 9 years 5
th

 grade 9 years 

Teri Walker 5 years SPED 2 years 

Paula Sharp 13 years SPED 13 years 

Lisa Morris 8 years PE 8 years 

Olivia Rogers 20 years PE, Principal 20 years 
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Descriptive Findings 

 

In this section, descriptive data gathered from transcripts of the professional learning 

community meetings, interview questions, PLC minutes, video memos and field notes is 

presented.   All of the PLC meetings, except for the first meeting, were held in Jane Keen‘s 

room.  The first meeting was held in Abigail Barnes‘ room because she had the power point for 

the parent night on her computer.   

Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning 

The researcher used episodes of pedagogical reasoning as the unit of study, and the EPRs 

directed her interpretation of findings and emerging themes in the context of the study‘s research 

questions and conceptual framework.   

Horn (2005) classified EPRs into three types:  reasons, explanations, or justifications. 

The researcher chose to include questioning as one of her classifications for EPRs as the teachers 

in the PLC she attended asked a great many questions about teaching the Common Core and the 

new standards. The researcher had a rationale for how she classified each EPR: questions 

occurred when a teacher asked a question; explanations were descriptions of how subjects had 

been taught; justifications were a defense of a decision the teacher had made; and reasons (or 

reasoning) were a description of their thought processes.   

After the researcher transcribed the conversation of every PLC meeting, she returned to 

the data and identified the Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning (Horn, 2005) that occurred in 

each professional learning community.  She then recorded the time or times of all of the EPRs, 

and found the percentage of time the teachers spent in EPRs during their PLC time.  The 

information is listed in the table below.  
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Table #3 Percentage of PLC Meeting Time Spent in EPRs    

Session # EPR Time/PLC Time Percentage of PLC 

Session #1 8:40/36:41 23% - Text Structures 

Session #2 15:34/40:10 38% - Place Value & 

Reading 

Session #3 11:23/48:13 23% - Special Education 

and IEPs 

Session #4 4:04/47:20 9% 

Session #5 – am 14:23/143:18 10% 

Session #5 – pm 3:18/62:12 5% 

Session #6 2:33/46:44 5% 

Session #7 34:04/49:44 69% - Common Core Math 

Session #8 16:46/42:30 39% - Common Core Math 

Session #9 1:13/47:34 2% 

Session #10 17:46/66:51 26% - Common Core Math 

Session #11 10:30/47:19 22% - Common Core Math 

Session #12 0/50 conversing:24 0% 

Session #13 2:57/40:47 6% 

Session #14 0/36:10 0% 

Session #15 0/38:52 0% 

Session #16 2:40/37:32 6% 

Session #17 6:04/69:25 8% 

Session #18 1.46/40:31 3% 

Session #19 0/44:44 0% 
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 As the table indicates, the percentage of time spent on episodes of pedagogical reasoning 

varied greatly from meeting to meeting. In the PLC meetings in which at least 22% of the time 

was spent dialoguing about episodes of pedagogical reasoning, the researcher identified the topic 

or topics of discussion. In sessions 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 10 and 11 the focus of the conversations in the 

EPRs was on the Common Core either in reading or math.   

    In terms of the other PLC meetings, Session 5 was different as the teachers spent the 

entire day planning units.  They spent the morning planning an Explorer unit that tied into the 

English Language Arts Common Core Standards.  Abigail brought in her Explorer unit, and she 

began to explain the order of the worksheets in the unit.  There was no discussion of how the unit 

was to be taught; there was only a discussion of what order the unit was to be taught.  After 

Abigail had presented her unit, Emily added a writing assignment, and Jane added vocabulary 

words.  Then, Abigail asked if the unit was okay, and the rest of the teachers said it looked great.  

Abigail took the additions, and told the rest of the teachers that she would get the unit in order 

and then bring it back to them for approval.  Carol asked if she could help, but Abigail said that 

she did not need any help, and that was the end of the Explorer unit planning.   

    In the afternoon, the teachers planned the addition, subtraction, multiplication and 

division of whole numbers with decimals unit. Although these were math topics the teachers had 

taught before, they had to find materials that included mathematical models for those operations.  

It was difficult for the teachers to find the models they needed to teach those particular concepts.  

Again, in this session, there was no discussion of teaching strategies, there was only a discussion 

of what worksheets should be used in what order.  The focus of this planning session was the 

activities the students were to do not how they were to learn the math concepts.  
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    In twelve of the nineteen sessions the teachers did not talk about subjects directly related 

to pedagogy or student learning.  In these sessions, the teachers discussed the Performance-

Based Pay plan, field trips, printing orders, discussions with the principal, assisting the new 

teacher to the grade level, and the administrivia of teaching. The sessions appear, in other words, 

to be convenient opportunities for teachers to connect with each other about a range of matters 

related to their work. 

Fidelity to the Professional Learning Community Model 

 

 In line with other studies in this area, the teachers in this study did not consistently 

conform to the Professional Learning Community model for discourse practices.  As can be seen 

in Table 3, the majority of the observed PLCs were not focused on pedagogical and learning 

issues.  

The facilitators of all of the PLCs in the district were provided professional development 

in the principles of Professional Learning Communities that included the definition of, and the 

importance of norms, collective learning, collaboration, and conflict (DuFour et al., 2006; Hord 

& Sommers, 2008; Louis et al., 1996.) 

A professional learning community is designed to be a place and time where teachers can 

engage in collective learning.  Collective learning is defined as a time when teachers do research 

on a particular concept, bring their new-found knowledge to the PLC, discuss the new 

knowledge, and determine the best use of the research in their classrooms.  Although there were 

examples of when the teachers learned from each and when they brought activities from the 

Internet, there were no examples when they used research to discuss a particular concept.   

Collaboration is another principal of the professional learning community.  This PLC is 

very collegial (they interact well with each other), however, being collegial is not the same as 
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being collaborative.  Collaboration is the ability to work together interdependently to create 

lessons with remediation and enrichment activities, implement lessons, collect and analyze data, 

and make adjustments to lessons for future use.  In this PLC, significant chunks of the work were 

completed independently. Abigail, for example, did the majority of the planning of the integrated 

social studies and language arts unit.  Jane had created a reading unit in the spring, and Carol had 

created math assessments in the summer.   

Professional learning communities are to collect and analyze data to examine how 

students and teachers are performing.  In the data for this PLC, there was one instance where 

data were discussed, but not everyone had all of their data collected.  When the teachers were 

probed during their informal interviews, they all reported they discussed data during times other 

than their PLC time.  They would talk about data during their lunch time, before and after school, 

or during a recess break.   

It is important for the participants of a professional learning community to engage in 

cognitive conflict. Cognitive conflict has to do with challenging ideas and questioning others‘ 

thinking; it does not mean to challenge a person or their personality.  Again, this PLC was very 

friendly with each other, and the researcher never heard or saw them have any type of conflict 

(cognitive or personal) with each other. 

In summary, this PLC did not consistently implement the principles of professional 

learning communities with fidelity. What implications can be drawn from this deviation from the 

ideal?  It would be quite easy to focus on the deficiencies of the teachers, to blame them for 

failing to adopt an ideal model for their discussions.  However, this discrepancy between the 

ideal and the actual can be understood more fully when the activity is placed within the broader 
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context of instructional and assessment conditions facing the teachers at the time of the study.  It 

is to these conditions that the analysis now turns.   

Impact of the Common Core Mandate 

The dominant theme that was identified in this study was a preoccupation with the 

implementation of the Common Core Standards. The implementation of the Common Core 

Standards was the focus of the episodes of pedagogical reasoning or EPRs in which pedagogy 

was the topic in the professional learning community.  The teachers needed time to discuss with 

each other how to put into practice the new Standards.  The implementation of the Standards also 

caused disruptions in the curriculum that was reflected in the fact that topics in both Language 

Arts and Mathematics were transferred to different grade levels.   

Preoccupation with the Common Core Standards 

The teachers in this study had to learn the fifth grade standards for the Common Core.  

Some of the standards that had previously been addressed in fifth grade were moved to fourth 

grade, and some of the standards that had been addressed in fifth grade were moved to sixth 

grade.  Also, standards that had been addressed in fourth grade were moved to fifth grade, but at 

a higher level of complexity. The professional learning community spent time determining which 

standards were still in their grade level, which standards had been moved, what new standards 

were added, and what differences in pedagogical approaches were required to teach under the 

Common Core framework.  

English Language Arts Common Core Standards 

The English Language Arts Common Core Standards included Literature, Informational 

Text, Writing, and Speaking and Listening Standards.  The professional learning community that 
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was observed only addressed the Literature and Informational Text Standards, so those are the 

Standards that will be addressed here. 

In contrast to the support provided for the Math Standards (to be discussed below), the 

teachers were not provided very much time to analyze the English Language Arts Standards in 

grade level groups. They did not have time to unpack the standards, find the meaning of the 

standard, identify the big idea of the standard and create an essential question for each standard.  

This difference can be attributed in part of the elimination of funding for substitutes to take over 

their classes.  However, the elementary teachers were provided professional development in 

teaching the ELA which will be discussed later. 

