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ABSTRACT

HOW DO DISTRICT AND SCHOOL CONTEXTS RELATE TO

TEACHERS’ OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN?

MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS OF THE 2000 SASS DATABASE

By

KYOUNG-OH SONG

“Teachers’ opportunities” to learn (TOL) has emerged as one of the most

important policy issues in the context of standards based reform. Consequently, policy

and school contexts that influence TOL are clearly the next critical issue on the agenda.

This dissertation investigates the relationship between district and school contexts, and

TOL, based on a conceptual frame that derives from the multi-perspective embedded

context model developed by McLaughlin and Talbert (2001). This conceptual approach

contributes to a better understanding about the relationship between multiple and

embedded “real” school contexts and TOL, through conceiving of “context” as a complex

and interactive construct.

Using a series ofHLM/3L (3-level Hierarchical Linear Modeling) statistical

analyses of a large dataset that is nationally representative, the 1999-2000 Schools and

Staffing Survey, this dissertation provides several noticeable findings regarding the

relationship between embedded district and school contexts and TOL. First, this study

found that a substantial proportion of the variation in TOL is attributed to two multi~level

district and school contexts. In particular, district contexts apparently contribute more to



the variability ofTOL than school contexts. Furthermore, it may be that district

administrative contexts relate to the effects ofprofessional learning communities on TOL.

Second, the findings of this study show that diverse social system contexts,

administrative and organizational contexts, and institutional contexts factors at the school

and district level have complex and interactive relationships with TOL. Finally, this study

found that institutional contexts identified in this study by three factors - community

circumstances, parents’ socio-economic conditions, and diversity of students’ race — are

significantly related to TOL.

For policy researchers, this dissertation suggests that adopting the multi-

perspective embedded context model as a conceptual framework would provide a more

complete understanding ofhow multiple and embedded contexts shape TOL. This

dissertation also provides three implications for policy makers and educational leaders.

First, district units have to be given more attention in terms of the improvement ofTOL.

In addition, the importance of institutional contexts must be recognized and discussed.

Finally, some specific contextual factors thought to influence TOL in the literature are

suspect. There is a need for cautiously verifying the effectiveness ofthese contextual

factors on TOL.



C0pyright by

Kyoung-oh Song

2006
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, some educational scholars have focused on “teachers’

opportunities” to learn (TOL) as a cornerstone of successful implementation of standards

based reform. They argue that educational reform that requires teachers to carry out the

demands of high standards in the classroom would succeed if and when teaching quality

increases through TOL (AFT, 1995; Ball & Cohen, 1999; Corcoran, 1995; Darling-

Hammond & Sykes, 1999; Thompson & Zeuli, 1999; Wilson & Beme, 1999). For

example,

Without professional development, school reform will not happen... The nation can

adopt rigorous standards, set forth a visionary scenario, compile the best research

about how students learn, change the nature of textbooks and assessment, promote

teaching strategies that have been successful with a wide range of students, and

change all the other elements involved in systemic reform. But, unless the classroom

teacher understands and is committed to the plan and knows how to make it happen,

the dream will come to naught (AFT, 1995, pp. 1-2).

A common logic of these arguments is that when teachers acquire a deep

understanding of the content knowledge and skills they teach through effective and

continuous TOL, teaching practices and student learning will be improved. That is,

successful instructional reform relies on teachers’ knowledge and skills, and their

knowledge and skills rely on effective and ongoing TOL (Cohen & Hill, 2001).

Policy makers also have increasingly recognized the importance ofTOL in the

successful implementation ofreform efforts. The recent federal education legislation, the

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act requires highly-qualified teachers who have in-depth

content knowledge in the fields that they teach, reflecting the belief that teachers are



critical to any effort for improving student achievement. A logical extension of this

assumption is that TOL is a primary means for upgrading teachers’ practices and for

promoting student learning. Therefore, the need for an increased focus on TOL for

educational reform is prompted not only by educational researchers, but also by policy

makers.

The emphasis on TOL as a prominent instrument for successful reform has led to

educational researchers’ interest in contexts that influence the effectiveness ofTOL. They

have begun to realize the potential of contexts as critical influences for implementing

effective TOL. Smylie (1995) notes, “Ifwe wish to improve schools as places for

teachers to learn, we need to be able to identify those workplace conditions that promote

or constrain learning” (p. 94). A large literature on influential contexts on TOL can be

divided into two distinctively different approaches to effective TOL.

The first approach to TOL focuses on relatively local teacher community as a

critical influence on TOL. It argues that particular norms and practices of such a local

teacher community shape learning conditions for TOL, assuming that each school

constructs its own teacher community (Lieberman 1994; Little 1982, 1990a, 1999b, 2001;

Lord, 1994; Perry, 1996). For example, Little (1982) shows that norms of collegiality and

experimentation in a teacher community have a significant effect on teacher learning on

the job. Teachers are more likely to participate in TOL when they work collaboratively on

matters of curriculum and instruction and when professional risk taking is encouraged. In

another paper, Little (1990a) helps us think about how teacher community conditions

influence TOL, using her distinction of "strong ties" and "weak ties" among teachers in

the same school. In communities of "strong ties," teachers work collaboratively on



matters of instruction and develop shared understanding. In such communities, teachers

are motivated to pursue professional learning. By contrast, in communities of "weak

ties," teachers experience strong individual autonomy and isolate from peers. In such

communities, teachers’ work and learning are discouraged.

Another approach to TOL focuses on more distal policy as a sources of influence

on TOL. It argues that coherent and effective policy strategies at the district or state level

can lead to high-quality TOL, expecting significant effects of the policy mechanisms on

local practices (Cohen & Hill, 2001; Corcoran, Passantino, & Gerry, 2000; Desirnone,

Porter, Birrnan, Garet, & Yoon, 2002; Firestone, Mangin, Martinez, & Polovsky, 2005;

Knapp, 2003; Wilson, Darling-Hammond, & Berry, 2001). One representative study

supporting this approach is the Eisenhower study that demonstrates statistically

significant relationships between self-reports ofTOL and district policy strategies, such

as alignment, multiple funding sources, continuous efforts for instructional improvement,

and district and teachers’ participations in TOL (Desimone et al., 2002). In this study,

districts’ coherent visions and effective management ofTOL led to reported high quality

TOL, such as participation in active learning and content-focused learning. Wilson and

colleagues (2001) also show that a state’s consistent long-term investment to enhance the

quality of the teaching force have a significant effect on teachers’ engagement in learning

opportunities and changes in teaching practices. Knapp (2003) concludes that through

effective policy instruments, such as mandates, capacity building, inducements, and

system changing, districts or states can play an important role in stimulating, guiding, and

supporting TOL.



The Problem Statement

Even when taken together, these two approaches to TOL (teacher community

influence and policy influence) do not provide a sufficient description of the contexts that

influence TOL. These two approaches still assume that context as influence on TOL is

one-dimensional; and is most often associated with a particular condition at a single level

such as policy strategies at the district level, teachers’ collegial relationship at the school

level, or students’ socioeconomic background.

If we can define context as "the whole situation, background or environment

relevant to some happening," (Grossman & Stodolsky, 1994, p.181), then the contexts in

which teachers work and learn are multiple and embedded (McLaughlin & Talbert 1990,

2001; Scribner, 1999; Sykes, 2002; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999). That is, teachers are

embedded within the most proximal zone, the school setting, while schools are embedded

within a broader administrative zone such as districts and states, and formal educational

systems are embedded within larger institutional environments (McLaughlin & Talbert,

2001). In these multiple embedded school contexts, contextual influences may be diverse

and overlapping (McLaughlin & Talbert 1990, 2001; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999).

Each of these multiple and embedded contexts can directly affect teachers’

beliefs and thinking about their own learning, and interact with one another to shape

teachers’ work. For example, social relationships with colleagues in the schools may

affect TOL. TOL may be also constructed by the educational policy system and school

sector; and by larger institutional and community culture; by higher education,

professional associations, and networks. Subject departments may shape TOL as well.

Further, TOL is constructed by the complex interplay of contexts that mutually reinforce



and/or compete with another (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). Therefore, contextual

influences on TOL should be conceived as highly complex and diverse.

Although contemporary approaches to TOL have made significant contributions

to our knowledge about influences of the single level contexts (i.e., district or school),

these approaches afford little opportunity to account for these diverse and interactive

influences on TOL. A more complete understanding of the relationship between contexts

and TOL requires an approach that is capable of capturing the multifaceted and

interactive influences of these embedded contexts.

The current study proposes a more promising conceptual approach framework to

explore the relationship between embedded district and school level contexts and TOL,

drawn from important assumptions of McLaughlin and Talbert’s (2001) multi-

perspective embedded context model. This model considers the complexity of the forces

influencing the life of a teacher - not as a simple set of one-to-one connections, but

through several different lenses. It is also able to demonstrate complex interactions

among layers of contexts and diverse influences of each context. Therefore, the multiple

perspective embedded model is a particularly useful framework for studying school

environments and their influences on TOL. This study will claim that a more systematic

and comprehensive approach capable of capturing the diverse and interactive contextual

influences might provide a more complete insight into the relationship between TOL and

contexts.

Research Questions

The research interest of this study is how embedded district and school contexts
.i

l
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relate to teachers’ opportunities to learn (TOL). The specific research questions are as

follows:

1. What district level contextual factors influence TOL? How do they do so?

2. What school level contextual factors influence TOL? How do they do so?

3. How do these district and school level factors relate to one another and how do

these relationships affect TOL?

This study proposes that these research questions could be well answered using

the multi-perspective context embedded model. Drawn from the main notions (multiple

theoretical perspectives and embedded contexts) of this model, the current study develops

and tests the hypotheses regarding the relationships between district and school contexts

and TOL.

Research Design Overview

This study involves a cross-sectional examination of the relationship between

embedded district and school contexts and TOL, using nationally representative data

from the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), a database developed and

managed by the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES). Data from the SASS

2000 is used to address the hypotheses relevant to the issue ofwhat and how district and

school level factors influence TOL.

A series ofHLM/3L analyses (three-Level Hierarchical Linear Modeling) is

performed to investigate variations in TOL that occur within school, between schools,

and between districts. It also allows the examination of cross-level interactive effect

between district and school levels.



Significance of the Study

First, this study provides policy makers and educational leaders with more

comprehensive information about the relationship between district and school contexts

and TOL. By simultaneously taking into account the effects of these two contexts on

TOL, this study explores roles of school level contextual factors advocated by traditional

social system theorists while it points out conditions under which the role of district

policy may predominate. It goes beyond prior research that tends to treat district and

school contextual influences as mutually exclusive. A more comprehensive understanding

of the relationship between district and school contexts and TOL would help policy

makers to consider effective and eflicient policy strategies to create resources and

conditions for TOL. Furthermore, it would enable educational leaders to guide and

support teachers’ engagement in learning opportunities, by modifying social and

organizational conditions as well as incentive structures for TOL.

Second, this study provides a powerful case to explain school contexts as highly

interactive and quite sophisticated. While the data used for this study do not permit

complete modeling of the embedded context formulation, the study is illustrative of the

general approach that conceives of “context” as a complex construct.

Finally, this study complements prior quantitative research on contexts for TOL,

by employing the statistical technique ofhierarchical linear modeling (HLM). The prior

research on school contexts on TOL that used OLS regression methodologies fails to

simultaneously estimate each district-and school-level effect on TOL. This study moves

beyond these previous methodological difficulties of analyzing these multilevel

phenomena. Hierarchical linear modeling permits a more accurate and direct estimation



of the effects of the embedded district and school contexts on TOL simultaneously.

However, reliance on cross-sectional data creates problems of influence that will be

discussed in Chapter 6.

Overview of the Dissertation

Chapter 1 presents a brief statement of the background and problem for the study,

together with the research questions, their significance, and an overview of the research

design.

Chapter 2 reviews literature about influences on TOL and investigates the

strengths and limitations of the contemporary approaches to TOL. To address the

shortcomings of these approaches, this chapter presents another approach to TOL, drawn

from McLaughlin and Talbert’s multi-perspective embedded context model.

Chapter 3 discusses the definitions ofTOL and indicators of effective TOL. Then,

based on the main assumptions of the multi-perspective embedded context model, I

develop five hypotheses to examine the relationship between district and school contexts

and TOL contexts for this study.

Chapter 4 discusses the methodology employed in this study, including a brief

description of data sources for this study, the dependent variables and independent

variables; and how these variables are selected and constructed for this study. I also

provide analytical techniques used in this study.

Chapter 5 presents findings from the HLM analyses employed to examine the

variations in TOL within-school, between-schools, and between-districts. This chapter

represents the results of hypotheses tests regarding district and school factors related to



TOL and the results of hypotheses tests regarding interactive relationships between

district and school factors. Also included is a discussion of study limitations.

Chapter 6 discusses the strengths and limitations of this study. Then, I provide

some implications for policy research, and policy and practices. I conclude my study with

final thoughts about effective approaches to TOL.



CHAPTER II

LITERATURE REVIEW (PART I)

The literature review of this study is divided into two chapters. The first chapter

(Chapter H) initiates a review of literature on influences on TOL, together with a new

model for exploring influences on TOL. Then, the next chapter (Chapter IH) provides a

review of literature on TOL definition and indicators, working out specific hypotheses

regarding the relationship between district and school contexts and TOL.

This chapter (Chapter H) consists of three sections. The first section presents a

general overview of influences on TOL. The second section explores the two

contemporary approaches to TOL: the approach to policy as source of influence on TOL,

and the approach to TOL through professional community. It also addresses conceptual

and methodological limitations of these approaches. The third section introduces another

conceptual approach, the multi-perspective embedded context model that specifies the

relation between contexts and TOL.

Overview of the Literature on Influences on TOL

During the past two decades, several scholars have explored the contexts that

influence TOL. They have articulated a number of influential factors or conditions for

TOL, assuming that TOL does not take place in a vacuum.

Studies from general social organizational theories (e.g., Little, 1982) have

identified school level social or organizational factors affecting TOL. One facilitating

condition mentioned in this line is collegial relationship among teachers and professional

norms in a particular school. For example, Little (1982) found that norms of collegiality

10



and experimentation have a significant effect on teachers’ learning on the job. Simply put,

teachers are more likely to participate in TOL when they feel the support of colleagues

and when professional risk taking is encouraged. Collaboration among teachers also has

been regarded as an influential factor for teacher learning. Smylie (1995) indicates, “One

of the most salient conditions [that may promote learning in the workplace] is

opportunities for individuals to work with and learn from others on an ongoing basis” (p.

