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I. Summary:
  The proposed study seeks to develop a model to be used to award graduate credit for work completed as a professional learning community.  The study will employ a qualitative design using various coding strategies to analyze data that will consist of interviews, observations, and documents. The research will lead to a PLC model that guides an increase in pedagogical and content knowledge that matches that of graduate classes.

II. Background and Introduction:  Survey results from a George Mason study “Identifying Professional Development Opportunities” (Eduventures, Inc. 2008) indicated that the top strategic goals of school divisions include strengthening instructional approached to increase student motivation and close the achievement gap.  These goals are guiding district leaders to target external professional development sources and on the job coaching focused on student assessment and data analysis.  Other studies cite that teachers taking an inquiry stance experience considerable professional learning (Lytle, 2000;Kraft, 2002),  but guidance and collaborative support are often necessary to develop and maintain the momentum that influences classroom practice and student achievement (Ritchie, 2006).  Finally, reflective practice is key to ongoing, systemic professional learning (Freese, 2006; Kraft, 2002).

III. Design and Methodology: The study will employ a qualitative, action/participatory research design and methodology.  A constructive realist stance will be taken as data is collected and analyzed in the form of interviews, observations, and documents. Limitations or validity threats include self report bias, researcher bias, and reactivity.  These interpretive threats will be countered with the triangulation of rich data, connective analysis with existing graduate work, and member checks.  Internal and external generalizability will be strengthened via continuous search for discrepant evidence highlighting instances of work that does not meet the rigor and expectation of graduate level learning.
IV. Instruments: Knowledgeable advocates and leaders of various communities of practice including teacher research groups and National Board Certified Teacher groups will be interviewed using a semi-structured protocol. The points of protocol include the following:

· Describe the purpose of the group.

· Describe the accountability structures used to ensure rigor and increased pedagogical and content knowledge.

· Describe the human and capital resources that are necessary to the success of the group.

· Describe the structures used to facilitate the assessablilty of these resources.

· What do you thinkneeds to be considered to provide graduate level credit for job embedded professional learning.

Additionally, three professional learning communities will be asked to participate in the study through allowing semi-structured interviews, observations of meetings, and by completing teacher research and self study projects. The interview protocol for PLC participants contains the following:

V. Instruments: Semi-structured interview protocols will be used to guide all interviews.

VI. Sampling:  Purposeful and snowball sampling will be used to identify knowledgeable advocates or leaders of various communities of practice including teacher research groups and National Board Certified Teacher groups. Convenience sampling will be used to recruit participants in existing professional learning communities.

VII.   Data Collection:  Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with all participants. PLC meetings will be observed. Document collections will include rubrics and projects from an existing graduate level course and projects completed as part of the PLC.

VIII. Data Analysis:  Interviews will be transcribed and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding.  Projects will be analyzed and compared to the expectations and rigor exemplified in existent graduate work.  Observations of PLC meetings will be videotaped, analyzed and triangulated with the data sources mentioned above.  Member checks with participants will be conducted throughout data analysis.  

IX.   Reporting Results: The results will be reported in practical settings and journals. First, the results of the study will inform a professional learning model that will be shared at conferences like the National Staff Development Council. Additionally, the results will be written as a journal article for school-based leaders.

X. Timeline:

October 2008:  Submit Human Subject Review Board proposal.

                              Submit application for Fairfax County Public Schools approval.

                              Submit proposal to National Staff Development Council.

November 2008-March 2009: Ongoing data collection and analysis. Interviews with knowledgeable advocates and leaders of communities of practice limited to FCPS employees. Each participant will participate in one thirty-minute interview.

November 2008:  Ongoing data collection and analysis. Each PLC participant will complete a thirty-minute semi-structured interview.

March 2009:  Ongoing data collection and analysis. Each PLC participant will complete a thirty-minute semi-structured interview.

November 2008-March 2009: Ongoing data collection and analysis. Each PLC meeting will be observed and videotaped.  Each meeting will last 45 minutes and will occur biweekly.

March 2009: Ongoing data collection and analysis. Documents (teacher projects, graduate student projects, rubrics) will be collected and compared.

April 2009: Results and discussion drafted.

Mar 2009: Journal article and/or presentation developed.

XI. Source of Funding: No funding is required for this project.
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