The Literature and Informational Text Reading Standards were different from the reading 

standards the teachers had taught in previous years.  First, the previous year‘s standards were not 

divided into two sections, so there was no differentiation between literature and informational 

text.  There are ten literature and ten informational Common Core Standards while previously 

there were thirty-six reading standards.  The ten literature and informational Common Core 

Standards were divided into four sections while the standards from the previous year were 

divided into ten sections. 

The first section of the literature Common Core Standards was labeled Key Ideas and 

Details and was divided into three standards.  The focus of those three standards was to draw 

inferences, identify the theme of a story and compare and contrast two characters or settings.  

The biggest and most important difference between the two sets of standards was requiring 

students to go back into the text and provide specific information from the text to support their 

conclusions.  The previous year‘s standards had been the same standards, but at a lower level of 
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rigor.  Students only needed to draw an inference, identify the theme and analyze a character 

trait.  There was no requirement to go back into the text for supporting information. 

The Literature Common Core Standards‘ next section was called Craft and Structure.  

These three standards asked students to determine the meaning of words and phrases (including 

figurative language), explain how a series of chapters fit together to provide the structure of a 

story and explain how the narrator‘s point of view influences how events are described.  

Previously, students did not have to learn metaphors in fifth grade nor did they have to explain 

how chapters fit together to provide the structure of a story.  They did have to identify the 

narrative point of view (e.g., first person, third person, etc.), but they did not have to explain how 

the narrator‘s view-point influenced how the events in a story were described.   

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas was the third section of the Literature Common Core 

Standards.  This section had two standards:  analyze how visual and multimedia elements 

contribute to the meaning of a text and compare and contrast two stories in the same genre.  

Neither of these two standards was previously taught in fifth grade. 

The final section concerned the text complexity for fifth grade:  Students should be 

reading and comprehending literature at the high-end of the fourth and fifth grade text 

complexity band independently and proficiently.  There was no standard for this previously; 

teachers taught students at their reading level, and with scaffolding, productive group work, and 

support, moved them along the reading continuum.  This school had previously been a Title One 

school where students had been given extra help in reading.  The school was no longer a Title 

One school, and the students who had been in an alternative core reading program were no 

longer receiving extra assistance. 
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The informational text Common Core Standards had the same four sections, and the fifth 

grade standards from the previous year matched up in the same way.  Although the standards 

were similar, there were none that were exactly the same.  In the informational text standards, the 

students were asked to read two texts on the same topic and compare and contrast the event or 

idea from the two different texts.  This was the first time the students had been asked to do this 

deep type of analysis, and this was a curricular change for fifth grade. 

Another disruption in the curriculum caused by the implementation of the Common Core 

was the discrepancy between the state assessments and the curriculum the teachers were 

expected to teach.  During the year of the study, the students were to be tested using the state 

achievement test for the previous year.  That test was not aligned to the Common Core 

Standards.  It was aligned to the State Standards from the previous year.  Although teachers in 

the state were required to teach the Common Core Standards, their students would be assessed by 

a test aligned to a different set of standards. 

It was commonly understood among the teachers that the State‘s Department of 

Education believed that if teachers taught the Common Core the students would perform well on 

the state test as the Common Core was much more rigorous than the previous standards.  Except 

for Emily, however, the teachers in this study had taught fifth grade for several years so they 

knew there were items on the State Assessment that were not taught in the Common Core.  For 

example, the State Assessment required fifth grade students to be able to measure angles with a 

protractor.  The Common Core Standards required fifth grade students to identify acute, right, 

and obtuse angles without measuring them.  So, the teachers had to make a decision about 

whether or not to teach concepts from the previous year they knew would be on the test, but were 

not in the Common Core Standards. 
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Elementary teachers in the district had been provided with professional development in 

teaching the new English Language Arts Standards.  This professional development was either 

two or three days in length depending on the grade level and the topic of the professional 

development.  The teachers were also paid to attend these classes.  The training was grade-level 

specific, so teachers could attend a class that was designed for their specific grade level.  

Although teachers were not given their own resource books, each grade level at each school was 

given a book for all the teachers at that grade level to use. This professional development was 

only offered during the summer, so some teachers were not able to attend due to their summer 

schedules.  All but one of the teachers of this PLC was able to attend the professional 

development during the summer.  

Math Common Core Standards 

The professional learning community spent the majority of their PLC time discussing the 

implementation of the Math Common Core Standards.  The teachers had to learn how to teach 

new math content and create math materials and math assessments.  They also had to think 

differently about how to teach math concepts through the use of models. Most of this time was 

spent describing what they had taught in their own classrooms and how the lessons had gone.  In 

other instances, teachers asked for help in understanding a math concept in order to teach it to 

her class. 

 Teachers in the district were provided time during the previous school year to unpack the 

Math Common Core Standards.  Unpacking the standards is the process to determine a common 

picture of the skills, concepts and framework in which students are to be proficient.  The 

curriculum coordinator of the district led the unpacking process.  The teachers read each standard 

and came to consensus about the meaning of the standard. Then, they decided what the big ideas 
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were, how to write them in student friendly language, and, finally, identified an essential 

question for each standard.  The teachers also identified the learning objectives for each of the 

standards.   

 A representative from every school at every grade level met at a conference room in the 

district offices to discuss the standards and to plan units.  The fifth grade teachers, as well as all 

of the other grade levels, had three days to do this task.  The standards were then organized into 

units, and the teachers decided how long they thought each unit would take to teach.  By the end 

of the three days, the fifth grade teachers from the district had the math standards mapped out 

into six units, and they had created a pacing calendar.   

The Math Common Core Standards were challenging for this group of teachers to teach.  

The researcher had attended a math professional development class with one of the members of 

this PLC.  The teacher was asked a question in the class, and she stated that she did not think in 

numbers; she thought in letters.  Another teacher had declared she had been a special education 

student when she was in school, and her math skills were not very strong.  The first year teacher 

had reported in a PLC that she had difficulty teaching her students a place value concept.  

Even though they had an opportunity to study the standards and spell out some of their 

instructional implications, the math concepts had changed greatly in their complexity. For 

example, previously, teachers were not responsible for teaching place value in fifth grade.  The 

Common Core Standard for place value is:  

Recognize that in a multi-digit number, a digit in one place represents 10 times as 

much as it represents in the place to its right and 1/10 of what it represents in the 

place to its left.  
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Another math standard that was added to the Common Core Math Standards dealt with 

the powers of ten, which had previously been taught in 6
th

 grade.  The new standard in fifth 

grade for the powers of 10 is:   

Explain patterns in the number of zeroes of the product when multiplying a 

number by powers of 10, and explain patterns in the placement of the decimal 

point when a decimal is multiplied or divided by a power of 10.  Use whole 

number exponents to denote powers of 10.   

The fifth grade students had always had been required to learn how to add, subtract, 

multiply and divide whole numbers with decimals.  However, with the Common Core, the rigor 

of this standard was increased to include the use of concrete models or drawings to illustrate their 

understanding.  This requirement of using models was one of the biggest changes for teachers in 

the study in teaching math concepts.  The Standards require students to use a model to solve a 

problem and then relate the strategy to a written method and explain their reasoning.  

Traditionally, students had been taught the algorithm without the use of manipulatives or models 

by the time they reach fifth grade.    

Teachers in this study were provided professional development in how to teach the Math 

Common Core Standards.  They were provided release time from their classrooms to receive the 

professional development, so every kindergarten through eighth grade teacher received six days 

of professional development through-out the school year.  The teachers were also provided four 

days of professional development during the summer and given teacher resource books to keep.    

Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning 

Session 1 - Text Structures 

 

One of the professional development sessions focused on the section of the Literature 

Common Core Standards called Craft and Structure.  The session‘s instructor demonstrated 
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lessons that would teach students to determine and use the meaning of words and phrases 

(including figurative language such as metaphors and similes).  She provided pictures to the 

teachers and stated the pictures should be shown to students, and then the students were to write 

about what they had seen in the pictures using descriptive language.  The instructor indicated 

these lessons should be discovery lessons for the students, and the teachers should not use 

modeling when teaching the lessons on figurative language.  She also emphasized that teachers 

should only introduce text into the text structure lessons after the students had many 

opportunities to discover the figurative language themselves.    

The fifth grade teachers in this study grouped their students for reading and math.  When 

students were ready to move to another group, the teachers would discuss the students and then 

either move them to a group that moved faster or a group that moved slower.  In reading, Jane 

had the ―high‖ group, Abigail had the next group, Carol had the next group, and Emily, the first 

year teacher, had the lowest group with all of the special Education students.  Paula Sharp, the 

Language Arts Special Education teacher, was assigned to Emily‘s class to co-teach with her 

when she was teaching Language Arts. 