103). The level and type of teacher collaboration are significantly associated with the

effectiveness ofTOL (Little, 1990b; Rosenholtz, 1989; Scribner, 1999; Smylie, 1995).

For example, Rosenholtz (1989) found that sharing, help-giving and help-receiving, and

joint work among teachers related to instruction and students’ work, yield statistically

significant effects on teachers’ reports of opportunities to learn in their schools. The more

teachers have opportunities to work together, the more they tend to be engaged in

learning opportunities (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995).

More recent research in this line focuses on teacher communities as critical

influences on TOL. Studies using this concept assume that each school constructs its own

teacher community that encourages or inhibits teacher learning. Each community

functions in somewhat distinctive structural and cultural contexts, takes varied forms, and

makes a range of contributions to teachers’ learning. Some teacher communities enhance

teachers’ motivation and commitment to teachers or student learning while other

communities discourage professional learning (Little, 1999b; McLaughlin, 1994).

McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) identify three kinds of teacher communities: weak

teacher community, strong traditional teacher community, and strong learning teacher

community. Weak communities value individualism and low expectations about teachers

11



and student learning. In these communities, teachers’ work and learning are isolated and

discouraged. Not all strong communities encourage teachers’ learning. Some strong

communities value conservatism about learning and instruction. In such communities,

teachers’ learning Opportunities are often incoherent and not directly associated with

reform goals. In contrast, strong learning communities value collegiality norms, mutual

respect, and faculty responsibility for the accomplishment of learning. In these learning

communities, teachers share the sources of motivation and support for their professional

learning and engage in new practices and learning consistent with the reform goals.

Some of the literature on school level factors for TOL focuses on principal

leadership as a critical influence for TOL. One area in which principals have particular

influences on TOL relates to the degree to which the principal supports the development

of shared goals that focus on teacher learning and student performance and directs

resources toward attaining those goals (Sykes, 2002; Youngs & King, 2002). Sykes

(2002) identifies this leadership as “leaming-centered principal leadership”, arguing that

these principals place a high value on teacher learning, seek to connect professional

development to the common mission, and consider their role to be the “learner in chief”

responsible for creating conditions that encourage continuous professional growth in

teachers. Youngs and King (2002) add another area ofprincipal leadership that creates a

school culture and structure cultivating teachers’ learning. In the research on principal

leadership for TOL in urban elementary schools, Youngs and King (2002) found that an

effective principal can enhance school’s capacity to promote TOL by creating structures

or organizing resources for teachers to collaborate and reflect on their practices,

establishing shared commitment to school goals, and connecting teachers to external

12



expertise. While much research points to principals as being key leaders in TOL, it is also

true that others can take on facilitative leadership and support roles. Cox (1993) notes

that while principals seem to play an important role in clarifying expectations and goals

about teacher learning and instructional practices, principals who often know more about

a specific practice and facilitate collaborative school cultures can effectively support

teachers in their attempts to participate in TOL and change their instructional practices.

Such a “facilitative” leadership provides teacher feedback, promotes a positive learning

climate, and encourages a sense ofcommunity in the school (Clement & Vandenberghe,

2000; Scribner, 1999).

Some studies on school level influences on TOL also underscore teachers’

autonomy as another important school organizational factor facilitating TOL (Clement &

Vandenberghe, 2000; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003; Smylie, 1988). In particular,

involving teachers in making decisions that affect professional development and

instructional policy can provide an opportunity for them to examine their current

assumptions and practices and increase their responsibilities for professional

enhancement (Smylie, 1988). Clement and Vandenberghe’s research (2000) shows that

working in a school that recognizes autonomous dimensions ofTOL makes teachers want

to engage in their learning opportunities and get better at what they do. Furthermore,

teachers’ autonomy is directly linked to collegiality, so that the combination of autonomy

and collegiality is more likely to lead to organizational incentives for teacher learning

opportunities (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003).

Although school level social or organizational conditions have long been

recognized as significantly influential factors in TOL, increasing attention is being paid
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to the broader context of districts, states, and federal level. In particular, recent literature

that considers TOL as a key instrument for instructional reform underscores the critical

role of district and state policies stimulating and supporting TOL.

Some studies in this line have investigated whether the features of systemic

reform that emphasize clear and ambitious standards, aligned assessment systems, and a

strong accountability framework have a significant effect on teachers’ engagement in

learning opportunities and changes in teaching practices. For example, David,

McDiarmid, and Corcoran (2000) studied Kentucky's reform efforts to support TOL as

part of its systematic reform. In the early stage of the reform, educational reformers in

Kentucky expected that strong guidance from the state’s standards and accountability

systems have an effect on TOL. State policy makers assumed that if performance goals

are clear, and accountability for student learning is available, teachers would demand

high-quality forms ofTOL in order to achieve the goals. However, David et a1. (2000)

found that Kentucky teachers have adhered to familiar forms ofprofessional development

and have been reluctant to embrace promising approaches, such as mentoring and

coaching.

Berry and colleagues’ (2003) study shows similar results with Kentucky’s case.

Employing teacher survey and case studies in six states, the researchers found that despite

strong state accountability systems, teachers did not change in their learning and practices

since they did not fully understand the accountability systems in which they worked. That

is, teachers did not necessarily believe that all students could not reach the academic

standards posed by the accountability tests, nor did they regard current professional

development as better than what they had experienced in the past. The researchers

14



conclude that teachers’ professional learning would be improved when they sufficiently

understand the features of accountability systems and what they need to know and

implement to influence the results in a serious way.

Other research on Connecticut’s reforms found that the state’s long-term

investment to enhance the quality of the teaching force has a significant effect on

teachers’ engagement in learning opportunities and changes in teaching practices (Wilson

et al., 2001). To create greater capacity for the teaching force, Connecticut built new

infrastructure to guide and support teachers, such as mentorship programs for beginning

teachers, and the Beginning Educator Support and Training system, while it required a

certification system and licensing standards for teachers. The districts were also required

to create linked plans for incentives, professional development, and evaluation of

teachers’ work. The effects of these state policy actions were powerful. Almost half of

Connecticut's teachers had participated in the program as beginning teachers, mentors,

and assessors and three quarters found that it helped them to reflect on their teaching

(Fisk, 1997, cited in Knapp, 2003).

Some of the literature in this line underscores the effects of district policy

mechanisms on high quality TOL. That is, some scholars argue that district policy

strategies that combine strong district mandates with creation of local capacity, and that

increase districts’ overall investment in professional learning tend to enhance TOL

(Elmore & Burney, 1999; Knapp, 2003; Togrreri & Anderson, 2003). For example, New

York City Community School District 2 mandated the direction ofTOL, and the system

of accountability for performance in relation to what students were learning. The district

also reallocated substantial resources to support these mandates and sent consistent and
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strong signals to all about what teachers needed to know and be able to do. At the same

time, the district has strengthened capacity at all levels in the educational system,

including school principals and school-based staff developers and created new structures

for supporting teaching, such as the Professional Development Laboratory, and inter-

visitation among classrooms. The district has also spent a specific proportion of the

budget as an expression of the priority it places on teacher learning. Consequently,

teachers in this district had numerous and varied opportunities to encounter ideas about

improved teaching, and student achievement have showed sustained improvements

(David & Shields, 2001; Elmore & Burney, 1999; Fink & Resnick, 2001).

In addition to the effects of educational policy mechanisms, some scholars argue

that districts’ organizational conditions can have a strong effect on TOL as well. That is,

district climate has been considered as a key organizational factor. For example, Spillane

and Thompson (1997) found that trust among teachers and between teachers and

administrators in a district are associated with TOL. In their research, administrators did

not trust teachers to initiate change. Teachers did not trust administrators to support

change. Teachers did not trust each other to implement meaningful change. In such a

district, distrust diminished opportunities for meaningfirl and substantive discussion about

instruction with their colleagues and collaboration among educators.

District leadership also makes an important contribution to learning for teachers

(Elmore & Burney, 1999; McLaughlin, 1994; Rosenholtz, 1989). Rosenholtz’s study

shows that a learning-minded and instruction-oriented district leadership can stimulate

teachers’ learning opportunities. In this study, the “moving superintendents,” who had

strong district goals for improvement, conducted active performance monitoring, and
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carefully selected school principals and teachers were more likely to encourage and

create plentiful learning opportunities for principals and teachers. In these districts,

teachers’ engagement in their learning opportunities increased. By contrast, the “stuck

superintendents,” who directed their districts via uncertain and wavering goals of school

improvement did not make efforts to advance neither their own knowledge, nor that of

principals and teachers. In these districts, teachers’ engagement in learning opportunities

was discouraged.

In sum, the literature on TOL provides numerous lists of social and

organizational factors at the school level, state or district policy strategies, district

administrative conditions that shape TOL. Although these studies have made significant

contributions to our knowledge about influences of a particular condition (such as

schools’ fiscal resources or districts’ leadership), these studies, which underscore single

level approach to TOL do not account for complex and interactive contextual influences

on TOL. In the next section, this study examines strengths and weaknesses ofthese

contemporary approaches to TOL.

Contemporary Approaches to TOL: Strengths and Weaknesses

Studies of influences on TOL have typically adopted two different approaches.

One is to consider policy as a source of influence on TOL. This approach focuses on

district or state policy effects on TOL, assuming that coherent policy strategies can

stimulate and support high quality TOL. Another is to approach TOL through

professional community. This approach underscores influences of local teacher

community, assuming that particular norms and practices of the teacher community
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construct learning environments for TOL. Each approach to TOL has particular strengths

and limitations in its conception and methods. The next section will highlight advantages

and disadvantages of contemporary approaches to TOL, through the review oftwo

empirical studies.

“Policy” as Source of Influence on TOL

A representative study supporting policy effects on TOL is The Eisenhower

Evaluation Study (EES) conducted by the American Institutes for Research (AIR). The

purpose of the EES was to examine the effectiveness of district policies on TOL in

districts that received federal funding from the Eisenhower Professional Development

Program. The Eisenhower study was conducted in two parts. The first part was to identify

features of high quality TOL and to explore how the features ofhigh quality TOL relate

to one another and to teacher outcomes (teachers’ knowledge and skills, and teaching

practices). The second part was to examine how districts build a vision for the high -

quality TOL, and plan and evaluate Eisenhower-assisted activities supporting high

quality TOL. The current study here will mainly discuss the approach to TOL with the

second part of the Eisenhower study.

The Eisenhower study shows that district policy mechanisms are related to high

quality TOL (Desimone et al., 2002). The researchers surveyed a nationally

representative sample of 400 professional development coordinators in districts funded

from the federal government. Using OLS regression, they found that the quality ofTOL

was more likely to be improved through particular district policy strategies, such as

alignment ofTOL with standards, multiple funding sources for TOL, continuous
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improvement efforts, and teacher involvement in planning for TOL.

Using a path model, the researchers indicate a flow of district policy influences

from coherent and effective district vision and implementation to high quality TOL.

Specifically, districts which build coherent visions ofTOL through the strategies of

alignment and co-funding, tend to monitor and manage these visions ofTOL using the

continuous improvement efforts such as strategies of accountability and teachers’

involvement in planning for TOL. Then, these policy strategies result in high quality

TOL (such as participation in reform types ofTOL, active leaming, and the longer

duration of activities) (Desimone et al., 2002). In conclusion, the researchers note,

“Alignment and coordination activities require districts to be thoughtful about planning

and continuous improvement strategies, such as use of data, needs assessment, and

evaluation, and that all of these activities can affect the quality of the professional

development” (Desimone et al., 2002; p. 1287).

The Eisenhower study focusing on the policy effects as an approach to TOL

provides a useful insight into how district policy mechanisms affect high quality TOL.

Yet, it has little to tell us about the effects and reactions fi'om inside schools on TOL.

School conditions and factors, such as local professional communities can construct

directly teachers’ work, and furthermore interpret and mediate the effects of the broader

contexts (Darling-Hammond et al., 2003; Little, 1999a, 2001; McLaughlin & Talbert,

2001; Rosenholtz, 1989). For example, Darling-Hammond and her colleagues (2002)

show that teachers in two different teacher communities within the same district have

distinctively different professional experiences and learning opportunities. In addition,

they respond differently to professional resources and support at the district level. For
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instance, teachers in a teacher community that values individualism may undermine

opportunities to assess these professional resources at the district level. However, the

policy influence approach tends to ignore these effects of school contexts. By only

stressing policy effects in the macro-level, this approach to TOL affords little opportunity

to capture the direct and mediated effects of school conditions such as teacher

communities.

Another limitation of the research that focuses on the policy influence approach

to TOL is founded in its’ methodology. These studies often adopt OLS regression

techniques with large-scale survey data in order to estimate policy effects. Yet, such

techniques are not appropriate for analyzing the inherently hierarchical structures that

encompass a variety of hierarchical relationships, such as educational systems

(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). In the multilevel data, variables exist at more than one level

of analysis (e.g., a lower level teacher or school and both lower level and higher level

district or state predictors). In this case, studies using OLS regression (including the

Eisenhower evaluation study) aggregate teacher or school data to the district or state level.

However, this approach discards potentially meaningful lower level variance by

aggregating lower level data. For example, the Eisenhower study on the district policy

effects on TOL did not care about lower level (teacher or school level) variance.

Furthermore, the use of aggregating data tends to increase any relationship found

between variables. In the Eisenhower study, the estimation of relationship between

average teachers’ participation in decision-making of a district and school mean of

teachers’ response to participation in learning opportunities would be greater than the

estimation between teachers level responses to decision-making and to TOL. Such an
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aggregation bias reduces random error. Due to these problems, researchers suggest the

technique of multi-level modeling to analyze separately the effects of different level

variables.

Approaching TOL through Professional Community

In contrast to the approach focused on policy effects on TOL, other studies

approach TOL through professional community. One representative study supporting this

approach is The School Restructuring Study conducted by Little and colleagues. The

purpose of this study was to evaluate the progress of reform in schools funded by

California's state-sponsored School Restructuring Demonstration Program. The study

examined the degree of fit between high school reform and T0L, and the effectiveness of

TOL on a school’s capacity.