The first episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) observed happened during the 

first PLC of the year, which occurred on Wednesday of the first week of school. The four fifth 

grade teachers, Abigail, Carol, Emily and Jane were in Abigail‘s classroom.  Abigail, Carol and 

Emily sat at a table while Jane worked on the parent night PowerPoint at a computer.   Paula 

Sharp, the Language Arts Special Education Teacher, was also present at the meeting.  She co-

taught Language Arts with Emily who had the lowest reading group in the fifth grade. Paula had 

taught some of Carol‘s students in the past, so she was interested in looking at the student work. 
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Carol, the nominal facilitator of the Professional Learning Community, began the 

meeting by describing how she had taught a text structures lesson to her students.  Carol was 

excited about sharing her lesson, and Abigail and Emily listened intently to what Carol had to 

say.  She told Abigail and Emily the lesson was ―awful,‖ and the students ―didn‘t get the idea.‖ 

Carol was not worried about talking about a lesson that she thought was ―awful.‖  After those 

comments, Abigail asked her what was ―awful‖ about the lesson.  Carol explained that she had 

followed the lesson format she had learned during the summer professional development.   

Carol had displayed a picture of a cage full of people with a group of lions outside of the 

cage to her students.  The students then wrote sentences describing the picture.  She brought the 

students‘ work to the meeting and stated: 

Um, they didn‘t get the idea, I mean we talked about what text structures were, and then I 

talked about what the text structure of description was and I modeled it.  I did everything 

you were supposed to do.  And I get responses like their first sentence was:  I see four 

lions jumping on a cage full of people and then the next sentence after we talked about 

key words that go with description – lions are similar like if they were in the zoo. 

So, I know where the kid‘s going, but it was like the people were the caged up animals 

because the people were in the cage and the lions were around that cage. 

  

The conversation between Carol and Abigail continued with Abigail describing how the 

lesson had gone in her class.  Abigail stated she thought maybe starting with description had 

been too difficult for her students because the sentences she had gotten from her students were 

awkward. 

Carol indicated how the instructor from the summer professional development had taught 

them how to teach text structures as a discovery lesson.  But, Carol determined to include 

modeling from the beginning of her teaching sequence:  

That‘s what I‘m finding. I‘m like even with modeling, even with modeling, I 

modeled it first which I know according to the 95% lady (the professional 

development instructor) we really didn‘t have to model it the way because it was 
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kind of a discovery type of thing.  But my kids ‗cause like I‘m modeling this 

because they need it, and it‘s still even with like a couple of models. . .  

 

This was an example in which Carol attempted to follow the procedure recommended in 

the professional development she had attended in the summer by using the technique of showing 

the pictures. However, she also used the familiar teaching strategy of modeling that she 

frequently utilized while teaching.  

Abigail recommended pulling in text right away even though their professional 

development in the summer had taught the teachers to wait until the students had the opportunity 

to discover the figurative language. The teachers were also taught to spiral through the lessons so 

this activity would be a true discovery event.  Abigail recognized students might need concrete 

models in order to learn figurative language.  Like Carol, Abigail suggested using a teaching 

technique that was familiar with her normal teaching strategies.   

Carol continued discussing the text structures lesson with Abigail.  Carol stated:   

I think I have to go back and do something very concrete, but I wasn‘t, but then 

the way she said to do it was like go through it one a day and then you spiral 

through so eventually they‘ll get it.  And I‘m like that‘s kind of painful . . .  

 

 

Carol decided she was going to go back to her students and teach text structures more concretely 

with pictures and text even though that is not what she had learned in the professional 

development.  She asked Abigail several times if she should continue with the lessons; Carol was 

looking to Abigail as the expert for this topic:  

Abigail:  I think I would do one more with it because you are uncomfortable with where 

your kids are. 

 

Carol:  Right. 

Abigail:  I would do one more. 

Carol: Okay. 
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Abigail: And, then if they don‘t get it, I think you have, I mean you could still read the 

book, to show here are some more concrete examples. . . .  

 

Carol:  So try it one more time with the picture idea and then if it doesn‘t work then I‘ll 

do a concrete example with that . . . .  Okay, that‘s what I‘ll do because I was like oh 

these poor kids I don‘t want to mess them up (laughter) I don‘t want to mess them up.  

So, that‘s what I‘ll do then! 

 

 This episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) showed Carol and Abigail 

attempting to use the knowledge they had learned in their summer professional development, but 

they also used their own judgment in teaching this particular skill.  As stated, Prickly Pear 

Elementary School had previously been a Title 1 school where the students had always been 

given extra support in reading and/or math. Carol and Abigail reasoned from previous experience 

their students needed to have modeling before they would be able to identify and use descriptive 

language appropriately.   

Session 2 - Place Value 

 The professional learning community spent the majority of their PLC time discussing the 

implementation of the Math Common Core Standards.  The teachers had to learn how to teach 

new math content, create math materials and math assessments.  They also had to think 

differently about how to teach math concepts through the use of models.  

 In Session 2, Emily, Carol and Abigail discussed a worksheet they had assigned to their 

students.  Jane was present, but she sat at the computer and did not participate in the instructional 

part of the conversation. The worksheet dealt with place value, and the bottom section of the 

worksheet contained problems involving converting numbers from words to digits.  Teaching 

place value had not been in the fifth grade curriculum in the previous year, so this was a 

disruption in curriculum for these fifth grade teachers.   
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The fifth grade teachers grouped their students for reading and math.  Jane had the 

highest math students, Abigail taught the next highest group, Emily taught the third group, and 

Carol taught the ―lowest‖ group.  Teri Walker, the math Special Education teacher, co-taught 

with Carol as she had the special education students in her class.   

This conversation took place among Abigail, Carol and Emily.  The three teachers had 

assigned a worksheet that asked students to write numerals from the word description.  Emily 

had not yet assigned the bottom part of the worksheet to her students and had moved on to 

teaching decimals.  She stated that her students had done well with the top portion of the 

worksheet, and she had moved on to the next topic in the curriculum.  Abigail and Carol had 

assigned the bottom part, and both of their classes had had difficulty completing that part of the 

worksheet.  The bottom part of the worksheet dealt with changing numbers from word form to 

number form.   

 Carol who had assigned the bottom portion of the worksheet described her teaching 

strategy: 

And what I had to do go back was, let me show you what I did. I took these and I 

reworded and I renumbered them basically.  And I did three up at the top that we worked 

through together and then I gave them four at the bottom to work through on their own 

and that‘s what they did today, but what I did was I used your yellow sheet and we filled 

it out with the one and then all the zeroes and my kids literally were having to go like ok 

300 million cover up the 100 million with your fingers, how many zeroes are after it?  

OK, there‘s that many zeroes, write that down on the grid paper from left to right yeah 

from left to right and now put the 14 in front of it because that is 14 ten billion or 10 

million whatever it is.  And they‘re like ―Oh.‖  I mean I‘m having to take it that far down.  

And then we‘re doing it on grid paper and then we‘re adding it up.  I mean that‘s how we 

did it today.  

   

After Carol had finished her explanation, Abigail proceeded to the white board and 

demonstrated how she had taught the lesson to her students.  Abigail had her students start with 

the beginning number and then work backwards: 
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So, we found the biggest place value . . . and they figured out how many lines 

they needed so if it was millions, then they would have millions . . . yeah, and so 

one of the numbers was like 13 hundred thousand or something weird, so they 

would put that place value and know that they couldn‘t have two numbers there, 

and so which one would have to move, and which one would have to stay?  And 

they, but my class was able to go okay the one goes over, so I have one here but 

now there‘s a problem with the numbers down lower where which one is it?  So 

you have 17 million, so they know they have to bring the one over, but then later 

it says 3 10 million.   And so, they go like this.  Then I had to go back through, 

and go well wait a second you already had this number and you have to have 

another 3 10 million here, and then they went, oh so this should really be a 4. 

The answers came out the same in both situations – they were two different strategies to 

get the same answer.  After Abigail shared her teaching strategies, Carol then went to the white 

board and demonstrated her strategy on the board.  Both teachers came to the same answer but 

used different strategies.  After she heard and saw what Abigail and Carol had demonstrated, 

Emily remembered she had assigned the bottom portion of the worksheet, and she stated she had 

not made the problems clear to her students. 

Emily was not afraid or embarrassed to make this statement to the PLC because she felt 

supported by the other teachers.  After Emily made the statement about not teaching the concept 

as clearly as she could have, Abigail stated, ―Well, this is why we meet to talk about this because 

it‘s all new to all of us.‖  After discussion of other PLC topics, the conversation turned to the 

Common Core again. 

Abigail:  Right, I think we need to talk about math a little bit more and some of our 

strategies.  I‘m feeling kind of all over the place.  

  

Jane: I think we are all over the place. I don‘t think you feel kinda all over the place, we 

are. 

 

Carol:  Well, this is Common Core, we‘re not used to it, we‘re all, this is stuff we didn‘t 

have to do before.   

 

Abigail: So we are going to be kinda all over the place.   
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Carol: We had a routine down man, and they, with this Common Core stuff. . .  

Abigail:  I know 

Carol:  Changed that routine.  

    Jane:    Do you think maybe, Carol, with your math group and Emily‘s math group 

maybe you guys need to back up and do some base 10 blocks with your whole 

math groups? 

Jane‘s question compelled Carol to consider how her students had done with the concept 

of place value.  Fifth grade teachers had not been responsible for teaching place value the 

previous year, so this was new content the grade level had to teach.  Carol continued the 

conversation with a description of how her students had completed the worksheet.  Some of the 

students had not finished the work, so Carol did not know how the students had done.  She said 

she was going to spiral the concept of place value through the rest of the year because her 

students would probably not remember it when it was time to take the state assessment.  

During this same session, the conversation turned to whether or not all of the students 

needed more practice with the base 10 blocks to help solidify their learning about place value.  

Carol wanted to change the Math Lab work from fractions to place value to give the students 

more practice.  She also wanted to bring out the base 10 blocks for the students to have more 

practice with them.   

Jane, who has the ―high‖ group, stated that she did not want to bring out the base 10 

blocks for this reason:  

See, as much as I would like to say to you . . . see I don‘t think because we‘re still 

working on it with my group of kids I don‘t think that I want to pull out the base 

10 blocks and like I think that is going to annoy half of my class and I‘m going to 

lose them.   
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She also stated she did not want to change the Math Lab from fractions as her students liked the 

fraction work and they were doing fine.  After Jane‘s statement, Carol decided to leave 

everything the way it was.  Abigail and Emily did not share their opinions about the decision. 

This episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) demonstrated Abigail‘s and Carol‘s 

pedagogical reasoning in teaching their students the skill of writing numerals from the word 

description.  Both Abigail and Carol had analyzed their students‘ level of understanding, so they 

could provide the correct level of support and scaffolding for their students to be successful with 

that skill.   Also, Emily had been given the opportunity to see two different examples of how to 

teach a difficult concept to her students, and she had the choice of which one to use with her 

students.  Abigail was able to be supportive of a new teacher in this example by saying that it 

was difficult for all of the teachers in the PLC.  

Carol had made a suggestion to continue with the place value blocks and to change the 

Math Lab work to place value instead of fractions.  Jane was the only teacher to respond to this 

suggestion, and she felt that her students would be ―annoyed‖ if they had to continue to use place 

value blocks.  Jane had the high math group, and she did not want to irritate her students by 

having them do work that might be too easy for them.  Abigail and Emily made no comments 

about this conversation, and Carol decided to continue the Math Lab work with fractions. 

This session also showed the disruption that the introduction of the Common Core Math 

Standards caused this group of fifth grade teachers.  Content they expected to take one day to 

teach ended up taking three days to teach which put them off the pacing calendar.  This was not 

surprising as these fifth grade teachers had never taught place before, and the teachers had no 

experience or expectations with how their students would perform.  The Math Common Core 

Standards changed their routine in how they had previously taught math.  



RUNNING HEAD:  TEACHERS‘ PEDAGOGICAL REASONING IN 

 

 

84 

Session 3 – Special Education  

 

In the third session of the professional learning community, Emily, the first year teacher, 

had a question about the special education students that were assigned to her class.  Emily taught 

the ―lowest‖ class for reading and language arts, so Paula, the special education teacher for 

language arts co-taught with her.  Emily had a problem with some of her special education 

students not completing a writing assignment in a timely manner.              

The assignment was called PAWS which was a Paragraph a Week. The assignment is 

very structured:  first, the students brainstorm; then they write a rough draft; they peer edit; and 

then they write a final draft.  Emily‘s special education students were having difficulty getting 

past the first day. She brought the problem to the professional learning community.   

 Emily had discussed this issue with Paula (the language arts special education teacher) 

because she also worked with the same children.  Paula suggested that Emily cut down the 

amount of work that she assigned to her special education students.  Emily was not willing to do 

that because: 

They‘re not showing me that they are trying.  If they were trying, like if they were going 

home and bringing me a sentence, and they were going home and were at least trying or 

coming in at a recess and trying.  I‘d be more willing to do that but I feel like they show 

up, they just don‘t care, so they‘ll do it during class time.  If it doesn‘t get done, then it 

doesn‘t get done.  

 

Abigail reminded Emily that these students had IEPs, and Emily replied that she was 

aware of that, but the students were not producing work, and Emily felt that they should be 

trying harder.  She stated that she did not know what she was going to do with them.  Abigail 

suggested that perhaps the students were having difficulty with developing creative ideas. 

Emily replied: 
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I just heard it in verbal, and I help them write it and then, you write the next one.  They 

won‘t do it. Well, I can‘t sit there and write it for them.  So, I‘m running out of, like I was 

understanding of how I‘ll help you.  I‘ll write this one, you write this one.  I‘ll start it you 

finish it.  You know tit for tat, and they‘re not getting it, not giving me anything.  So you 

make them sit there in class.  Can I have a pen so I can work on my final from last week 

– no, no, no that was due Monday.  We, we‘re working on our next one.  So, I‘m getting 

over, I‘m getting frustrated I don‘t know what to do.    

 

Carol suggested that Emily assign fewer paragraphs to her special education students 

because that is what she does in her class.  She stated that she gave her students two weeks to 

finish one paragraph instead of just a week. Then, Jane added this to the conversation:  

I just want to say that and um maybe you do need to let them finish it because a lot of 

times part of their thinking is that they‘ve taken so much time and part of being you know 

SLD is having their whole live not doing what they have to do fast enough not quick 

enough, not the same as everybody else.  So that attention to task for them is almost 

heaven sent and a lot of them go with it because their lives are simple around school.  So, 

let them complete it.  Let them have that time.  Let them finish that one, even if it‘s week 

2. Scrap the other one I would say and let them finish it.    

 

Emily listened to Jane‘s comment intently, but her comment back to Jane was that would 

be okay if the students were really ―trying.‖  She felt that she was working harder than the 

students were working, and she did not like that.  She also thought that if she gave her students 

extra time they would take advantage of her and take extra time to finish their work.  Jane added 

these comments: 

So maybe they need more of that process piece so instead of just jumping into the whole 

PAWS. So, maybe for the first few weeks, you just do the brainstorming, and then so 

they complete that one chunk of it, so they‘re learning that brainstorming piece of it, then 

you try, I, I don‘t know, I‘m just trying to think of other ways.  Because I think maybe 

they are getting overwhelmed I mean as much as they might be showing by their 

behavior problems maybe they need to stop and ok let‘s stop and talk about 

brainstorming, that‘s all we‘re going to do for this PAWS.  The next topic we‘ll 

brainstorm a little bit together and I want to see at least 5 of your own ideas. So do a lot 

more scaffolding. And then next week you have them do a rough draft. 

 

Emily stated that she was willing to try anything at this point, and that what Jane had said 

seemed like a good idea.  Abigail added some supporting information for Emily to consider: 
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And even if it‘s even if the next week if they you know you brainstorm and you 

brainstorm and you choose brainstorming week 3 you take let them pick you let them 

choose one of those 2 that they brainstormed and do a rough draft on that so instead of 

having them have to do brainstorming all over again just keep them on the same, on the 

same PAWS, so they might have it for a month.   

 

There were two episodes of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) in this session.  Emily 

used justification to explain why she used the PAWS (Paragraph a Week) writing assignment the 

way she did with her special education students.  She wanted all of her students to complete their 

work within the week time frame which her special education students were not able to do.  She 

justified her reasoning by stating that her students were not trying hard enough to complete their 

assignments, and that was why she needed help from the other members of her professional 

learning community. 

The second episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) came from Carol, Jane and 

Abigail.  They used reasons and explanations to assist Emily in moving her thinking forward in 

working with her special education students.  Abigail gently reminded Emily that these students 

had IEPs, and they were not expected to do the same amount of work as the other students.  

Then, Carol stated she let some of her students take two weeks to do one PAWS assignment if 

they needed the extra time.  Emily was not convinced by these reasons, and it was not until Jane 

spoke that Emily began to agree with what was being said.   

Jane spoke about special education students, and how they needed extra time to complete 

assignments.  She also talked about important it was for them to be able to complete assignments 

as they usually did not get the time to finish their work, and it was important to allow the 

students to finish.  Jane also stated the students should learn each piece of the process really well 

before they moved on to the next step.  So, they should spend some time on brainstorming, and 
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then when the students were really good at that, they could use their ideas from their 

brainstorming sessions to write a paragraph. 

Abigail then supported Jane‘s reasoning by stating that if the students took two or three 

weeks to complete the entire process for one paragraph, which would be okay as well.  She also 

said that that the students could select one of the ideas they had brainstormed and use that idea 

for their paragraph.   

Emily declared that she would try putting her special education students together in a 

group and have Paula (the special education teacher) work with them.  Emily would teach the 

large group and work on transition words and topic sentences, while Paula would work with the 

special education students on brainstorming and identifying main ideas. 

Session 7 - Dividing Decimals 

 The teachers in the professional learning community had finished a conversation about 

adding and subtracting numbers with decimals, when Carol noticed that Jane had started division 

with decimals with her students.  Abigail asked Jane about the process as she was not sure how 

she was going to teach her students to divide numbers with decimals.   

Jane had given her students a worksheet that asked the students to find the visual 

representation for the problem as well as the numerical answer.  Abigail, Carol and Emily stood 

up and gathered around Jane so they could see the worksheet and to follow along as Jane 

explained how she had taught her students the concept.    