In the school restructuring study, the researchers show that the effectiveness of

reform efforts on instructional practices and TOL varies depending on the school

conditions (Little, 1999b). Using an in-depth case study ofthree high schools which

participated in the California Restructuring Program, the researchers found that school

conditions, in particular collegial norms and practices of local teacher communities

interpret and mediate the effects ofbroader reform efforts. Further, these norms and

practices are important sources that encourage teachers to engage in their learning

opportunities. For example, strong teacher communities indicate that teachers view their

colleagues as open to innovation, respectful ofone another, and generally both able and

inclined to offer support and good advice. In such communities, teachers are encouraged

to share important resources for instruction, to design together new instructional practices,
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and to pursue professional learning conceming new reform ideas (Little, 1999b). By

contrast, weak teacher communities value comparatively more conservatism, and

individualism, and have low expectations about student learning. In these communities,

teachers’ work and learning are isolated and discouraged. The contents of learning

opportunities are often irrelevant to reform goals.

These different features of teacher communities are presented not only in school

units, but also across subject departments. The school restructuring study shows different

TOL patterns within and across six departments in the three schools. In this study, not all

strong teacher commmrities derive their strength from a commitment of learning. A

teacher community of a subject department that preserves traditional beliefs and values

related to instruction and learning, inhibit teachers to challenge teaching routines and to

approach to learning opportunities about new reform ideas. In the conclusion, Little

(1999b) argues that TOL for the successful implementation of ambitious instructional

reforms would be enforced within a professional community that sustains professional

norms and collegial relationships.

Although the professional community approach to TOL has made significant

contributions to our knowledge ofdynamic influences of professional communities, this

approach has little to tell us about the interactive effects between professional

communities and broader educational environments. In other words, professional

communities alone may have variable effects on teachers’ beliefs and activity, but the

professional communities also affect TOL by incorporating with certain broader

contextual conditions such as district policies or institutional environments (Knapp, 2003;

McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). For example, Knapp (2003) asserts that professional
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communities that encourage teachers’ learning can be established or strengthened through

districts’ consistent messages about professionalism and expectations on instruction.

However, the approach to focusing on professional community as an influence on TOL

does not capture these interactive relationships. By restricting its scope to the school level,

the professional community approach to TOL affords little opportunity to account for the

interactive relationships between proximal school conditions and distal contexts.

Further, most intensive case studies ofprofessional community influences on

TOL, such as the school restructuring study have been conducted with small samples of

teachers and schools. Even though these intensive case studies are able to provide rich

and detailed information about the relationships between TOL and professional

communities, they provide little diversity across schools (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).

For example, the result of the school restructuring study that professional communities

are significant variables in TOL is on the basis of only three schools. Consequently, it is

difficult for these small sample studies to generalize the results of the study to broader

groups of teachers.

In sum, it seems clear from the review of these illustrative studies that

contemporary approaches to TOL are insufficient in providing a complete understanding

ofhow multiple and embedded contexts affect TOL. These approaches fail conceptually

and methodologically to capture the features of embedded contexts due to their single

perspective on contexts and to certain methodological limitations. These limitations call

for a new conceptual approach taking a deep and broad look at the multifaceted

influences on teachers.
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Another Conceptual Approach: The Multi-perspective Embedded Context Model

To address the limitations of the contemporary approaches to TOL, this study

uses a conceptual framework that considers the multiple and complex influences on TOL,

based on McLaughlin and Talbert’s multi-perspective embedded context model. This

model begins with the assumption that school settings where teachers work are inherently

multi-embedded: teachers are embedded within the most proximal zone, the school

setting; schools are embedded within a broader administrative zone influenced by district

and state factors; and formal educational systems are embedded within institutional

environments (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). Each ofthese contexts influences teachers’

work. Furthermore, these diverse contexts interact to shape teachers’ professional roles

and dispositions. In this section, this study discusses several main tenets and advantages

of this model for the current study.

Theory and Method must be ‘Integrated’

The multi-perspective embedded context model underscores the ‘integration’ of

theoretical perspectives as well as the ‘integration’ of research methods to examine

school contexts for teachers’ work. McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) argue that theory and

method must be integrated because a single theoretical framework and method tend to

miss the embedded character of school contexts. Integration among the theoretical

perspectives enables us to see how situated realities of school settings are constructed

from diverse contextual conditions and processes. For example, social systems theories

can provide insight into how professional norms and communities ofpractice shape TOL.

Organization systems theories may enable us to see how school organization and
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governance affect TOL. An institutional perspective may explain the ways in which

social class cultures frame TOL. Therefore, integration of theoretical perspectives can

provide comprehensive insights into how multiple contexts shape TOL

The multi-perspective embedded context model also calls for an integration of

quantitative and qualitative research methods in order to capture teachers’ experiences

within the multiple embedded contexts. That is, using quantitative measurement

techniques enables the detection of overall tendencies of the effects on teachers’

schooling experiences at each level of multiple contexts while using qualitative

techniques helps account for interdependency or interaction among complex contexts

(McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). Through such a strategic integration of the two research

methods, the model offers a contextually rich understanding of teachers’ work.

Multiple Theoretical Perspectives

The multi-perspective embedded contexts model suggests taking three multiple

theoretical perspectives on school contexts for teachers’ work: social system,

administrative and organizational, and institutional perspectives. These multiple

theoretical perspectives help provide a complete understanding of school contexts for

teachers’ work (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).

Social system perspective

This perspective focuses on school-level interactions among teachers and

administrators, as critical contexts of teachers’ work. It assumes that professional norms

and collegial relations within social systems account for differences in teaching and
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learning between schools (Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999). Teacher communities are

considered primary social systems of teachers’ work. Particular norms and values of

these communities frame teachers’ practices. For instance, in the teacher community that

encourages professional experimentation and supports collaboration among colleagues,

teachers are more likely to engage in TOL (Little, 1982).

Administrative and organizationalperspective

This perspective underscores administrative contexts (such as subject area

departments, school organizational conditions, and state or district policies) as critical

influences on teachers’ work. It assumes that educational policies, resource levels and

allocation patterns, and programs within administrative contexts affect teachers’ work. In

McLaughlin and Talbert’s model, administrative contexts are divided into intra- and

extra-school aspects. Intra-school administrative contexts encompass school

organizational resources, governance, and leadership that affect teachers’ work. For

example, involving teachers in making decisions that affect their learning opportunities

and instruction can increase their responsibilities for professional enhancement, and then

increase teachers’ engagement in TOL (Smylie, 1988). Extra-school administrative

contexts encompass state or district policies and organizational contexts at the district

level. State and district policies nurture or discourage teachers’ work. For example,

standards-based reform strategies that aim to increase coherence in frameworks for

curriculum, accountability, and professional development may stimulate and support

improvement in teachers’ work. Apart from educational policies, differences in the

organizational contexts at the district level may matter for teaching and learning. Spillane
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(2004) captures this point nicely in his study of how district officials mediate state policy

through “sense-making” or interpretation ofpolicy. Hence, not only do resource decisions

at the district level affect policy implementation but also the meanings that district

officials glean from external policies in processes of interpretation and understanding.

Institutionalperspective

Multiple perspective embedded contexts model also suggest that teachers’ work

can be shaped by institutional environments outside of school systems. In other words,

institutional contexts (such as norms of higher education institutions, subject areas’

cultures, local labor markets’ conditions, and community and parents’ culture or

demographics) of K-12 schooling frame the works of teachers in ways quite independent

of educational policies and professional communities’ cultures (Talbert & McLaughlin,

1999)

For example, subject disciplines’ cultures within the same school constitute

significantly different teachers’ beliefs about instruction. For instance, social studies

teachers tend to view their fields as changing continually, and generating new knowledge,

while mathematics teachers tend to see their subject as relatively constant, assuming the

same content and pedagogy regardless of student or organizational contexts (Grossman &

Stodolsky, 1994). Parents’ social economic conditions and local communities’

circumstances are also critical institutional contexts that shaped the quality of teaches’

work life (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1999). Teachers in suburban schools, serving students

from middle-class and well-educated families may tend to have high expectations to

student performance while teachers in urban schools, serving students from widely
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diverse social class, race, and language contexts may tend to have low expectations.

Consequently, the multi-perspective embedded context model suggests that

through taking these three multiple theoretical perspectives (social system perspective,

administrative and organizational perspective, and institutional perspective), we can

understand more completely about diverse influences of each school context on teachers’

work.

Nested Contexts vs. Embedded Contexts

Another tenet of this model is the emphasis on ‘embeddedness’ of contexts.

McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) distinguish embedded from nested context. Nested

context, which is commonly used in social studies, presume linear and hierarchical

relationships among contexts, with influences transmitted from higher-level to lower-

level settings. The effects of nested contexts add up to affect teachers’ work. For example,

states’ systematic reform strategies such as professional accountability would result in

efforts by districts to give high quality learning opportunities for teachers, and

accordingly lead to high rates of teachers’ participation in learning opportunities and

improved teaching practices.

By contrast, the view of embedded contexts does not accept the assumption of

simply additive effects among contexts, because it assumes interactive and transactive

relationships among multiple contexts. Rather than the effects of contexts necessarily

transmitted in a linear way from higher level to local practices, the influence arrow might

point not only from policy to practice, but also from practice to policy; or from

organizational features to policy.
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For a more complete understanding of the notion of embedded contexts, it is

necessary to note three assumptions. First, broader contexts of schooling, such as state or

district administrative contexts or institutional cultures are experienced directly in local

practices. That is, higher-level educational policies directly permeate micro-school

settings and teachers’ work. Cultures or norms of local communities also frame directly

teachers’ daily school life in ways quite independent of official school policies and social

relations in schools. For instance, a state policy on mathematics instruction can directly

affect teachers’ use of particular texts and assessments, regardless of school actions.

Incoherent instruction of policies at the district level can discourage teachers’ practices,

even in a supportive school environment with strong principal leadership. In this sense,

McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) note, “Elements of educational culture from multiple

school contexts are incorporated, or enacted, by individuals in school settings” (p. 145).

Second, local teacher communities and school settings in the embedded contexts

yield substantially different teachers’ work and cultures within the same school

organization, district administration, and state policy system. That is, teachers’ work can

be differently constructed by social relationships among colleagues, disregarding broader

contexts conditions. For example, despite rich district conditions and supportive

leadership, the positive influences of these macro contexts conditions are not transmitted

automatically into positive teachers’ professional experiences in a professional

community that values individualism and privacy (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). The

privacy norms and practices of such teacher communities may have different influences

on teachers’ work, mediating positive effects of the district and school leadership on

teachers’ experiences.
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Finally, the embedded contexts assume that cross-domain linkages among

contexts conditions can affect teachers’ work. That is, different combinations of context

conditions can have qualitatively different impacts on teachers’ work (McLaughlin &

Talbert, 2001). For instance, states’ mandated demands for higher standards for

instruction may have the desired effect in school settings where the school culture

emphasizes the value that all students have the ability to leam and where there is ongoing

teacher training about the best ways to implement higher standards. Yet a much less

desirable set of outcomes may occur in a school setting where teachers do not believe that

their students have the capacity to meet higher standards or where teachers are unsure of

how to change their teaching to achieve the new standards (Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999).

Consequently, these three assumptions of embedded contexts- permeability of

macro contexts; diverse influences of local teacher communities; and interactive effects

among contexts - make a distinction of embedded contexts from the nested contexts,

which is a more common view of school contexts. That is, while the notion ofnested

contexts which assumes the influences ofhigher-level contexts conditions directly add up

to teaching practices relying on a “chain ofcommand”(Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999), the

notion of embedded contexts assume substantial influences of each contexts conditions at

the macro- and micro-school contexts levels, and the interactive effects among diverse

contexts conditions. In such manners, the multi-perspective embedded context model

enables us to understand the influences of multiple embedded contexts that are related

one to another in complex ways and interact to shape teachers’ work.

McLaughlin and Talbert’s multi-perspective embedded context model has

several advantages for research on the relationship between school contexts and teachers’
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work. First, it enables us to model influences on teachers’ work in a comprehensive

fashion, by simultaneously accounting for the effects ofmultiple contextual conditions.

That is, integration of three different theoretical perspectives (institutional, administrative

and organizational, social system) enables us to inclusively consider a wide variety of

contextual factors that relate to teachers’ work.

Second, the multi-perspective embedded context model makes a contribution to a

better understanding of contextual influences on teachers’ work via the construct of

embedded contexts in contradistinction to the simple nested model. Three notions of

embedded contexts - permeability of macro contexts; influences of local teacher

communities; and interactive effects among contexts - make it possible to conceptualize

highly interactive and quite complex contextual influences on TOL.

Therefore, it is a usefirl framework for studying the influences of the complex and

highly interactive school contexts on teachers’ work. Drawn from the main tenets

(multiple theoretical perspectives and embedded contexts) of the multi-perspective

embedded context model, the current study develops the hypotheses regarding the

relationship between TOL and contexts in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER III

LITERATURE REVIEW (PART II)

This chapter continues the exposition of the literature on TOL, working out

specific hypotheses regarding the relationship between district and school contexts and

TOL. In this first section, this study presents the definitions ofTOL and indicators of

effective TOL used for this study. The second section provides five hypotheses and

rationale to test them, as grounded in the literature, and as a basis for use of the multi-

perspective embedded context model.

TOL Definitions and Indicators

While numerous studies have emphasized the importance ofTOL for improving

the quality of teaching and student achievement, to say that teachers should have learning

opportunities in order to implement instructional reform successfully leaves much

unspecified and under-explored. Do instructional improvements relate to the formalized

TOL generally provided from districts or to the spontaneous learning opportunities

occurring in teachers’ daily work? What evidence demonstrates particular forms of

effective TOL for the improvement of teaching and learning? As expectations about TOL

increase, these issues and conceptions require clarification.

Defining TOL

TOL is often equated with the term ‘professional development’, which is defined

in turn as the formal learning opportunities that are pre-planned and designed in some

way to improve the skill, knowledge, and dispositions of teachers (Bellanca, 1995;

Fenstermacher & Berliner, 1985). These learning opportunities unfold through
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participation in the formalized structures within the educational system (e.g., federal,

state, and district agencies, universities, professional networks, and others). Formal

learning opportunities take place outside of classroom practice and are often mandated. A

vast array of specific activities, such as district-or school-sponsored workshops,

university courses, summer institutes and seminars encompass these learning

opportunities.

Some scholars have asserted that learning opportunities for teachers need to be

broadened to include not only formal but also informal leaming activities, pointing out

that formal learning opportunities are narrow and detached from real-time learning during

the normal workday (Fullan, 1995; Knapp, 2003). Fullan (1995) says, "Professional

development is the sum-total of formal and informal learning pursued and experienced by

the teacher in a compelling learning environment under conditions of complexity and

dynamic change" (p.265). In contrast to formal learning opportunities, informal learning

opportunities are less structured and planned. The goals and objectives may or may not

be obvious. These learning opportunities often occur while a teacher is teaching, when a

teacher reflects on a particular instructional activity, or when a teacher discusses content

or pedagogical issues with colleagues. For instance, a teacher might have learning

opportunities through an unprepared reflective discussion among colleagues about

strategies to improve the performance of struggling readers during a lunch break. A

teacher also might have learning opportunities by reading and processing cues from

students during a lesson and adjusting her practice accordingly. In this sense, informal

learning opportunities tend to be more spontaneous and reflective in that they are

typically generated out of real-time experiences (Smylie, 1995). Since these learning

33



opportunities take place within teachers’ practice itself, they tend to draw more easily

implications for their daily work or in their individual classroom.