As stated previously, the Common Core required that students be able to use models to 

explain how to solve problems and their thinking.  Jane described how she had taught her 

students how to divide decimals.  She taught her students the algorithm first which was the way 
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she normally taught the concept. Then, she asked the students to connect their answer to a visual 

model, which was difficult for some of them to do.  Jane stated: 

And they had to look at the models, and use the models to figure out how to 

divide them and I didn‘t show them.  I was just like here you go, see if you can 

use what you know and let‘s see how you can apply it to this model and they were 

like – What is this?  Like why do I have to use this stupid thing?  And I‘m like 

this is the visual representation of it. 

 

Jane continued her explanation of the worksheet by showing the rest of the PLC 

the place value blocks that were on the paper and how the students were supposed to 

color in the necessary pieces to show the answer.  Unfortunately, the paper was really 

dark, and it was difficult for the students to see the lines on the paper so they were unsure 

where to make their marks to divide the squares. 

Abigail had some difficulty visualizing how the worksheet should be completed, so Jane 

continued to explain what the students should do.  She used the example of 1.5 divided by 5. 

Jane:  So, here‘s what we talked about, here‘s your whole.  You have one whole and then 

you have 5 pieces of another one.  So that‘s your 1.5. Now, when you take it and you are 

separating it into 5 bars each one, each pile is going to have 5 bars you have 3 piles in the 

end. 

 

Abigail: And that‘s your quotient, gotcha. 

  

Jane: And that‘s your quotient.  But they couldn‘t, and it wasn‘t that they couldn‘t get the 

piece; it was just the piling of them. . . . They got that because they understood the 

movement. They had to then go and show the visual model, see and this is where it‘s 

hard, because you go 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, you see 1,2,3,4,5 break 1,2,3,4,5.  It‘s hard to color 

code so they can see the piles or so they can put them into their three groups.  It‘s hard to 

do that when you can‘t I mean like look at this one.  This one you end up breaking them 

into little tiny pieces to get the quotient. 

 

 The next problem they discussed was even more difficult – 6.12 divided by 4.  Jane 

allowed her students to use the division algorithm first before she had them find the visual 

representation for the problem.  Jane used colored markers to color the place value blocks that 

were on the worksheet.  As previously stated, she and her students found the paper was so dark 
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that it was difficult to color the tenths and hundredths.  As Jane continued her description of her 

lesson, she used blank paper base 10 blocks Carol had created to demonstrate to the rest of the 

teachers how her students had used them as manipulatives.  Jane acknowledged: 

But, even then you‘re still coloring in. I think the actual physical movement of saying 

here‘s your dividend.  Your dividend is 6.12.  That‘s your starting number.  So, 6.12, so 

let‘s get 6 wholes, one tenth, and two hundredths, and then let‘s divide that into 4 piles. 

So, push them, the wholes into 4 piles and now we do these other wholes, oh we have to 

separate them into tenths, let‘s change them out, we‘re trading them out, and let‘s divide 

those evenly, they‘re going to see it  a lot more than the actual.  Like the paper is not, is 

not a legitimate representation of. . . .   

 

It appeared Jane had concluded her students needed to use manipulatives in order 

to understand the division of whole numbers with decimals.  But, as she continued her 

discussion of this problem, she declared:   

That‘s why I wanted to teach them how to do the actual division first. Because I 

want them to see, I want them to make those connections.  It‘s a better 

understanding of what you‘re doing if you know what the answer is in the 

beginning and you can find your, in my opinion, for these kids that‘s the way they 

can get there is through that piece.  Now, it doesn‘t work for every group; I don‘t 

think that you know, like your two groups. [Here she’s referring to the lowest two 

math groups.]  You know they need to start off looking at those visuals and 

probably work their way toward the final answer, but my kids they know the final 

answer and if I just go well let me see start with a game let me start you at the 

beginning – they‘re gonna be like (slams folder on desk) ok, I‘m done; checked 

out. 

 

Jane acknowledged that her students needed manipulatives to understand the models for 

division with whole numbers with decimals; however, at the end of the conversation, she still felt 

that she needed to teach dividing decimals in the same order.  She stated ―. . . that doesn‘t mean 

that I‘m doing it the right way.  I, this was just the way for me.‖   

This episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) showed Jane‘s reasons for teaching 

the decimal lesson the way that she did.  Even though the Common Core Standards state that 

models be used to teach math concepts, Jane believed that her students would react negatively if 
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she started her lesson with a model of dividing decimals because she taught the ―high‖ group in 

math.   

At one point in the conversation, Jane acknowledged that some of her students seemed to 

understand the models better when they had manipulatives to use.  However, at the end of the 

entire conversation, she stated she would still teach dividing decimals in the same way - the 

algorithm first and then the models.  Jane advised Carol and Emily, who taught the lower math 

groups, to teach the models first as it would be easier for their students to understand the math 

concept if they used manipulatives.   

Session 8 – Multiplication 

 In a previous professional learning community, the teachers discussed teaching 

multiplication of double-digit whole numbers as their performance-based pay objective.  

Performance-based pay was how the teachers in the district earned extra pay.  They selected an 

objective, gave a pre-test, a mid-year test and a final test to see how their students performed on 

the objective the teachers had selected.  If the students met the objective, then the teachers earned 

their performance-based pay.  The professional learning community had decided to teach 

numerous ways to teach multiplication including the traditional algorithm as their performance-

based pay objective. 

 The teachers determined to teach multiplication using the array method, the area model, 

the place value model, the lattice model, the picture model and the regular algorithm.  The array 

model placed dots or other place holders on paper in a particular position so they are in order.  

For example, an array of three dots across and four dots down would represent the problem 3 

multiplied by 4.  The students could count the dots and find the answer to be twelve.   
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 The area model, the place value model, and the lattice model are all models of 

multiplication that help students understand how each partial product comes from multiplication 

of a unit in a number multiplied by another unit in a different number.   The picture model of 

multiplication uses pictorial representations of numbers to create multiplication problems.   

 During Session 8, Abigail and Jane had a discussion about how they were teaching the 

various models of multiplication.  Abigail began the conversation: 

I‘m going to go ahead and push my kids through it and then we‘re going to glue it into 

our math notebook.  So, they have the flip chart.  So, I started with doing arrays today, 

we did like a definition and then we did the words and the symbols, and then the arrays, 

and we talked about how it was not, it was good to do small problems but it wasn‘t good 

to do big problems and then we went let‘s try the picture method.  So we tried the picture 

method.  And again it was a good way to do small problems and when we get to word 

problems, it, we made that connection, but it wasn‘t a fun way to do big problems.  Then 

we skipped to the box method.   

 

Jane then stated that the picture method can be done with larger numbers.  Abigail 

disagreed with Jane and described how she talked about it with her students: 

No, we talked about it wasn‘t the best way we could do it. No, but if, we talked about if, 

we‘re using, if we‘re doing a word problem that we don‘t quite, we can‘t visualize, that 

using the picture method would be a great way for us to lay things out.  

 

Jane then explained how she had used the picture model with her students:  

Right, well see when I used the picture method we created models, visual models, to 

represent our multiplication problem we, um, also sometimes just broke them down into 

we tried to chunk them before we did the actual model because it was easier for them to 

see in base 10 how did you model for, you know, as opposed to looking at, so if it was a 

113 we would look at we would pull out the pieces dissected decomposed a little bit, 

there‘s a hundred, you know, what is it really saying?  Is it saying a hundred x this and 

then it‘s saying this times that, so that, that helps them a little bit to see if that way so, just 

FYI on the multiplication using the model if you haven‘t done that already.    

 

After this exchange, the conversation turned to the subtraction of decimals, so the issue of 

the use of the picture model was never resolved.  This episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 

2005) showed two teachers‘ thinking about the same model of multiplication.  Abigail used 
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reasoning as she described how she thought the picture model of multiplication was appropriate 

for small numbers and word problems, and that was how she had taught her students to use that 

model.  Abigail believed if her students were having difficulty visualizing the numbers that were 

being described in a word problem, then drawing a picture of the items might be a useful tool for 

them as long as the numbers were small. 

Jane, on the other hand, felt the picture model could be used with larger numbers, but she 

had her students decompose the numbers before they put them in the pictures.  She used 

justification to maintain her position that the picture model could be used for larger numbers. 

Session 10 – Multiplying Decimals 

 This professional learning community occurred on a Friday afternoon when the 

researcher was not present.  All of the fifth grade teachers were present as well as the two special 

education teachers.  The main topic of the teachers‘ conversation was multiplying decimals.  The 

teachers continued to have difficulty finding materials that had models that represented this 

concept.  Abigail began the discussion with a statement about needing help with teaching 

multiplying whole numbers and decimals.  The teachers used the area model to teach this 

concept.  

 The area model of multiplying whole numbers and decimals used a rectangle with the 

first number across the top and the second number down the side.  The numbers are multiplied 

separately and then added up.  The whole numbers are multiplied first, and then the whole 

number on top is multiplied by the decimal in the second number.  The decimal in the first 

number is multiplied by the whole number in the second number, and then the two tenths are 

multiplied together.  The answers are then added together to find the final answer.  This method 

can also be done with base ten blocks with the actual values drawn in the boxes. 
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Jane used the model that divided the spaces into base ten blocks. Abigail understood the 

multiplication of the tenths because they overlapped in the model, but she was still unsure of 

how they multiplication process worked when multiplying whole numbers with decimals.  

Abigail was able to teach the algorithm in previous years, but when it was necessary to use a 

model, she was not sure how to explain the process to her students.   

Jane was more than willing to share her knowledge in about multiplying a whole number 

with a decimal by another whole number with a decimal.  She asked all of the teachers to come 

around her in order for them to be able to see the problem.  Abigail had suggested the problem 

2.3 multiplied by 1.4, so that was the problem Jane explained: 

The way that you start is that you have to have the answer box, and if anyone wants to 

see this they are going to have to come closer to me.  So let‘s do you said 2.3 x so we‘ll 

do 1.4.  All right, so one direction, we‘re going to do the 2.3‘s.  So, 2 we‘re going to go 

2.3, so those are my 2 wholes (not proportionate) so your answer all has to be contained 

in the box.  It‘s not going to be proportionate you‘re going to divide it into those pieces as 

evenly as you possibly can.  So, like here are my two wholes, and we talked about this 

the other day, so I‘ll go on this side there‘s the decimals, and now I‘m going to divide 

these into three tenths, so 1, 2, and I kinda messed up it‘s a little bit off but it‘s 3 

somewhat even pieces.  

Now in the opposite direction I have to cut it into 1 whole and to 4 tenths so here is my 1 

whole and here are going to be my .4.  1, 2, that‘s 1, 2, 3, 4. 

Ok so here are 4 pieces, ok?  So this section right here and with the box method (area 

model) or any other thing it‘s the .4 x .4 so in this box there should be 12 hundredths.  So, 

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12. 

 

Jane finished her explanation, and then began to color code each section of the model to 

ensure that all of the teachers understood how to solve the problem with a model.  She described 

how she had her students color code each section when they first started learning how to multiply 

decimals, but then she had them stop the color coding.  Jane wanted her students to understand 

they had to pull each section out without the use of the colors. 

Jane asked Abigail if she had the base ten blocks that can be used on the overhead 

projector to demonstrate the process for her students.  Abigail stated that she used page 
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protectors and cut them into base ten blocks to use for the overhead.  She also stated that she had 

just started teaching this concept and had begun with multiplying tenths.  Abigail had introduced 

multiplying tenths with the problem of .6 multiplied by .2.  Abigail described it this way: 

So, I just got page protectors, and cut them into squares and just the drew rods on them 

and then I just barely introduced it today so we did .6 x .2.  So we colored in the .6 one 

way.  One color, I shaded in the .2 another and then I overlapped and crossed them so it 

made a hundredths a flat and they could see it was just the 12.  I just didn‘t know how to 

do that with larger numbers. 

 

After Abigail‘s explanation of how she had taught multiplication of tenths, Jane stated 

that the students had to have an answer box, and that all of the work had to end up in the answer 

box.  Jane also said that the boxes were not proportionate.  Carol thought the students could use 

grid paper to solve these problems, but Abigail disagreed with her, and then Carol agreed with 

Abigail. 

Jane was not sure if her description of solving the multiplication problems was clear 

enough, and Abigail stated that it was very helpful.  The special education teacher for math, Teri 

Walker, had just come into the meeting.  She was a little confused about the illustration that Jane 

had used, so Abigail volunteered to do the multiplication problem 2.4 multiplied by 3.6 using the 

same model.  Abigail drew the answer box and proceeded to follow Jane‘s explanation of how to 

multiply whole numbers with decimals.  In this problem, however, when the 3 is multiplied by 

the .4, the answer is 12 tenths or 1.2.  The students would have to realize that the 12 tenths would 

have to be decomposed to 1.2 when it was time to add the answers in all the boxes together. 

Teri, the math special education teacher, did not like this area model for multiplying 

whole numbers and decimals.  She wanted to try it with grid paper to see if it would be easier for 

her students to solve the multiplication problems.  Teri stated that the wholes would be ten 

spaces by ten spaces which would be big enough for her students to use to solve the problems.  
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Jane did not believe that it can be done with grid paper because one of the grid boxes would have 

to be divided into one hundred pieces to make the problem work correctly.  The teachers never 

came to an agreement about whether or not using grid paper would work for this type of a 

problem. 

This episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) demonstrated Jane‘s explanation of 

multiplying whole numbers with decimals.  Abigail‘s question of how to show her students the 

process of multiplying whole numbers with decimals prompted Jane‘s description.  Abigail was 

not embarrassed to ask the professional learning community for help with teaching this concept.  

She had been successful teaching the algorithm in previous years, but this year she had to teach 

the multiplication whole numbers with decimals using models. 

Jane‘s explanation was accompanied by an illustration of the area model that matched the 

problem Abigail suggested.  She drew the model and talked through the process as she was 

drawing the lines for the wholes and the decimals.  Jane made sure all the teachers understood 

the concept of using the area model for multiplying decimals.   

When Teri, the math special education teacher, came to the meeting, Abigail explained 

how to use the area model to multiply decimals.  Teri did not think that particular model would 

be effective for her students, and she wanted to try to use grid paper to solve those problems.   

Session 11 – Partial Quotients 

 Partial quotients were the topic of the episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) in 

this professional learning community.  The partial quotients method used repeated subtraction to 

find the answer to a division problem.  Abigail asked a general question about the math unit and 

how the rest of the teachers were progressing through the unit.  Emily was the only one to 
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answer, and she replied that the division part of the unit in her class was a disaster.  Emily had 

the second lowest math group in the fifth grade.  Emily stated: 

These kids don‘t know how to divide.  They‘re looking at me and they‘re like how many 

times does 24 go into 340. So, I said ok, 24 does that go into how can that go into 320?  

So you look at the first number can 28 go into 3, so they say no, so I put a little dash. 

Okay, does 24 go into 32, yes, how many times?  Uh, well, let‘s find out start so let‘s 

with well let‘s go with 2.  24 times 2, what is that? 

 

After Emily made this statement, Abigail asked Emily if she had taught her students how 

to find partial quotients first.  Emily replied that she had not taught her students partial quotients, 

and she did not know how to do partial quotients.   Carol stated that when students use partial 

quotients they are using friendly numbers because they are using multiples of ten.   

Then, Abigail and Emily had the following conversation: 

 

Abigail:  So if you had that problem, I could look at it and I know 24 x 10 I get 240 so I put a 10 

right there and then you would subtract and then you do your 2 and your 1 and then you have 

your 8 and your 0.  Now this is still bigger than this so you can still keep dividing, so can I do 

another 10?   

 

Emily: Yeah. 

 

Abigail:  No, because it would get me 240 and I only have 80. 

 

Emily:  Oh. 

 

Abigail:  So, I don‘t know, I could divide or I tell my kids if they get stuck just start with a 1, lets 

do a 1 times 24 is 24 and . . . 

  

Emily:  I see.  

 

Abigail:  Ok, so 56 is still bigger than 24, so I can still do some more. 

 

Emily:  All right, so that‘s where I went wrong.  I went right in to the traditional method. 

 

Abigail:  So, now this is . . . 

  

Emily:  The remainder. 

 

Abigail:  So then we add I have them circle this I always circle the remainder and then add that 

up and then we talk about how that‘s it‘s up in the quotient. 
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 At the end of this conversation, Emily stated she had gone wrong when she had taught 

her students the standard algorithm first before she had taught them the partial quotients method.  

Abigail reassured Emily that she had not done it wrong.  Emily said she was going to teach 

partial quotients to her students the next day, and then she would teach them the standard 

algorithm, and Abigail agreed with that decision. 

 Explanation was the basis of this episode of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005).  Emily 

had begun to teach her students division using the traditional algorithm, and they were having a 

difficult time learning it.  Abigail asked Emily if she had taught her students the partial quotient 

method of division which is an easier way to solve division problems because it uses the 

multiples of tens to solve problems.   

 Emily was not sure of how to teach the partial quotient method of division, so Abigail 

walked her through a problem by explaining each step carefully.   Abigail also gave Emily 

examples of what she could ask her students if they got stuck on a step and did not know what to 

do.  Emily thought she had made a mistake by teaching her students the traditional algorithm 

first, but Abigail reassured her that she could go back and teach her students the partial quotients 

before she went back to the traditional algorithm. 

As stated before, episodes of pedagogical reasoning come from the work of Horn (2005).   

She identified three types of EPRs which included reasoning, explanations and justifications.  

The researcher had a rationale for how she classified each EPR: questions occurred when a 

teacher asked a question; explanations were descriptions of how subjects had been taught; 

justifications were a defense of a decision the teacher had made; and reasons (or reasoning) were 

a description of their thought processes.  In the seven sessions that have been examined, there 
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were four questioning, five reasoning, three explaining and one justifying episodes of 

pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005).  Some of the EPRs had more than one category. 

Practicality 

 How can these examples of episodes of pedagogical reasoning by a group of fifth-grade 

teachers during these professional learning community meetings be explained?  The types of 

episodes of pedagogical reasoning have been identified, but how can those identifications be 

explained? These questions will now be discussed. 