Yet, defining TOL as conceptions that include only these formal or informal

learning opportunities is still not enough, for explaining the nature of teacher learning

may vary fiom teacher to teacher. That is, formal or informal learning opportunities may

be provided, but not all teachers learn from these opportunities (Sykes, 2005). Some

teachers may learn from them, but others may not, depending on an individual teacher’s

psychological aspects or an individual teacher’s social interactions.

TOL can be constructed through an individual teacher's psychological aspects.

The prior knowledge and beliefs that teachers have heavily influence what teachers learn

and how they interpret and organize their own learning opportunities (Borko & Putnam,

1996; Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999). The logic behind this point is that, because

teachers can best judge their own leaming needs, this enables them to construct their own

learning opportunities based on prior knowledge and beliefs about learning. For example,

a teacher may be intrinsically motivated to engage in learning opportunities when they

feel the deficits about their content knowledge and pedagogical skill (Scribner, 1999).

A cognitive psychological perspective on teacher learning makes a significant

contribution to this notion ofTOL (e.g., Bransford et al., 1999; Confrey, 1990; Putnam &

Borko, 2000). In this perspective, teachers are active learners who reconstruct their

existing knowledge structures, rather than passively assimilating the learning process. All

knowledge teachers experience is constructed by the teachers. Teachers do not simply

absorb. Due to the personal activity and the inevitable autonomy of intellectual work

done by teachers, the concepts, skills, and beliefs they create are unique (von Glasersfeld,

34



1984). Thus, teachers as active learners may accept, transform, or even disregard diverse

learning opportunities and sources through their own knowledge and beliefs about

teaching, learning, and subject-matter. For example, some teachers may feel the needs

and responsibilities to promote professional knowledge and skills, and engage in learning

opportunities, given the provision of learning opportunities. In contrast, others may not

be motivated by their own needs, and do not engage in learning opportunities.

In the cognitive psychological perspective, reflection is a key component to

facilitating teachers’ learning opportunities. Teachers transform their knowledge, and

beliefs through reflection (Confrey, 1990; Schon, 1983). In reflection, teachers determine

whether previous ways of thinking are workable given new information learned through

experience and interaction (Cobb & Bauersfeld, 1995). When dissonance arises between

what was previously thought and new experiences, personal reflection is critical in

spurring the creation ofnew ways of thinking, believing, and acting. Reflection may also

account for dissonance in ways that do not require such new developments. In this way,

reflection assists teachers in making sense of their knowledge and practices, seeing the

difference between new information and current beliefs, questioning those experiences,

and then feeling the need to engage in learning opportunities. Without reflection to

facilitate learning opportunities, teachers would be forced to either build up an increasing

collection ofunrelated experiences or reject all experiences that do not perfectly align

with their prior knowledge and beliefs. In this sense, TOL is most likely to occur in

favorable learning environments, in which teachers have been encouraged to reflect on

teaching experiences.

TOL also can be constructed through social interactions with colleagues. Social
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interactions, such as discussion concerning problems ofpractice where teachers work

strongly affect teachers’ engagement in TOL (King & Newmann, 2000; Lieberman, 1996;

Scribner, 1999; Smylie, 1995). The logic here is that TOL springs not only from the

individual teachers’ thought process, but also from social interaction with colleagues

because teachers can construct ideas related to instruction and student work while

working together with other colleagues.

This concept ofTOL is significantly influenced by social learning theories,

which focus on the social relationship that comprises learning (e.g., Bandura, 1986;

Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). In this view, teachers learn from and with one another.

Knowledge is not considered as an individual property but is in nature communal and

constructed through social interaction (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The view ofknowledge as

distributed, situated, and socially constructed highlights the importance of others as well

as the cultural and social environment in the process of learning (Vygotsky & Cole,

1978). Colleagues, especially experienced ones, play important roles in the learning and

development of an individual. For example, a teacher's current level of understanding can

be elevated to a more complex level when that teacher socially engages with colleagues

who possess more advanced levels of understanding (such as veteran teachers). Therefore,

teachers are more likely to learn and change their practice if they engage in rich

deliberations and conversations with colleagues about their practice (Spillane & Zeuli,

1999)

In this perspective, teacher communities are a key factor in supporting teachers’

leaming and practices. Teacher communities serve as psychological tools that mediate

teachers' thoughts and practices (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). These communities
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motivate teachers to engage in learning in order to develop and sustain learners' identities

in the communities in which they participate. By participating in teacher communities,

teachers have opportunities to participate in practices of inquiry and learning, and to

develop disciplinary practices of argument and discourse. Furthermore, the communities

grow and change over time through the participation of their members. In this sense, the

community is both a place for members to acquire knowledge of the community, and a

place where participants collectively generate new knowledge and practices within the

community. Teachers, therefore, tend to learn by engaging in a "culture" or "teacher

community" that supports favorable social interaction. For instance, teachers can learn

about the ways to change their teaching practices by trying new ideas surfaced in peer

observations, helpful feedback, or grade-level conferences around particular problems of

instruction.

Therefore, TOL can be defined using the four concepts: formal, informal,

psychologically constructed, and socially constructed TOL. Figure 3-1 presents the

concepts ofTOL defined for this study. TOL is divided into two different types of

learning opportunities - formal and informal. These learning opportunities can also be

constructed psychologically or socially.

Specifically, G) represents formal learning opportunities shaped through individual

teacher's prior knowledge and beliefs about teaching, learning, or subject-matter. For

example, formal learning opportunities such as seminars or university courses may be

provided, and some teachers who believe that these leaming opportunities are useful for

improving teaching practices may take on and learn from these formal opportunities.

37



However, other teachers who believe these learning opportunities are not useful for

teaching practices may not participate or learn from them.

Figure 3.1 TOL Definition used for This Study
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C2) represents informal learning opportunities shaped through individual

teacher's prior knowledge and beliefs about teaching, learning, or subject-matter. For

example, informal learning opportunities, such as reading an educational journal or

conducting and independent study may be given, and some teachers who believe these

informal learning opportunities are useful for promoting teaching practices may learn

from them. However, other teachers who believe that these informal learning

opportunities are not usefirl for teaching practices may not learn from them. Therefore,

both formal & psychologically constructed TOL (Q) and informal & psychologically

constructed TOL (C2)) are more likely to occur when teachers are encouraged to reflect

about ways of their knowledge and practices.

6) represent formal learning opportunities constructed through social

interactions with colleagues. For example, formal learning opportunities such as school-
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level subject workshops may be provided, and some teachers in teacher communities

which encourage rich deliberations and conversations with colleagues may be more likely

to take on these formal learning opportunities and learn from them. However, teacher

communities which value individualism and do not encourage interactions with

colleagues are less likely to promote these learning opportunities.

@ represent informal learning opportunities shaped through social interactions

with colleagues. For example, informal learning opportunities, such as for participation in

an informal study group may be offered, and some teachers may experience these

informal learning opportunities and leam from them. However, other teachers in teacher

communities which value individualism and do not encourage interaction with colleagues

may be less likely to experience these learning opportunities. Hence, both formal &

socially constructed TOL (C3)) and informal & socially constructed TOL (ED) are more

likely to occur in a school culture or teacher community that supports favorable social

interaction.

In sum, provision of learning opportunities and learning are often treated as one

and the same, but this is obviously not the same. When we define TOL as conceptions

that include not only these provisions of formal or informal learning opportunities but

also psychologically or socially constructed learning opportunities, a more in-depth

discussion of school contexts that affect these provisions of learning opportunities as well

as constructed learning opportunities opens up.

Literature on Effective TOL Indicators

During the past decade, a considerable body of literature has identified the

39



features of effective TOL for improving teaching practices and student learning (e.g.,

Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Ehnore, 2002; Hawley & Valli, 1999; Knapp,

2003; Locks-Horsley, Hewson, Love, & Stiles, 1998; Sykes, 2002). For example, Knapp

(2003) describes the main features of effective TOL based on a range of theoretical and

empirical studies.

To be powerfirl, professional learning experiences should: 1) Concentrate on

classroom teaching that emphasizes high learning standards and on evidence of

students' learning to standard. 2) Focus on building teachers' pedagogical content

knowledge. 3) Model "preferred" instructional practices (e.g., active learning),

both in classrooms and in adult learning situations. 4) Locate professional

learning in collaborative, collegial - and generally school-based- learning

environments. 5) Offer rigorous and cumulative opportunities for professional

learning over time. 6) Align with reform initiatives (p. 172).

Still, much of the literature on the features of effective TOL is not grounded in

empirical evidence about its effects on teaching practices or on student learning.

Furthermore, some studies about effect ofTOL are compromised, by methodological

limitations that rely on a variety of approximations for indicators of student learning or

overestimate actual implementation due to teachers’ self-reports of their teaching

practices (Knapp, 2003). Nevertheless, there are several useful empirical studies that

explore indicators of effective TOL and/or how effective TOL is measured.

Content- ocus

One line of empirical research on effective TOL focuses on the content. What

teachers actually learn matters for changes in teaching practices and student achievement.

These studies indicate that TOL is effective on teaching practices and student learning

when it is directly linked to specific content knowledge and how students learn that
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content (e.g., Cohen & Hill, 2001; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001;

lngvarson, Meiers, Beavis, 2005; Kennedy, 1998).

For example, in a study of mathematics instructional reform and TOL in

California, Cohen and Hill (2001) show that TOL focused on specific mathematics

curriculum content impacts classroom practices and student achievement. In this study,

the researchers examine the effects of two categories of the TOL curriculum provided

from the formal workshops. One is specific mathematics curriculum teachers would be

teaching to students, which focused on student mathematics thinking, instructional

standards, and mathematics subject matter. Another is general curriculum, which is not

focused directly on mathematics curriculum, such as gender equality in the math

classroom. Using cross-sectional teacher-level data with OLS regression, the researchers

found that teachers who participated in formal learning opportunities focused on specific

mathematics cuniculum were more likely to adopt new, reform-oriented teaching

practices.

Further, TOL focused on specific mathematics cuniculum is also positively

associated with student achievement. In the second part of the research, Cohen and Hill

(2001) explore whether students ofteachers who received learning opportunities focused

on subject matter and state assessments achieve at higher levels on the state mathematics

achievement test. Using student achievement on the California Learning Assessment

System, the researchers found that schools were more likely to have high student

achievement when teachers took part in formal learning opportunities that focused on

subject matter and state assessments. By contrast, when teachers spent most of their time

on learning opportunities studying general curriculum, their students did not perform as
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well. These findings suggest that TOL is effective on teaching practices and student

achievement when it focuses on the specific subject curriculum focal to state assessments,

student mathematics thinking, and subject matter they would teach.

Another study examining student achievement on the California Learning

Assessment System also supports the effects of the content-focused TOL. Wiley and

Yoon (1995) explored the relationship between ‘reform-oriented curriculum TOL’ and

teachers’ classroom practices and student performance in mathematics. In their research,

two outcome variables were used to measure the ‘reforrn-oriented cuniculum TOL’. One

variable was the degree of teachers’ familiarity with reform-oriented documentation, and

another was teachers’ participation in in-service training involving curriculum activities

(e.g., grade-level workshops led by mentor teachers, or mathematics specialists). The

study found that students perform at higher levels across all grades when their teachers

participated in opportunities to leam about specific and standards-based curriculum and

instruction.

Some case studies also show that TOL focused on specific content has an effect

on teaching and leanring. McCutchen and colleagues (2002) examined the relationship

between TOL focused on reading-content and teaching practices, and student learning. In

this study, the researchers provided formal opportunities for one teachers group to learn

specific reading content knowledge (such as knowledge ofword sounds and structure),

whereas the other group had no additional learning opportunities regarding specific

subject content. At the end of the school year, teachers who had learning opportunities

focused on specific reading content knowledge spent more time explicitly using reform-

oriented instructional strategies such as building blocks ofwords and language and
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encouraged students to seek different methods of finding answers. Moreover, these

teachers’ students did better on tests of word reading, spelling, and comprehension. By

contrast, teachers who did not have additional learning opportunities on specific reading

content knowledge did not try out new practices in the classroom.

In sum, several large-scale studies and small case research indicate that to be

effective on teaching practices and student learning, the contents ofTOL matter. These

contents ofTOL should focus on specific subject knowledge, subject curriculum

standards, and understanding about students’ learning such as student assessments that

require higher-level thinking skills.

Active Learning: Pedagogy ofT0L

The empirical studies about the effective TOL focus not only on the content but

also on the pedagogy ofthe TOL. That is, how teachers have been taught also matters for

changes in teaching practices and student achievement. These studies indicate that

improved teaching practices and student achievement result when teachers engage in

intellectual and active learning opportunities that allow teachers to understand deeply any

new instructional approaches (Garet et al., 2001; Ingvarson et al., 2005; Lieberman,

1996).

In the evaluation study of the Eisenhower program for professional

development (l996~1998), for example, Garet and colleagues (2001) show that active

learning opportunities provided formally or informally have significant effect on the

changes in teaching practices. In this study, the researchers explore the relationship

between teachers’ knowledge, skills, and teaching practices and six features of high
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quality TOL. These six indicators encompass (1) the degree to which the activity is

focused on subject content knowledge; (2) the degree to which the activity is active; (3)

the degree to which the activity is coherent with other activities, standards, and

assessments; (4) the form of the activity (reform type vs. traditional type); (5) the degree

to which the activity emphasizes collective participation of teachers fiom the same school,

department, or grade level; and (6) the duration of the activity. In particular, active

learning includes four dimensions in their research: (1) observing teaching; (2) planning

for classroom implementation; (3) reviewing student works; and (4) presenting, leading,

and writing. On the basis of a nationally representative sample of teachers, Garet and

colleagues (2001) found that content-focus, coherence of learning, and active learning

had a direct effect on teacher outcomes variables (teachers’ knowledge, skills, and

teaching practices). The other features, which were often regarded as structural features

of TOL (such as duration, collective participation, and reform activity) had indirect

effects on teacher outcomes variables. These findings suggest that TOL is more effective

when it focuses not only on content specific but also on active learning in terms of the

pedagogy of the TOL.