The almost overwhelming situation created by the requirement that the teachers 

implement the Common Core Standards, made it appropriate that the teachers used their time 

together to consider the issues this mandate created for them.  In particular this requirement 

necessitated three major changes in the nature of their work:  (1) topics they had not taught 

before were moved into the fifth grade curriculum and topics previously taught were moved out; 

(2) topics previously taught had to be represented in qualitatively different ways than they had 

been in the old standards; and (3) the state assessment was keyed to the old standards and the 

teachers knew that content would be included in the grade-level assessments that was not 

included in the Common Core Standards.  These are major requirements with consequences for 

both the teachers and their students.  It only makes sense that they would take advantage of time 

together to wrestle with these requirements. 

Another observation needs to be made.  Since the teachers were faced with implementing 

a new set of standards, student performance data—a major feature of ―ideal‖ talk in Professional 

Learning Communities—was essentially made irrelevant to their planning and deliberation for a 

new instructional program.  So, it is not surprising that the teachers made little use of existing 

performance data based on a different instructional program.  
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The examination of episodes of pedagogical reasoning suggested that the introduction of 

new curricula and the changes to their pedagogy were central concerns to the teachers in this 

study.  Their talk about these issues would seem to reflect what Doyle and Ponder (1977) 

identified as ―the ethic of practicality‖ (see also Janssen, Westbroek, Doyle, & van Driel, 2013).  

Practicality consists of three dimensions: 

1. Instrumentality, i.e., procedures for actually enacting an approach in a particular 

classroom setting.   

2. Congruence, i.e., to what extent does the approach ―fit‖ the circumstances in a 

particular situation in which the teacher is working.  Is it consistent with how 

the teacher normally designs tasks and conducts lessons?  Does it support the 

type of classroom atmosphere the teacher is attempting to sustain? 

3. Cost, i.e., how much effort, time, resources, etc. would be required to implement 

the approach?   

The dimensions of instrumentality and congruence are particularly prominent in the 

teachers‘ conversations.  Especially in reference to new topics or a different take on an old topic 

(e.g., text structures or models for math computation), the teachers frequently focus on particular 

lessons or worksheets and how they can be used in particular lessons and what issues or 

difficulties are likely to be encountered.  In most of the cases it appears that the teachers choose 

to utilize at least a part of the approaches they have typically used.  Moreover, their reasoning for 

these choices reflects a concern that the students would be confused by the recommended 

Common Core approaches. 

In the text structure example, Carol described how she instinctively incorporated 

modeling into her lesson even though the professional developer had taught the teachers 
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specifically not to use models.  However, Carol added the modeling because she felt her students 

would need to see a model of how to use figurative language before they would be able to do it 

independently. 

 Later in that same discussion, Abigail and Carol discussed when would be the best time 

to bring in text to support the students‘ learning.  Abigail felt it would be beneficial for the 

students to have a text right from the beginning of the lesson.  She drew from her own teaching 

experience and knowledge of her students in making that decision.  Even though the professional 

developer had taught a specific procedure to follow in teaching text structures, both Abigail and 

Carol made modifications to those procedures that were more congruent to their own teaching 

situations and to her understanding of what students required in order to learn.   

Another instance of practical talk can be found in the place value example.  Place value 

was a math concept that was not taught in fifth grade the previous year, so this concept was new 

for the teachers to teach.  During this discussion about the place value worksheet, Carol 

described the procedure she had used to assist her students in learning this skill.  Abigail then 

wrote and talked through the procedure she had used to instruct her students in changing words 

into numbers on the white board.  After Abigail finished her description, Carol proceeded to the 

white board and wrote her procedure for teaching place value.  As previously stated, the 

procedures were different; the answers were the same.  This episode of pedagogical reasoning 

(Horn, 2005) is an example of both instrumentality and congruence (Doyle & Ponder, 1977). 

Both Carol and Abigail had developed a procedure to teach their students how to change 

words into numbers.  This exemplified the instrumentality piece of the practicality framework 

(Doyle & Ponder, 1977).  This procedure was also congruent with the teaching methodologies 
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with which Abigail and Carol were familiar.  Since this procedure was compatible with the way 

Abigail and Carol usually related to their students, then it was congruent to the way they taught.  

The special education episode of pedagogical reasoning showed Carol‘s, Abigail‘s and 

Jane‘s thinking about supporting special education students in the classroom.  Emily had brought 

the problem of her special education students who were not completing their writing assignments 

in class.  She was very concerned about their lack of progress as well as their lack of effort.   

Jane spoke about the importance of giving special education students more time to 

complete their assignments as they usually do not get that opportunity.  Carol stated that she 

allowed her students two weeks to get one paragraph written where the regular education 

students only had one week to finish that week.  Abigail then stated that if Emily‘s students had 

to spend two or three weeks on brainstorming or another section of writing a paragraph, then 

Emily should let the students have that time.  This episode of pedagogical reasoning is an 

example of instrumentality from the practicality framework (Doyle & Ponder, 1977).  Emily 

would be able to take these suggestions and put them into practice immediately in her classroom. 

In session seven, Jane supplied a teaching sequence of dividing decimals.  She had shown 

the other teachers in the PLC how she had used the worksheet and then how she would have used 

the worksheet if she had used manipulatives.  Jane helped the other teachers see how they might 

adapt the worksheet to meet the needs of their own students.  Jane also provided support to the 

PLC members in pedagogy as Emily stated, ―Because I was saying what the heck?  Can you 

please show me, and then you showed me and I got it.‖  This procedural discussion, which is 

instrumentality, (Doyle & Ponder, 1977) assisted both Abigail and Carol in solidifying their 

thinking about how they had taught this particular place value concept to their students.  It also 
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supported Emily in her thinking about what procedures she might use to re-teach her students 

this concept. 

During the multiplication discussion in Session 8, the teachers discussed various models 

of multiplication.  The professional learning community had decided to use the skill of multi-

digit multiplication as their performance-based pay.  The teachers had also determined to teach 

more than one strategy of multiplying numbers.   

Abigail described how she taught her students to multiply using the array, picture and 

box methods of multiplication. She also stated she had told her students that the picture method 

was not the best method to use for larger numbers, but it would be useful for word problems.  

Jane stated she had told her students that they could use the picture method for larger numbers as 

long as they decomposed the numbers.  This episode of pedagogical reasoning is an example of 

congruence (Doyle & Ponder, 1977).  Abigail‘s way of teaching the picture method of 

multiplication represented the way she normally taught her students.  Jane‘s method of teaching 

the picture model also reflected the way she taught the ―high‖ math group.   

A Common Core Math Standard that created a great deal of discussion was multiplying 

decimals.  It was not the teaching of the actual algorithm, but the finding and using of concrete 

models that caused the difficulty for teaching this standard.  The teachers used the area model for 

teaching their students how to multiply whole numbers with decimals.  Jane explained to all of 

the teachers how to use the area model that was divided into base ten blocks to multiply whole 

numbers with decimals.  She also color coded the different sections of the model to show the 

whole number, the tenths and the hundredths in the answer. 

This is an example of instrumentality in the practicality framework (Doyle & Ponder, 

1977).  Jane showed the other teachers the procedure for teaching students how to multiply 
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whole numbers with decimals using a model.  Abigail understood how to model for students how 

to multiply tenths, but she was not sure about modeling whole numbers and decimals. 

The final episode of pedagogical reasoning concerned partial quotients.  Emily, the first 

year teacher, had difficulty teaching her students the traditional algorithm of division.  Abigail 

had asked the professional learning community how their math lessons were going and Emily 

said that the division lessons in her class were a disaster.  Abigail then asked Emily if she had 

taught her students partial quotients first.  Emily replied that she had not taught partial quotients, 

and that she did not know how to teach them. Abigail then demonstrated how to use partial 

quotients, so Emily would be able to teach it in her class.   

This is an example of instrumentality from the practicality framework (Doyle & Ponder, 

1977).  Abigail showed Emily the procedure of using partial quotients, so she would be able to 

use them in her own classroom.  Emily stated she would be able to go back to her classroom the 

next day and teach partial quotients to her students.  That way, they would be more successful 

when she returned to the traditional algorithm.   

What is also clear is that the teaches are attempting to make reasonable professional 

decisions in the face of both increased but not always clear expectations and a basic discrepancy 

between the required assessment of their students‘ learning and the mandated curriculum they 

are to follow.  They are relying, in other words, on their basic practical knowledge to project 

potential problems their students might have and the likelihood that lessons will be successful.  

Conclusion 

This chapter has described the data that were collected during the study.  It has described 

the demographic data of the Saguaro Cactus School District and Prickly Pear Elementary School.  

The school was a mirror image of the district‘s demographics.  The teacher participants of the 
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professional learning community were described as well as the additional teachers who attended 

the PLC from time to time. 

At one level, it was clear that there was the discrepancy between the ideal PLC principles 

and the actual teacher talk, a situation commonly found in studies of discourse in professional 

learning communities.  Seven episodes of pedagogical reasoning (Horn, 2005) were examined 

and the type of teacher-to-teacher talk was identified.   

Seen in the light of the Common Core mandate the teachers were dealing with, however, 

their discourse patterns are at least understandable.  Each of the seven EPRs that were discussed 

was also examined for the dimension of practicality found in the practicality framework (Doyle 

& Ponder, 1977).   The results suggest that the teachers in this study adopted quite reasonable 

responses to the magnitude of the demands placed on them by the Common Core mandate and 

by the practical consequences this mandate had for their teaching.  