Ingvarson and colleagues (2005) also confirm the importance of active learning

in the effectiveness ofTOL. In the study of the Australian Government Quality Teacher

Program, they (2005) examined whether the features of effective TOL are related to

teachers’ knowledge, practice, and efficacy, and student learning outcomes. To measure

effective TOL, the researchers used six indicators ofTOL: (1) emphasis on content, (2)

active learning, (3) the amount of time for feedback, (4) collaborative examination of

student work, (5) follow-up and ongoing assistance in the classroom, and (6) total hours



of TOL. In particular, active learning includes two dimensions: reflecting on practice, and

testing new teaching practice. Using the teacher-level survey data, the researchers found

that content-focus, active learning, and time for follow-up have significant direct effects

on teacher and student outcomes. Feedback and collaborative examination have the least

influence. Thus, Ingvarson et a1. (2005) also support that active learning is an important

indicator ofTOL to improving teaching practices and students learning.

In sum, several empirical studies emphasize teachers’ active learning as an

important indicator of high quality learning experiences for teachers. This active learning

mainly includes talking back, raising questions, observing expert teachers, engaging in

local experiments, study groups and research, and leading discussion. By engaging in

these activities, teachers are encouraged to criticize ideas and resources, and to construct

their own learning on the basis of their experience, and in turn teachers upgrade their

knowledge and skills and change their teaching practices (Garet et al., 2001; Sykes, 2002).

Duration

Some studies on effective TOL argue that how TOL is designed (structure of

TOL) is also an important aspect of high quality TOL, even though this structure is not

directly linked to effects on teaching practices nor to student learning. In particular, the

time teachers spend for TOL is expected to impact teacher and student outcomes when it

is related to the core aspects of effective TOL (i.e., content-focus, or active learning)

(Cohen & Hill, 2001; Garet et al., 2001; Parsad, Lewis, & Farris, 2001).

Garet and colleagues (2001) explore the relationship between teaching practices

and two dimensions of time for TOL: total contact hours ofTOL, and the span oftime
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which the activity was spread. The researchers found that time span and total hours had

less impact on teachers’ practices than core features ofTOL (such as content-focus or

active learning opportunities), but they had substantial effects indirectly on teacher

outcomes by affecting the substance aspects ofTOL. That is, a longer duration ofTOL

can provide opportunities for in-depth discussion of content and pedagogical strategies

while span time (learning activities that extend over time) enables teachers to try out new

practices in the classroom and obtain feedback on their teaching.

The important influences of combination of time spent and content focused or

active learning are found in the Cohen and Hill’s study (2001). They found that teachers

who spent more time on mathematics from a new cuniculum or assessment and on how

to teach the subject, reported practices that were more closely linked to reform objectives.

Even large investments of time in less content-focused workshops were not associated

with more of the practices that reformers proposed. Further, shorter-term learning

opportunities did not allow teachers to learn about either student curricula or their work

on assessments, and these teachers did not report practices close to reformers’ goals.

In summary, these studies about the effectiveness of duration ofTOL suggest

that duration is also an important indicator of effective TOL. In particular, TOL is likely

to be more effective if it is sustained over time and involves a significant number ofhours.

These dimensions of time for TOL influence indirectly teacher or student outcomes by

combining with the substantive aspects ofTOL.

From the several empirical studies, three indicators of effective TOL appear.

The first indicator would be content focus TOL. It includes the dimensions of specific

subject knowledge, standards, and learning about student learning such as student

46



assessments. When teachers have such learning activities, they can understand new

instructional approaches, reflect more deeply on their own practices and assumptions, and

make substantive changes in their instructional practices. The content-focused TOL can

be provided formally or informally. In particular, content-focus TOL is more likely to

relate to the formal learning opportunities provided from educational institutions directly

linked to the state and to district standards, assessments, and curriculum guidance.

The second indicator of effective TOL would be active learning. Active learning

means that teachers actively participate in meaningful opportunities to engage with new

instructional ideas and resources. When teachers have such learning activities, they can

understand new instructional approaches, more deeply reflect on their own practices and

assumptions, and make substantive changes in their instructional practices. More

importantly, when teachers experience such active learning, they are more likely to teach

in ways that the policy expects to provide for students (Cohen & Barnes, 1993).

Opportunities for active leaming can take a number of forms, including the opportunity to

observe expert teachers and to be observed teaching; to plan how new curriculum

materials and new teaching methods will be used in the classroom; to review student

work in the topic areas being covered; and to lead discussions and engage in written work

(Garet et al., 2001; Lieberman, 1996). Active learning can be provided formally or

informally. Further, these learning opportunities are more likely to be constructed through

social interaction with colleagues such as peer-coaching or mentoring. For instance, Garet

and colleagues (2001) emphasize active learning which happens when teachers meet

informally with other colleagues or leaders in order to discuss or review classroom

implementation.
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Finally, the durgtion ofTOL is also an important indicator of effective TOL.

Although it does not exert a strong direct effect on teacher or student outcomes, duration

can enhance effects of content or pedagogy ofTOL. The duration includes two

dimensions such as total number of contact hours spent in the learning opportunities, and

period of time which the activity was spread.

Several large-scale quantitative studies reviewed in this chapter capture formal or

informal learning opportunities, and socially constructed TOL. However, it is difficult to

articulate the aspect ofhow teachers construct TOL through their prior knowledge and

belief. Qualitative studies with in-depth interviews are required to learn more about the

psychological aspects ofTOL. Therefore, the current study does not examine the

psychological aspects ofTOL empirically because the SASS data do not provide

information on this aspect. Time span, one aspect of duration used in the previous

research, is also omitted because it is not available in the SASS dataset.

Hypotheses about the Relationship between District and School Contexts and TOL

The purpose of this study is to explore how contexts relate to three TOL

indicators, which were identified in the previous section. This study proposes that the

multi-perspective embedded model reviewed in Chapter H is a useful conceptual

framework for exploring the relationships between embedded contexts and the three TOL

indicators. Drawn from the main notions of the model (for example, the notions of

multiple theoretical perspectives and embedded contexts), this study develops and tests

five hypotheses regarding the relationship between contexts and TOL. It illustrates but

does not fully model an embedded context, multi-perspective approach by concentrating
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on district and school levels. Other contexts such as states or subject departments also

contribute to variations in TOL (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001 ), but the primary interest of

this study is to demonstrate the utility but not fully represent the model that McLaughlin

and Talbert developed. The current study is restricted to these two levels based on the

data available in the SASS survey.

Figure 3-2 shows how the main notions of the multi-perspective embedded

context model are operationalized into hypotheses for this study.

Figure 3-2 Main Notions of the Multi-Perspective Embedded Context Model and
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Panel (D represents the main notions of the multi-perspective embedded context

model. The first assumption is direct effects of multiple contexts on teachers’ work. A

second assumption is multiple theoretical perspectives (social system perspectives,

administrative perspectives, and institutional perspectives) on school contexts. A third

assumption is interactive effects of multiple contexts on teachers’ work. Panel ®

represents five hypotheses operationalized from these assumptions of the multi-
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perspective embedded context model. Specifically, based on the first notion that each of

the multiple contexts directly influences teachers’ work, this study develops the first

hypothesis that three TOL indicators (content-focus, active learning, and duration) vary

across schools and districts (see the arrow 69). In other words, this study assumes that

district and school level contexts directly contribute to the variation ofTOL.

Second, based on the second notion that multiple theoretical perspectives on

school contexts provide a more complete understanding for teachers’ work, this study

develops the second hypothesis that social system contextual factors, administrative

contextual factors, and institutional contextual factors are associated with TOL at the

district-and school-level (see the arrow (ID). In other words, this study expects that the

variations ofTOL may be explained by a wide variety of contextual factors, drawn from

the three theoretical perspectives (social system, administrative, and institutional

perspectives) on teachers’ work.

Third, based on the third notion of interactive relationships among multiple

contexts, this study develops the fourth hypothesis that the interactive relationships

between district level administrative contexts and school level social system contexts

influence the three TOL indicators.

Finally, this study also assumes that the influence of contexts at the school and

district level on TOL vary across the three TOL indicators. Although this hypothesis is

not directly drawn from the model, several recent empirical studies report that some

contextual factors have different effects on TOL, depending on the aspects ofTOL(e.g.,

Desimone et al., 2002; Scribner, 1999). In the following section, this study provides the

rationale for theses five hypotheses in detail.

50



The Rationale for Hypothesis 1

The multi-perspectives embedded context model (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001;

Talbert & McLaughlin, 1999) assumes that each of the multiple contexts directly affects

teachers’ work. For example, school settings may yield different professional cultures.

States or districts’ policies also may affect directly teachers’ daily school life. Further, the

cultures of local communities or economic conditions of labor markets may permeate

teachers’ belief about teaching practices.

Based on this idea of the model, the current study assumes that school-and

district-level contexts significantly influence the variability ofTOL. A large body of

scholars who have looked inside schools (e.g., Bryk & Driscoll 1988; Little 1982, 1999a,

1999b ; Metz 1990; Newmann, 1996; Rosenholtz 1989) found that TOL varies from

school to school, affected by characteristics of teacher communities, strength of school

mission, or school organizational conditions. For example, different levels of collegiality

norms, respect, and trust among teachers generate significantly different school cultures

that either bolstered or eroded teachers’ sense of professional learning (Little 1982;

McLaughlin 1994). Also, district differences in policy strategies or organizational

contexts contribute to the variations in TOL. Recent studies, including those by Spillane

(2004) and Firestone et a1. (2004) confirm the importance of district influences, while a

great body ofprior research has shown the importance of school level effects. For

example, Firestone and colleagues (2004) through an analysis of three urban school

districts in New Jersey, show that district leaderships in relatively similar demographic

and policy contexts take very different approaches to offering TOL.

Building on this rationale, the first hypothesis about the relationship between
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contexts and TOL states that:

H 1: Three TOL indicators (content-focus, active learning, duration) vary

across schools and districts.

The Rationale for Hypothesis 2

Another notion of the multi-perspective embedded context model, multiple

theoretical perspectives on school contexts provide a more complete understandingfor

teachers ' work, is important for the current study because it enables us to consider a wide

variety of contextual factors related to TOL. The model suggests three theoretical

perspectives to assessing school contexts; 1) the social system perspective assuming that

professional norms and collegial relations within social system contexts, such as teacher

communities make differences in teaching and learning between schools, 2) the

administrative and organizational perspective, assuming that educational policies,

resource levels and allocation patterns, and programs within administrative contexts

affect teachers’ work, 3) the institutional perspective, assuming that cultures or

conditions of institutional environments (such as local community circumstances or

cultures, and parents’ socio-economic conditions) permeate teachers’ experiences.

Building on these ideas of the model, this study presumes that three categories of

contextual factors must be associated with TOL at the school level.

Social system contextualfactor

Professional learning community From the social system perspective,

professional community is often considered a critical context of teachers’ work. A
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substantial body of research argues that professional communities characterized by

shared beliefs about the school mission and collaboration with peers are essential for

promoting TOL (Bryk, Cambum, & Louis, 1999; Little 1982, 1990b; Newmann, 1996).

Yet, some recent studies assert that effects of professional community on TOL

require considerably more than mere cordiality among staff (Little, 1999b; McLaughlin

& Talbert, 2001). For example, McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) distinguish traditional

communities from learning communities, assuming that not all professional communities

encourage TOL. In the empirical research combining case studies and large-scale surveys,

they found that learning communities that value innovation and learning and encourage

staff to design new practices are more likely to support teachers’ on-going inquiries and

to organize professional learning collectively. Hence, the current study assumes that

“professional learning community’’ is a critical contextual factor for TOL.

School organizationalfactors

From the administrative and organizational perspective, several school

organizational factors are regarded as critical contexts related to TOL. Drawing on the

existing theoretical and empirical literature, this study identifies five organizational

factors related to TOL.

Supportive principal leadership: It is frequently observed that principal leadership

plays a key role in nurturing TOL by creating learning environments. However, specific

aspects of principal leadership that promote TOL are elusive to pin down. Some analysts

argue that facilitative principal leadership who leads to a better school climate is

associated with promoting TOL (e.g., Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Zheng, 1996).
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Other studies have found that instructional supervision ofprincipals, guiding

achievement of school goals, and close monitoring of instruction, are more likely to

motivate TOL (e.g., Scribner, 1999; Youngs & King, 2002). Further, other scholars

underscore the attitude of principals who place a high value on teacher learning and seek

to connect TOL to school improvement (e.g., Sykes, 2002). This study assumes that

supportive leadership style may be significantly associated with TOL.

Teacher autonomy Two forms of teacher autonomy are in general highlighted for

teachers’ learning and practices. One is faculty influence, which means the influence

collectively wielded by faculties over school policy-making. Another is individual

autonomy, which means teachers' freedom to determine planning and teaching in their

classrooms (Ingersoll & Alsalam, 1997). Proponents of increases in faculty influence and

individual autonomy assert that teachers will be highly committed to their learning and

instruction if they participate in making decisions about instruction and school policy

(Ingersoll & Alsalam, 1997; Poulson & Avramidis, 2003; Rosenholtz, 1989). However,

some scholars suspect that individual autonomy in the self-contained classroom serves to

sustain teachers' isolation from peers and to limit their sense ofcommunity, which brings

about negative effects on TOL (Little, 1990a). The current study assumes that the

directions of effects of these two forms of teacher autonomy (faculty influence and

individual autonomy) on TOL may be different respectively.

Teachers’ workload It is often presumed that teachers’ workload negatively

influence the possibility of creating TOL. Over-working places limitations on available

teachers’ time and energy to participate in learning opportunities. Little (1990a) notes

two aspects of teachers’ workload related to TOL. One is teacher-student ratio. The
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greater the number of student teachers must teach, the greater the amount of time

required to evaluate student assignments, or manage student paperwork, and accordingly

the time for teachers’ learning opportunities decrease. Another aspect of teachers’

workload is planning and preparation burden created by course-loads. The greater the

amount of time required to prepare for daily work, the less time available to reflect on

how that work is going or to pursue new ideas, materials, or methods. Given these

arguments, the current study expects the results of the negative relationships between

teachers’ workload and TOL, in terms oftwo aspects.

School size School size has been shown to have a significant effect on the

teachers’ work and student outcomes, yet the direction of the effect is inconsistent. Two

conflicting perspectives can be found in the literature on the effects of school size. One

perspective underscores the positive effects of increased size, drawing on the assumption

of economies of scale. Another perspective highlights negative effects, centering on the

more impersonal social interactions as impeding success (Lee, Smith, & Bryk, 1993).

Recently, research evidence is accumulating to support the argument that teachers’

learning decreases in bigger schools. Greater school size is shown to be associated with

reduced interpersonal relationship and teacher collaboration on interdisciplinary units,

and increased teachers’ resistance to innovation (Klonsky, 2002). Based on these research

findings, the current study assumes that there is a negative relationship between bigger

school size and TOL.

School level Elementary and secondary schools generally exert different

influences on teachers’ work as a result of the differences in structural and institutional

factors (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Firestone, Herriott, & Wilson, 1984; Miller, 2003).
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In American education, it is often assumed that teachers in secondary schools that

generally have larger enrollments and a more complex and differentiated structure (i.e.,

departmentalized) than do elementary schools are less likely to participate in TOL.

Institutional contextualfactorsI

From the institutional perspective, TOL also can be shaped through the broad and

diverse institutional contexts outside of educational systems. Although little research has

been conducted on the effects of institutional contexts on teacher learning, two contextual

factors are considered as critical institutional contexts for TOL at the school level.

Local Community Circumstances It is often observed that local community’ socio-

economic circumstances or cultures are highly salient to teachers and constitute key

contexts of their work. For instance, in suburban schools, local communities tend to have

much more impact on the schools and give abundant material resources such as

additional funding, amenities, and professional support (Metz, 1990). Teachers in these

schools are inclined to have low expectations for student performance and teachers’

willingness to learn increase. By contrast, local communities located in metropolitan

areas tend to have fewer resources to share with schools (Metz, 1990). Teachers in these

schools are inclined to perceive their students as lacking in motivation, and instituted a

large number of rules and procedures governing cuniculum, and testing procedures (Metz,

1990; Smylie, 1994). In such an environment, teachers’ willingness to learn may decrease.

 

’ The term “institutional context” is often used by sociologists, political scientists, and economists to

describe the phenomena that individual’s preferences and choices are shaped by institutional settings. These

institutional conditions generally include economic institutions (such as the competitive markets),

government regulations, the rules and norms of the formal organizations (For more review, see North,

1990; Ostrom, 1990). McLaughlin and Talbert extend the concept of “institutional context” to the contexts

including the broader cultural arena, local communities’ circumstances, and parents’ demographics and

educational preferences that can affect teachers’ work.
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For this reason, the current study assumes that local community circumstances have

significant relationships with TOL.

Diversity ofstudents ’ race some ethnographic studies (e.g., McLaughlin & Talbert,

2001; Metz, 1990) note that diversity of students’ body in terms of race, culture, and

language within a school is significantly related to teachers’ expectations of student

performance and sense ofprofessional effectiveness. For example, Metz (1990) found

that teachers working in the schools that have racially diverse student body often assume

that minority students are less likely to be successful for their academic achievement

because of cultural obstacles attributed to language barriers, learning styles, or any other

factors. In these schools, teachers’ willingness to learn is more likely to decrease. By

contrast, McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) argue that diversity of students’ body can create

pressure for development and teacher learning. In other words, with diversity of students’

race, culture, and language, teachers have been more often challenged to innovate and are

required to participate in more learning opportunities in order to increase these students’

learning. Therefore, the current study expects the positive relationship between diversity

of students’ race and TOL.

Building on these ideas, the second hypothesis about the relationship between

contexts and TOL states that:

H 2: At the school level, social systems contextual factors (professional

learning community), organizational contextual factors (such as supportive

principal leadership, teacher autonomy, teachers’ workload, school size, and school

level), and institutional contextual factors (such as local community circumstances

and diversity of students’ race) are associated with the three TOL indicators.
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The Rationale for Hypothesis 3

The notion of multiple theoretical perspectives on school contexts also enables us

to identify several district level contextual factors associated with TOL. Despite

skepticism about the potential of district policy actions for supporting educational

improvement, recent studies on school reform indicate that districts have considerable

human, social, and physical resources to influence teaching practices and learning

opportunities (e.g., see Desimone et al. 2002; Elmore & Burney 1999; Firestone et al.

2004; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin 2002; Spillane, 2004). Drawing on the

existing theoretical and empirical literature, this study assumes that six administrative

contextual factors are significantly related with TOL at the district level.

Administrative contextualfactors

Districts 'eflortsfor continuous improvement Several researchers assert that

district efforts for continuous improvement (for example, establishing school goals, using

performance indicators for school improvements, or accountability systems) contributes

to increasing TOL (Desimone et al., 2002; Knapp, 2003; Rosenholtz, 1989). For example,

districts’ efforts for school goal setting have substantial effects on increasing TOL. In a

study of eight districts, for example, Rosenholtz (1989) found that in districts requiring

schools to set instructional goals, teachers were more likely to have improved TOL and

high levels ofcommitment. Districts’ efforts for school goal setting help schools and

districts to communicate about target local priorities. Through these communications,

districts and schools can provide consistent learning opportunities aligned to district goals

and standards to teachers (Knapp, 2003; Rosenholtz, 1989).
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District accountability strategies such as performance indicators also lead to

increased teachers’ learning through providing useful information about teachers’

weaknesses (Desimone et al., 2002; Gusky, 1997). These accountability strategies have

the primary assumption that would participate in learning opportunities to make better

progress when they are held accountable for outcomes ofTOL and when TOL is

evaluated based on teacher and student outcomes (Desimone et al., 2002). Using a

nationally representative district level data, Desimone and colleagues (2002) found that

district strategies of continuous improvement (including performance indicators for

school improvements) have statistically significant relationships with increased

opportunities for active learning and increased teachers’ learning opportunities for at risk

students. Given these empirical supports, the current study expects that district efforts for

continuous improvement are positively related to TOL.

District coordination ofmultiplefunding sourcesfor PD Some evidence

indicates that coordination of multiple funding sources significantly affects the quality of

TOL (Desimone et al., 2002; Togneri & Anderson, 2003). For example, Desimone et

al.(2002) found that district coordination ofmultiple funding sources is the most

important variable to explain differences in the types ofTOL (i.e., workshop, mentoring,

and coaching). Case studies also indicate that a pervasive use of external resources

enables support for diverse types of TOL, such as mentoring or inviting expertise

(Togneri & Anderson, 2003).

However, other researchers point to the weak linkage among multiple funding

sources that can yield fragmented and uncoordinated local practices. Further, over-

dependence on external funding sources has been criticized for making long range
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planning difficult (Massell, 1998). The current study expects negative relationship

between district coordination of multiple firnding sources and TOL.

Time andfinancial support Although district resources such as time and money

for TOL are frequently considered obvious correlates for teachers’ engagement in

leaming opportunities, there is little evidence about the effects ofresources on TOL. One

case study (David et al., 2000) in a study of three districts in Kentucky shows that

teachers in a district which paid stipends for in-service teacher professional development

are more likely to pursue reform ideas grounded in curriculum and instruction. Darling-

Hammond & McLaughlin (1995) note that by having adequate time for learning, teachers

can engage in opportunities to acquire, practice, and reflect on new concepts and skills, as

well as opportunities to collaborate and interact with peers. Also, funding for additional

personnel or for additional hours for existing personnel would enable teachers to

participate in new programs, and to collaborate around instruction. Based on these

arguments, the current study assumes that two resources (time and money) for TOL

would be positively related to TOL.

Professional developmentfor Principals It is fi'equently observed that districts’

provision of professional development programs for principals is associated with

improved TOL. For example, the research on New York Community District #2 shows

that principals engaging in professional observation and inter-visitation tend to support

and encourage teachers’ engagement in learning opportunities (Elmore & Burney, 1999;

Stein, D’Amico, & Israel, 1998). The primary assumption about these strategies is that if

districts seek to augment the expertise of principals through formal professional

development, instructional capacity of principals can support teachers’ professional
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learning.

Yet, the specific aspects of professional development for principals that foster

TOL are less clear. Some studies document that instructionally-focused training programs

for principals, (such as learning opportunities for critical inquiry, refining pedagogical

repertoires, rigorous discourse, and internal visitation) make improvements for TOL

(Knapp, 2003; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sykes, 2002). Hence, the current study assumes that

principals’ professional development “focused on instructional matters” would constitute

meaningful assistance for TOL.

Decentralization ofPD Some analysts believe that district decentralization of

responsibilities for both planning and implementing TOL will promote TOL. The

assumption here is that locally guided decision-making motivates teachers to participate

in their learning opportunities and helps address the knowledge and skills relevant to

teachers’ needs (Desimone et al., 2002; Guskey, 1997; Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998).

However, the effects of district decentralization have been highly contested.

Recent studies indicate that too much control at the school site over TOL is as dangerous

as providing too much control at the district level (Knapp, 2003). For this reason, Knapp

(2003) advocates a balance of responsibilities that enables schools and districts to

complement each other's strengths and weaknesses in the design and conduct ofTOL.

Based on this rationale, the current study assumes that decentralization ofPD would be

significantly related to TOL.

District Size In general, large districts have been associated with both

inefficiencies and ineffectiveness in teacher quality and instructional practices. Some

analysts assert that students in large districts too often are taught by novice teachers with
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emergency certification or by experienced teachers who have systematically been

deprived ofTOL throughout their careers (Darling-Hammond, 1995).

Other studies argue however that successful investment for TOL in large districts

can lead to improved TOL (Desimone et al., 2002; Firestone, Mayrowetz, & Fairman,

1998; Hannaway & Kimball, 1998). That is, large districts can provide high quality TOL

due to their better infrastructure for planning and delivering TOL, their investments of

greater amounts and sources of funds, and having more access to expertise for supporting

TOL. For example, Desimone et al. (2002) show that larger districts are more likely to

provide much aligned TOL with standards, and to have multiple sources and personnel

such as subject-area specialists for supporting TOL. Given the inconsistent empirical

findings about the impact of district size, the current study will examine the direction of

the effects of district size on TOL in an exploratory way.

District level institutional contextualfactors

Parents ’socio-economic condition Some recent studies argue that districts with a

higher proportion of students in poverty are more likely to provide higher quality

professional development for teachers. For example, Desimone et al.’s (2002) study show

that high-poverty districts can employ more continuous improvement efforts for

professional development because they tend to receive funding from multiple federal

programs. The existence of multiple sources of funding may create greater opportunities

for co-funding and create opportunities for supporting teachers’ learning (Desimone et al.,

2002). Furthermore, high-poverty districts are expected to conduct more continuous
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improvement in TOL than other districts because the funding supports from these federal

programs require the district’s use of accountability strategies.

However, it is frequently assumed that teachers in high-poverty districts

generally often become demoralized and lose their enthusiasm for the difficult task of

improving student performance under difficult conditions (Darling-Hammond, 1995).

That is, institutional contexts such as parents’ low socio-economic conditions are more

likely to negatively affect teachers’ attitudes toward students and instructional practices.

Based on this rationale, the current study assumes that a significant relationship between

parents’ socio-economic conditions and TOL would be found at the district level.

Building on these ideas, the third hypothesis about the relationship between

contexts and TOL states that:

H 3: At the district level, administrative contextual factors (such as districts’

efforts for continuous improvement, district coordination of multiple funding

sources for PD, time and financial support, professional development for principals,

decentralization of PD, and district size) and institutional contextual factors (such as

parents’ socio-economic conditions) are associated with the three TOL indicators.

The Rationale for Hypothesis 4

Another main notion of the multi-perspective embedded context model is

‘interactive relationships among multiple contexts’. That is, different combinations of

context conditions can have qualitatively different effects on teachers’ work (McLaughlin

& Talbert, 2001). For instance, states’ mandates for higher standards for instruction are

more likely to lead to the positive effect in school settings where the school culture
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emphasizes the value that all students have the ability to learn and where there is ongoing

professional learning about the best ways to implement higher standards. Yet, a much less

positive effect on outcomes may occur in a school setting where teachers do not believe

that their students have the ability to meet higher standards or where teachers do not

know how to change their teaching to achieve the new standards (McLaughlin & Talbert,

2001).

Based on this idea of the model, the current study assumes that there are

interactive relationships between district administrative contexts and school level social

system contexts and these interactive relationships make different effects on three TOL

indicators. There must be other interactive relationships among multiple contexts, but a

full explication of all possible interactions is beyond the scope of this study. The current

study only examines interactive relationships between district administrative contexts and

social system contexts in order to explore the possibility of interactions between these

two contextual conditions.

Some studies (Knapp, 2003; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Rosenholtz, 1989)

underscore these interactive relationships between district level administrative contexts

and school level social contexts. For example, Knapp (2003) notes that particular district

policies can support and guide professional learning through strengthening professional

communities. For instance, teacher communities would encourage teachers’ learning if

districts establish school goals, send the consistent message about the importance of

learning, or set norms of collegiality.

Building on these ideas, the fourth hypothesis about the relationship between

contexts and TOL is that:

64



H 4: Interactive relationships between professional learning community and

districts level administrative contextual factors affect three TOL indicators.

The Rationale for Hypothesis 5

The fifth hypothesis of this study is that the influences of contexts at the school

and district level on TOL vary across the three indicators ofTOL. This hypothesis was

not drawn from the multi-perspective embedded context model, but some empirical

studies (Desimone et al., 2002; Scribner, 1999) indicate the different contextual

influences on TOL depending on the different aspects ofTOL. For example, Desimone et

al. (2002) found that teachers’ participation in planning professional development is more

related to active learning for teachers than other aspects ofprofessional development

while district level planning is more related to longer time for professional development.

Scribner’s (1999) case study also shows that school wide factors, such as professional

communities or teachers’ autonomy are more likely to affect teachers’ active learning

than content-focused TOL because local professional communities can encourage

teachers to engage in active learning, such as intellectual discussion and meaningful

feedback occurring during the process of classroom instruction rather than formal

learning environments for teachers. These variations across three TOL indicators may

provide some useful implications for policy strategies for improving the quality ofTOL.

Thus, it is reasonable to develop and examine this hypothesis in this study. The current

study assumes, based on some empirical supports, that the effects of district and school

contextual conditions on TOL are diverse across the three TOL indicators (content-focus,

active learning, and duration).
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Building on these ideas, the fifth hypothesis about the relationship between

contexts and TOL predicts that:

H 5: The relationships between contextual conditions and TOL vary across

the three TOL indicators.