 In Chapter Five, the findings will be summarized and recommendations for further 

research will be explored.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

 This chapter contains a summary of the study and its findings and a discussion of the 

implications of these results for further research and practice.  

Summary 

 For purposes of this study, 19 meetings of a fifth-grade professional learning community 

were recorded for analysis.  In seven of these meetings, the teachers spent time talking about 

learning and pedagogy.  The amount of time spent discussing pedagogy and learning in those 

PLCs varied from 69% to 22%.  When the teachers were talking about pedagogy and learning, 

the focus of their discussion was on the implementation and teaching of the Common Core 

Standards.   

 Horn‘s (2005) Episodes of Pedagogical Reasoning defined the unit of analysis.  Episodes of 

Pedagogical Reasoning are units of teacher-to-teach talk where teachers exhibit their reasoning 

about an issue in their practice.   

 The focus of the analysis was framed by two basic questions: 

1. How do elementary school teachers talk about learning and pedagogy in the context 

of a professional learning community? 

2. What conditions appear to promote a focus on learning and pedagogy in a 

professional learning community? 

 The central theme of the study was the teachers‘ preoccupation with the Common Core 

Standards. The teachers used the meeting time to discuss with each other how to put into practice 

the new Standards that the State had mandated for use that year in fifth grade.  This mandate 

placed three major demands on the teachers:  (1) content that had not been taught in fifth grade 
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previously was now part of the curriculum; (2) the pedagogical approach of the Common Core to 

many topics in the fifth-grade curriculum was different from that previously used by these 

teachers; and (3) the teachers knew that the State assessment was based on the old standards and 

not those of the Common Core so they had to find ways to work both old and new content into 

the curriculum.   

 A significant portion of the teachers‘ talk was devoted to how to teach material they had 

not taught before.  Equally important, however, were instances of pedagogical discontinuity 

between the perceived demands of the Common Core and the teachers‘ typical approaches to 

teaching the curriculum. Seven especially powerful examples of pedagogical discontinuity were 

(1) the approach to language and text, (2) place value, (3) Special Education, (4) dividing 

decimals, (5) multiplication, (6) multiplying decimals, and (7) partial quotients.    

 In the first example, during their professional development, the teachers were told to let 

students write about pictures to discover the use and meaning of descriptive language before the 

teachers provided text models of descriptions.  Place value had not been in the fifth grade 

curriculum, so the teachers struggled with how it could be taught and the use of manipulatives to 

create appropriate models.  In the Special Education example, the pedagogical discontinuity 

came from a first year teacher‘s perspective.  She wanted her special education students to ―try 

harder‖ than they were capable of doing at that time.  The final four examples in math all dealt 

with the same issue.  The teachers were to have students use models of the problems before 

doing computations to find answers.  The teachers had two difficulties with this process; one was 

to find appropriate models to use, and the other was to understand how to use the models 

appropriately. 
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 In other words, the Common Core appeared to encourage the teachers to use less explicit, 

more open-ended lessons in which students would engage in their own analyses and concept 

formation.  In their conversations around such demands, the teachers appeared to struggle with 

the practicality of the new approaches.  According to Doyle and Ponder (1977), ―practicality‖ 

has three basic dimensions:  instrumentality, congruence, and cost.  To do practical work in 

classrooms, teachers must identify or invent procedures to be used to convert ideas, objectives, 

and content into lessons.  In addition, they must identify or invent procedures and tasks that fit 

the established circumstances and sustaining demands of social life in a particular classroom.  

Finally, they must consider how much time and resources are required to get ready to enact an 

approach in real life. 

  These dimensions are evident in the teachers‘ conversations about meeting the demands 

of the Common Core. There is considerable talk about procedures, especially for teaching 

unfamiliar content, and about the ways different approaches are congruent with what the teachers 

already know works in their classrooms and what they perceive the students need in order to 

learn.  Moreover, relying on each other for ideas and suggestions helps to reduce the cost of 

implementing these lessons.   

 In the end, it appears that the teachers in this study focused on practicality when they 

talked about pedagogy and learning in the context of a professional learning community.  In 

addition, this talk about practicality appears to have been driven by the major external mandate 

to meet new pedagogical and curricular demands in order to implement the Common Core in 

their classrooms.   

 The practicality framework (Doyle & Ponder, 1977) has two advantages for interpreting 

the recorded teacher talk in these PLC meeting.  First, the framework throws light on the 
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complex reasoning processes teachers must engage in to transform a mandate into actual lessons 

in their classrooms.   Second, it reveals the inherent reasonableness of teachers‘ decisions.  

Typically when discrepancies exist between a mandated program and teacher performance, the 

results are attributed to some deficiency on the part of teachers.  A practicality framework 

suggests, however, that teachers are acting quite reasonably when they construct practical 

solutions to external demands.  In particular, they are attempting to achieve professional goals in 

ways that their experience tells them are effective.  

 Three models of ideal professional learning communities were examined in the literature 

review.  The DuFour et al., (2006), the Hord (2004), and the Louis et al., (1996) models were 

described, but the DuFour et al., (2006) model was the model that was used in the district in the 

study.  The components of the professional learning community included a focus on learning 

(both student and teacher learning); a collaborative culture (having norms in place); collective 

inquiry (learning best practices in teaching); and deprivatization of practice (teachers sharing 

lessons, data and having open dialogue). 

 One of the inherent dangers of ideal models of professional learning is that teachers are 

set up for failure.  The ideal model is easily stipulated to increase teacher learning and improve 

student learning, although the empirical data for this claim is typically quite weak.  More often 

than not, no one in the real world actually behaves according to the ideal model.  But when 

teachers utilize their own discourse practices, to deal with pressing issues, the holders of the 

ideal model tend to see failure.  It would seem, therefore, that there is a need to be cautious when 

requiring teachers to use a specific PLC model.  It appears that it would be more useful to allow 

teachers to choose deliberation practices that help teachers achieve practicality.   



RUNNING HEAD:  TEACHERS‘ PEDAGOGICAL REASONING IN 

 

 

109 

 The teachers in this study shared the common work of implementing the Common Core 

Standards in Reading and Math.  They also had to develop a common vocabulary in order to 

understand what the Standards meant and the teachers designed new teaching strategies to 

accomplish their new instructional tasks in a practical way. 

 The study also introduces the idea of practicality into the literature on professional 

learning communities.  This idea would seem to provide a particularly useful framework for 

interpreting what teachers are likely to do when they are asked—or in this case forced—to deal 

with issues of curriculum and pedagogy.  Such reasoning may at time appear to challenge the 

―reforms‖ that are being advocated.  But these challenges are not the result of deficiencies in 

abilities or commitment on the part of teachers.  Rather they are legitimate considerations for 

meeting teachers‘ professional goals in the practical world of classrooms.   

 A practicality stance on teachers‘ conversations would seem to be important for 

professional development personnel in interpreting and providing support for practicing teachers.  

In addition, further research on this dimension of teachers‘ professional talk would further 

enhance our understanding of how teachers reason about their practical work.   

Implications 

 This study has important implications for interpreting teachers‘ discourse practices in 

administrator-defined discussion formats.  In particular, it points to the need to examine the 

larger practical demands under which the teachers are working.  These broader contextual 

expectations and demands frame the issues of practicality teachers face at any given time.  And 

these demands on practicality are quite likely to exert a much stronger pressure on teachers‘ 

conversational practices or narratives than a somewhat abstract set of externally defined 

procedures that may or may not be useful to the teachers.   
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 In a more general sense, the study suggests that greater attention needs to be given to 

teachers‘ actual voices as they deliberate about their work.  Imposing externally derived ideal 

models with limited direct evidence of efficacy would only seem to place the teachers in a 

situation in which they are likely to be perceived as failures.  Such practices would hardly seem 

to promote teacher or student learning. 

 Finally, it would behoove school administrators at all levels, from the State Department 

to the building principal, to be more aware of the complex practical demands their policy 

decisions place on the everyday work of teachers.  The teachers in this study were placed in a 

problematic zone of conflicting curricular expectations and assessment practices.  

Understandably they were preoccupied with the practical tasks of teaching new topics in 

unfamiliar ways and with their concerns for the consequences these new mandates potentially 

had for their students. They were faced, in other words, with making the illogical practical.   

 Further research is, of course, needed to explore further the patterns of teacher discourse 

found in this study.  The results suggest that the field would benefit from closer attention to what 

teachers actually do rather than how well they mirror the expectations of external frameworks.  

In the meantime, practicing administrators and professional developers would do well to let 

teachers take charge of their own discourse. 

Conclusions 

 Professional learning communities purport to increase the utility of teachers coming 

together collectively to discuss issues of teaching and learning.  This study suggests that the 

actual patterns of teacher discourse are more strongly shaped by the larger context of practical 

demands under which the teachers are working.  The teachers certainly made use of the time 

allocated to their PLC but utilized that time in the service of their own immediate concerns for 
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practicality and for their students.  Perhaps giving greater attention to how teachers want to use 

their professional time together is a promising approach to teacher professional development.  
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