In Chapter V, hypotheses 1 to 5 are tested to determine the relationship between

district and school contexts and TOL. The general conclusions reached by reviewing the

results of this study are discussed in Chapter VI.
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CHAPTER IV

RESEARCH METHODS

As noted in the previous chapter, the current study adopts the multi-perspective

embedded context model as a conceptual approach. This model calls for an integration of

quantitative and qualitative research methods in order to capture teachers’ experiences

within the multiple embedded contexts. That is, using quantitative measurement

techniques enables detection of overall tendencies of the effects on teachers’ schooling

experiences at each level of a large number of contrasting multiple contexts while using

qualitative techniques helps account for interdependency or interaction among complex

contexts (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001)

The current study suggests that using a new quantitative technique (Hierarchical

Linear Model) with a nationally representative data set also enables large-scale

comparative analysis of embedded contexts. Specifically, the nationally representative

Schools and Staffing and Survey (SASS) enables the McLaughlin and Talbert model to

be extended to the analysis of national samples of teachers within national samples of

schools and districts in embedded school contexts. Further, applying the Hierarchical

Linear Model (HLM) to the multi-perspective embedded context model captures not only

overall tendencies of the effects on teachers’ experiences at each level but also direct or

interactive influences of embedded contexts. For example, in the preliminary step, HLM

can detect which contextual levels make differences in TOL, by estimating models that

partition the variation in TOL across educational level at the same time. In the next step,

the HLM can detect what specific factors within each contextual level affect TOL, by

building an explanatory model to account for this variability ofTOL. Then, HLM can
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allow estimation of interactive models, in which the effects of diverse contexts interact

with other contexts to affect TOL. Therefore, this study extends the multi-perspectives

embedded context model methodologically, by utilizing the HLM methodology with

nationally representative SASS data.

Based on such a study rationale, this chapter describes the research design and

methods. It begins with a description of the data source used for this study. It is followed

with a discussion of construction, and properties of the measures used in each research

model. This chapter concludes by describing the statistical methods applied for each

particular analysis.

Data Sources

To estimate a model of the relationship between TOL and embedded district and

school contexts in a broader context, this study uses the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing

Survey (SASS) sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). The

SASS data is a cross-sectional and large-scale data set that includes public, private, and

charter schools. The SASS data selects a nationally representative random sample of

public schools stratified by state, sector, district, and school level. A detailed description

of the procedures used to gather these data is found in Tourkin, et al. (2004).

The 1999-2000 SASS includes public sector sample data on 42,086 teachers in

8,432 school and 4,690 districts. However, not all schools had teachers who participated

in the study, not all districts had schools that participated in the study, and not all teachers

could be matched to schools and districts. Thus, the filtering procedures left a total of

32,951 teachers in 6,718 in 3,992. Since the purpose of this study is to estimate the
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national population of teachers, schools, and districts, this study use weighting functions

assigned by NCES to each teacher, school, district. The weighting produces unbiased

estimates of the national population of public school teachers, including adjustment for

non-response using respondents’ data, and adjustment of the sample totals to the flame

totals to reduce sampling variability (See Tourkin, et al., 2004) Therefore, the current

study uses a weighted data set of 12,159 districts, 68,841 schools, and 2,402,862 teachers.

The SASS provides an advantage over other available datasets in the number and

range of schools and districts included in the survey. It is the only national data set in

which large portions of the survey target schools and districts serve as distinct units of

analysis. Thus, the SASS data offer researchers a powerful tool to evaluate TOL. Second,

the SASS data is also useful because it facilitates multilevel analyses and links data

provided by schools with their respective teachers, principals, and districts. Finally, the

SASS provides appropriate data for analyzing not only teachers’ learning opportunities

and teachers’ perceptions of their school social and organizational conditions but also

districts’ organizational characteristics and policies related to TOL. Yet SASS lacks the

full range of variables one would need to replicate all prior research on TOL. For

example, the SASS data do not provide information on time span, which is one of

variables ofTOL used in the previous studies.

Measures

This section describes the variables used to measure effective TOL, district

contexts, school contexts, and teacher background. In addition, this section also discusses

the process ofhow each of these variables is constructed. A summary of the 2000 SASS
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items used in constructing these measures is presented in Appendix A. This study begins

by describing the three dependent outcomes measuring three TOL indicators.

Measures ofTOL

In Chapter IH, this study identifies three indicators for effective TOL. The first

indicator is content-focus, which means that TOL should be directly linked to specific

subject knowledge, subject curriculum standards, and understanding about students

learning. A second indicator is active learning, which means that TOL should be active

engagement in meaningful discussion, planning, and practice. A third indicator is

duration, which include two dimensions such as total number of contact hours spent in

the learning opportunities, and period oftime which the activity was spread. This study

will use theses three indicators as measures ofTOL.

The first variable ofTOL is content-focus, which indicates the degree to which

teachers participate in learning opportunities focused on content. It is constructed by

summing three items that indicated if a teacher had a learning opportunity coincided

with : (1) in-depth study of the content in the teachers’ main assignment field; (2) content

and performance standards in teachers’ main assignment field; (3) student assessment,

such as methods of testing, evaluation, and performance assessment.

The items used for the content focus variable correspond nearly to the content

focus indicators discussed in the literature. For example, all items used in the current

study were used in similar items by Cohen and Hill (2001). Garet et al. (2001) and

Ingvarson et al. (2005), and Wiley and Yoon (1995) also included the items concerning

in-depth study ofthe content and content standards.
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Factor analysis’ confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor

indicating an eigenvalue of 1.593 and explaining 53.11 percent of the combined variance.

This statistical evidence suggests that the three items work together to measure content

focus TOL. The scale value for the content focus TOL variable ranges flom 0 to 3, with 3

indicating that teachers have participated in learning opportunities focused on content to a

large extent, and 0 indicating that teacher have not participated in learning opportunities

focused on content at all.
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teachers engage in active and meaningful learning opportunities such as observation and

presentation. This variable is constructed by summing four items that indicated whether

or not a teacher engaged in learning opportunities of : (1) observational visits, (2)

individual or collaborative research professionally, (3) mentoring, peer observation, and

coaching, and (4) presenting in workshops or conferences.

The items used for this variable correspond with those used by Garet et al. (2001)

and Ingvarson et al. (2005). For example, the first item, observational visits was used in

similar form by Garet et al. (2001) and the second item, individual or collaborative

research, was also used in Garet et al.’s study (2001) and in Ingvarson et al.’s study

(2005). The third item, mentoring or peer observation was used by Garet et al. (2001),

and by Ingvarson et al.(2005). The fourth item, presenter in workshops was used by Garet

et al. (2001).

 

2 A factor analysis is an important tool when working with variables that seem to measure similar

constructs. It is employed to define specific constructs, or factors, flom the available variables. Through

this analysis, a few general constructs, or factors, can be extracted from a set of variables. This study

employs a principal components analysis as part of an exploratory factor analysis. The principal

components analysis involves the estimation of the variance that each variable shares with the other

variables. This procedure assumes that all of the variance in a given measure can be explained by the

factors resulting flom the analysis.
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Factor analysis confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor

indicating an eigenvalue of 1.551 and explaining 33.77 percent of the combined variance.

This statistical evidence suggests that the active learning can be measured using these

four items. The scale value for this variable ranges flom 0 to 4, with 4 indicating that

teachers have engaged in active and meaningful learning opportunities to a large extent,

and 0 indicating that teachers have engaged in active and meaningful learning

opportunities at all.

The previous studies have used two variables as measure of duration (for example,

Garet al., 2001; Ingvarson et al., 2005). One is ‘total number ofhours’ that teachers spent

in activities related to the professional development program. Another is ‘time span’ that

indicates the total time the professional development activity covered. To deal with

indicating the proximate duration, both variables (total number ofhours and time span)

should be used. However, the current study only includes total hours as a third variable

ofTOL because the SASS data do not provide information on time span.

It would be ideal to examine total number of hours teachers spent in all

components of the activity related to the TOL during the 1-year period. But the items in

SASS only cover the time teachers spent in the six areas ofTOL. Thus, to construct this

variable, I summed 6 items concenring the hours teachers spent in the six areas ofTOL.

The dimensions covered by these items include how many hours teachers spend on the

following activities in the past 12 months: (1) in-depth study of the content in the

teachers’ main assignment field; (2) content and performance standards in teachers’ main

assignment field; (3) student assessment, such as methods of testing, evaluation, and

performance assessment; and (4) methods ofteaching, (5) discipline and management in
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the classroom, and (6) use of computers for instruction. (each item scale: 0 = did not

participate; 1 = 8 hours or less; 2 = 9 to 16 hours; 3 = 17 to 32 hours; and 4 = 33 hours or

more) The reliability analysis confirms that it is possible to conclude that the scale of this

variable is reliable for the purpose intended. The reliability estimates for the SASS data

for total hours ofTOL variable is 0.66. Table 4-1 provides the operational definitions of

each of three TOL variables.

Table 4-1 Dependent Variables
 

Variable Names What Is Measured

 

Content-focus The degree to which teachers participate in learning

opportunities focused on content (three dimensions: in-depth

study of the content, content and performance standards, and

student assessment).

 

Active learning The degree to which teachers engage in active and meaningful

learning opportunities (four dimensions: observation, individual

and collaborative research, mentoring, and presentation).

 

Total hours Total hours that teachers have spent on TOL during the 1-year

period in the six areas: content, standards, student assessment,

teaching methods, classroom management, and computers for

instruction.

 

School Level Variables

This study assumed one social system contextual factor (professional learning

community), five school organizational contextual factors (supportive leadership, teacher

autonomy, teacher’s workload, school level, and school size), and two institutional

contextual factors (community circumstances and diversity of student’s race) are

associated with three TOL indicators at the school level. These factors are operationalized

into eight school level variables. The scales of school level variables are based on items
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appearing in a number of studies about school level social or organizational features

associated with teachers’ learning or practices advocated by traditional social system

theorists and organizational theory (e.g., Bryk & Driscoll, 1988; Darling-Hammond &

McLaughlin, 1995; Grodsky & Gamoran, 2003; Little, 1999a).

First, professional learning community is measured by one professional learning

community variable indicating the extent to which school stafl’ collaborates concerning

instruction and share beliefs about school mission (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001). This

variable is a mean of five items. The dimensions covered by these items include the

extent to which staff members (1) share beliefs about the central mission of the school,

(2) cooperate with fellow staff, (3) coordinate course content, (4) plan with the library

media specialist for the integration of media services into teaching, and (5) principals talk

frequently about instructional practices. The items used here are based on components of

professional learning community developed by McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) and these

items appeared in some studies on staff cooperation or collaborative climate for

supporting teacher learning (e.g., Byk et al., 1999; Smith & Rowley, 2005).

Factor analysis confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor

(or construct) indicating an eigenvalue of 3.234 and explaining 72.6 percent ofthe

combined variance. The internal consistency of this scale produces an alpha reliability .59.

The school-level measure for this variable is created by taking the mean of teachers’

responses within a school and aggregating at the school level. The scale value for this

variable ranges flom 1 to 4, with 4 indicating that school staff collaborates concerning

instruction and shares beliefs about school mission to a large extent, and 1 indicating that

school staff does not.
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Second, supportive leadership is measured by one supportive leadership

variable indicating the extent to which principals are perceived to employ a supportive

leadership by teachers (Byk et al., 1999; Smith & Rowley, 2005). This variable is a mean

of five items. The dimensions covered by these items include the extent to which the

principal (1) is supportive, (2) lets staff members know what is expected ofthem, (3)

backs up when teachers as needed, (4) communicates what kind of school s/he wants to

the staff, and (5) school staff are recognized flom teachers a job well done. The items

used here are derived flom the studies about principal leadership supporting learning

environment (e.g., Smith & Rowley, 2005; Zheng, 1996). For example, all items used in

this study were used in identical form by Smith & Rowley (2005) to access supportive

administrations.

Factor analysis confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor

(or construct) indicating an eigenvalue of 3.234 and explaining 64.68 percent of the

combined variance. The internal consistency of this scale produces an alpha reliability .76.

The school-level measure for this variable is created by taking the mean of teachers’

responses within a school and aggregating at the school level. The scale value for this

variable ranges from 1 to 4, with 4 indicating that principals are perceived to employ a

supportive leadership to a large extent, and 1 indicating that principals are not.

Third, teacher autonomy is measured by two variables, one indicating the degree

of teachers’ collective faculty influence over school policy, and another indicating the

degree of teachers’ individual autonomy over classroom policy (Ingersoll & Alsalam,

1997). Collective autonomy is a mean of seven items. The items cover a wide-range of

policy dimensions including (1) performance standard, (2) curriculum, (3) in-service
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professional development programs, (4) evaluation, (5) hiring, (6) discipline policy, and

(7) school budget. All items used in this study correspond with the items used by

Ingersoll & Alsalam (1997).

Factor analysis confirmed that all of these items are associated with a single factor

indicating an eigenvalue of 3.205 and explaining 45.78 percent ofthe combined variance.

The internal consistency of this scale produces an alpha reliability .80. The school-level

measure for this variable is created by taking the mean of teachers’ responses within a

school and aggregating at the school level. The scale value for this variable ranges flom 1

to 5, with 5 indicating a great deal of teachers’ collective autonomy over school policy,

and 1 indicating no influence.

Individual autonomy is a mean of six items. The items cover a wide-range of

classroom policy dimensions including (1) course texts, (2) course content, (3) teaching

technique, (4) evaluating students, (5) disciplining students, and (6) determining

homework. All items used in this study were used by Ingersoll and Alsalam (1997) in

identical form to measure individual autonomy.

Factor analysis confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor

indicating an eigenvalue of 2.921 and explaining 48.69 percent ofthe combined variance.

The internal consistency of this scale produces an alpha reliability .77. The school-level

measure for this variable is created by taking the mean of teachers’ responses within a

school and aggregating at the school level. The scale value for this variable ranges flom 1

to 5, with 5 indicating a great deal of teachers’ individual autonomy over classroom

policy, and 1 indicating no autonomy.

Fourth, teachers’ workload is measured by two variables, one indicating the
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amount teachers scheduled school time for planning, and another indicating the number

of students per teacher in the school (Little, 1990a). Planning time is a composite

continuous variable created by NCES. The school-level measure for this variable is

created by aggregating at the school level and standardized. Teacher-student ratio is a

continuous variable that indicates the number of students per full-time equivalent teacher

in the school, also created by NCES.

Fifth, secondary school variable is used in order to indicate the effect of school

level because the current study assumes that teachers in the secondary school are less

likely to engage in TOL. Secondary school is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1

if the school is secondary, 0 otherwise.

Sixth, school size is measured by student total enrollment. Student total

enrollment is the total number of students enrolled in the school in grades K-12.

Seventh, suburban variable’ is used to indicate community circumstances

because the current study assumes that teachers in suburban schools are more likely to

engage in three TOL indicators. Suburban is a dummy variable that indicates the school is

located at suburban area.

Eighth, there is little research that measures ‘diversity of students’ race’ at the

school level. Although there might be several ways to measure ‘diversity of students’

race’, the current study uses percent of minority students as a measure of ‘diversity of

students’ race’. It is a continuous variable indicating the percent of minority students

within schools.

Table 4-2 provides the operational definitions of each of school level variables

 

3 Conceptually, it makes sense that ‘suburban’ is a district-level variable rather than school-level variable.

However, due to multicollinearity with ‘percent of flee lunch students’ variable at the district level, this

study uses ‘suburban’ as a school-level variable.
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used in this study.

Table 4-2 School Level Variables
 

School variable What Is Measured

 

Professional learning

community

Supportive leadership

Collective autonomy

Individual autonomy

Planning time

Teacher-student ratio

Secondary school

Student total enrollment

Suburban

Percent minority

The extent to which school staff collaborates concerning

instruction and share beliefs about school mission (Range

flom 1 to 4)

The degree to which principals are perceived to employ a

supportive leadership style (Range from 1 to 4)

The degree of teachers’ collective faculty influence over

school policy (Range flom l to 5)

The degree of teachers’ individual autonomy over classroom

policy (Range flom 1 to 5)

The amount ofwhich teachers have scheduled school time

for planning (Range flom 0 to 50 hours)

The number of students per full-time equivalent teacher in

the school

Dummy variable indicating secondary school (second =1,

otherwise = 0)

The total number of students enrolled in the school in grades

K-12

Dummy variable that indicates the school is located at

suburban area (suburban = 1, otherwise = 0)

Continuous variable indicating the portion of minority

students within schools

 

District Level Variables

This study assumed that administrative contextual factors (time and financial

resources for TOL, districts’ coordination ofmulti-funding sources, professional

development for principals, district efforts for continuous improvement, decentralization

of professional development, and district size) and institutional contextual factors

(parents’ socioeconomic condition) are associated with three TOL indicators at the district

level. These factors are operationalized into eleven district level variables. The scales of

78



district level variables are based on items that have appeared in recent discussions of

school district leadership in TOL and research on school district reform (for example,

David et al., 2000; Desimone et al., 2002; Elmore & Burney, 1999; Togneri & Anderson,

2003)

First, time and financial resource for TOL is measured by four variables (time

support 1, time support H, money support 1, money support H), which indicate whether

teachers receive time or financial support for their professional development. Time

support I is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the teacher receives release

time for teaching (i.e., regular teaching responsibilities are temporarily assigned to

someone else). Time support II is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the

teacher receives scheduled time in the contract year for professional development.

Monetary support I is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the teacher receives

stipends for professional development. Monetary support II is a dummy variable, which

takes the value 1 if the teacher receives reimbursement of college tuition, conferences, or

travel for professional development.

Second, district coordination of multiple firnding sources is measured by co-

funding variable, which indicates the extent to which districts combine multi-funding

sources for professional development (Desimone et al., 2002). Co-funding variable is

constructed by summing seven items. The dimensions covered by these items include

whether districts use (1) state professional development funds, (2) special project budgets,

(3) school improvement funds, (4) Title I, (5) Eisenhower program, (6) other federal

programs, and (7) private sector grants for TOL. The items used here were used in similar

form by Desimone et al. (2002). They construct a co-funding variable measuring the

79



extent to which districts coordinate funding sources, by summing 10 items. In the current

study, the co-funding variable is a composite variable with a range flom 0 to 7, which

indicates the total number of funding sources for TOL that districts have combined (of a

possible 7).

Third, districts’ provision ofprofessional development for principals is measured

by principal learning variable, which indicates the extent to which districts provide

professional development opportunities for principals involving instructional matter.

Principals learning variable is constructed by summing five items. The dimensions

covered by these items include whether districts provide (1) evaluation and supervision,

(2) technology for planning, decision-making, and reporting, (3) cuniculum and

assessment, (4) networking Opportunities, and (5) serving as mentors.

The items used here are derived flom studies of the training programs of

principals for augmenting the instructional capacity of district and school leadership

(Elmore & Burney, 1999; Pink & Resnick, 2001; Rosenholtz, 1989). Factor analysis

confirms that all of these items are associated with a single factor indicating an

eigenvalue of 2.49 and explaining 49.74 percent of the combined variance. The scale

value for this variable ranges flom 0 to 5, with 5 indicating that the district provides

professional development programs for principals involving instructional matter to a

large extent, and 0 indicating which to no support.

Fourth, districts’ effort for continuous improvements is measured by two variables,

with one indicating whether the district uses performance indicators to evaluate the

progress of students, and another indicating whether the district reward or sanction

related to performance (Desimone et al., 2002). Performance indicator is a dummy
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variable, which takes the value 1 if the district uses performance reports. Accountability

is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the district use rewards or sanctions

related to performance.

Fifth, district decentralization of professional development is measured by

teachers’ responsibility for PD variable, which indicates the extent to which teachers

have primary responsibilities for the in-service professional development activities.

Teachers’ responsibility for PD is constructed by summing three items. The dimensions

covered by these items include whether teachers have primary responsibility for

professional development in (1) deciding the content, (2) designing and planning the

activities, and (3) conducting the activities.

The items nearly correspond to the items used by Desimone et al. (2002). They

used the items concerning teacher involvement in planning and conducting the learning

opportunities in order to measure the degree of teachers’ participation in decision-making

for PD. Only teachers’ responsibility for TOL in deciding the content is new for this study.

Factor analysis confirms that all ofthese items are associated with a single factor (or

construct) indicating an eigenvalue of 1.995 and explaining 66.49 percent ofthe

combined variance. The scale value for this variable ranges flom 0 to 3, with 3 indicating

that teachers have primary responsibility for professional development to a large extent,

and 0 indicating that teachers do not have.

Sixth, district size is measured by the total number of students enrolled in the

district". District total enrollment is a continuous variable indicating the total number of

 

" There are several ways to measure ‘district size’. For example, Hannaway and Kimball (1998) measure

district size by dividing the total number of students by four levels (such as districts with enrollments

between 300 and 2500, between 2501 and 10,000, and between 10,001 and 25,000+). Desimone et al.

(2001) categorize school districts by three levels of the total number of teachers in the district, such as
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students enrolled in the district in all grade level.

Seventh, parents’ socio-economic conditions is measured by percent of free-

lunch students, a continuous variable indicating percent of K-12 students in district who

were approved for flee or reduced-price lunches. It was created by NCES.

Table 4-3 provides the operational definitions of each of district level variables

used in this study.

Table 4-3 District Level Variables
 

Variable Names What Is Measured
 

Time support I

Time support H

Money support 1

Money support H

Co-funding

Principal learning

Performance indicator

Accountability

Teachers’

responsibility for PD

District

total enrollment

Percent free-lunch

Whether the teacher receives release time for teaching (0 orl)

Whether the teacher receives scheduled time for professional

development (0 orl)

Whether the teacher receives stipends for professional

development (0 orl)

Whether the teacher receives reimbursement of college tuition,

conferences, or travel for professional development (0 orl)

The extent to which the district combines multi-funding

sources for professional development (Range flom 0 to 7)

The extent to which the district provides professional

development opportunities for principals involving

instructional matter (Range flom O to 6)

Whether the district uses performance indicators (0 orl)

Whether the district uses rewards or sanctions related to

performance (0 orl)

The extent to which teachers have primary responsibility for

the in-service professional development activities (Range flom

0 to 3)

Total number of students enrolled in the district in all grade

level

Percent of K-12 students in district who were approved for flee

or reduced-price lunches

 

 

small (1-249 teachers), medium (250-499 teachers), and large (500 or more teachers). The present study

uses the total number of students enrolled in the district, as measured by Bickel and Howley (2000).
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Teacher Background Variable

It is reasonable to expect that some teachers are more predisposed to seek out and

participate in TOL than others and that their personal background characteristics may

explain some of this variance. For example, it is often argued that female teachers tend to

have high expectations and commitment for their instruction and professional leanring

(Miller, 2003). From the literature review, the current study considers how three teachers’

background characteristics (such as gender, teaching experience, and subjects taught) are

related to the TOL indicators. Each of the teacher background variables is constructed as

follows. Female is a dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the teacher is female.

Teaching experience is a continuous variable indicating the teacher's total number of

years teaching full or part-time in public schools. It was created by NCES. Math is a

dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the teacher is teaching math. English is a

dummy variable, which takes the value 1 if the teacher is teaching English.

Table 4-4 provides the operational definitions of each of the teacher background

variables.

Table 4-4 Teacher Background Variables
 

 

Variable Names What Is Measured

Female Female teacher

Total years of experience Teacher's total number of years teaching full or part-

time in public schools

Math Teacher who is teaching math

English Teacher who is teaching English
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Statistical Modeling

This study uses Hierarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) to test hypotheses

developed in Chapter HI. By using hierarchical linear models, it is possible to

simultaneously estimate the effects of teacher-, school-, and district-level on three TOL

variables while estimating the effects of district and school level variables across contexts

on three TOL variables. Furthermore, HLM facilitates modeling for cross-level

interaction effects. The current study, using the analytical software package HLM 6 for

Windows estimates the parameters of these models.

Before beginning to model the contextual effects on three TOL variables, it is

important to note the advantage ofHLM over other statistical approaches. The traditional

approaches (i.e., OLS Regression) to hierarchically organized data (i.e., teachers sampled

within schools) are to aggregate the lower level units (i.e., teacher or school) to the higher

level (i.e., school or district) or to disaggregate the higher level units to the lower level.

The first approach, “higher level as the unit of analysis approach” would lead to

aggregation bias in the estimated effects of lower-level variables on the dependent

outcomes. In such an approach, the dependent variables would be district or school

averages of the TOL variables for each teacher. The use of aggregating data tends to

inflate any relationship found between variables. Consequently, such an aggregation

leads to the aggregation bias because of the reduction ofrandom error.

The second approach, “lower level as the unit of analysis,” suffers flom other

methodological problems. In such an approach, variables measuring properties of schools

would be indexed to each teacher and all analyses conducted at the teacher level. This

procedure ignores the fact that groups of teachers within the sample share membership in
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the same schools. In other words, the second approach assumes that levels of individual

professionalism are independent of any "nesting" of the individual within groups.

However, teachers are influenced by the school environment in which they work, and

much of the variation in individual levels ofprofessionalism can be attributed to

variations between schools in the overall level of commitment and community among the

teachers. As a result, estimates of school level variables would not yield statistically

independent effects on the teacher repots ofTOL. This violation of statistical

independence in ordinary least squares (OLS) regression leads to mis-estimated precision,

where the standard errors of regression coefficients will be deceptively small, leading

analysts to mistakenly assume statistically significant effects (Raudenbush & Bryk ,

2002). Because of these problems with the traditional OLS approaches, educational

researchers have increasingly used multilevel statistical models to analyze the effects of

different-level variables. By using hierarchical linear models, we can simultaneously

estimate the effects of different level variables on an outcome without having to choose

between either aggregation or dis-aggregation of data. This study, with a more advanced

statistical method, examines three sets of models in order to test the five hypotheses.

HLM Analysis for Testing Hypothesis 1

To test the first hypothesis that three TOL indicators vary across schools and

districts, this study adopts an unconditional HLM. An unconditional HLM analysis

provides information about how much of the variation in the three TOL variables lies at

the teacher level, at the school level, and at the district level.

The form of these models is presented in equation 1 through equation 3 below.
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The first equation is for level 1 model (within-school). For the level 1 model, the level of

each of three TOL variables for a teacher is modeled as a function of a school mean

across all teachers plus the deviation of each of three TOL variables flom the school

mean (level 1 random error)

Unconditiogrl HLM level-1 equation

Y.. =rt
rjk Ojk + eijk

(Equation 1)

YU.k : level of each of the three TOL variables (content-focus, active learning, and

total hours) for teacher, in school j in district k

no. : school mean of each of the three variables ofTOL in school j in district k
jk

eijk : random error of teacher, in school 1- in district k , normally distributed with a

mean of 0 and variance 0'2

The second equation is for the level 2 model (between-school). For the level

2 model, school mean of each of three TOL variables is modeled as an outcome of

district mean of each of three TOL variables plus the deviation of the school mean

flom the district mean (level 2 random error).

Unconditiongl HLM level-2 eguation

“01k = B00k + rOjk

(Equation 2)

trojk: school mean of each of the three variables ofTOL in school j in district k

300k : district mean of each of three TOL variables ofTOL in district k

rOjk : random error of school j in district k, normally distributed with

mean of 0 and variance Tn.

The third equation is for the level 3 model (between-district). The level 3 model

presents the variability among districts. The district means vary randomly around a grand
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mean and the deviation of a district’s mean flom the grand mean (level 3 random error)

Unconditiongl HLM level-3 eguation

I300k = y000 + u00k

(Equation 3)

800k: district mean of each of three TOL variables in district k

7000 : grand mean of each of three TOL variables

“00k: random error of in district k, is normally distributed with mean of O and

variance 1:13.

The computer program HLM 6 provides estimates for the values of variance for

each level (02, t,I , and 13) and these variance components are used to estimate the

percentage of variance in three TOL outcome variables that lies with-schools, between-

schools, and between-districts.

HLM Analysis for Testing Hypothesis 2 and 3

To test the second and third hypotheses about district and school level factors

related to three TOL variables, an intercepts as outcomes HLM analysis is used. This

analysis estimates the separate effects of each independent variable at the teacher, school,

and district level on three TOL variables. The model of the analysis is presented in

equation 4 through equation 6 below.

The fourth equation is the within-school (level-1) equation of intercepts-as-

outcomes analysis. At level 1 each of three TOL variables for a teacher is modeled as a

function of school mean across all teachers plus the deviation of each of three TOL

variables from the school mean (level 1 random error), and teacher background variables

(female, teaching experience, math, and English).
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An intercepts Q outcomes HLM level-l equation

Yij" = “Ojk+7tljk *(F)+1t2jk*(Tch. Ex.)+1t3jk*(Math)+n4jk*(Eng)+eUk

(Equation 4)

Yijk’ level of each of the three TOL variables (content-focus, active learning, and

total hours) for teacher, in school 1- in district k

no : school mean level ofone of three TOL variables in school j in district 1,,
jk

controlling for the independent variables

mjk ~ 1:4,], : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of

relationship between teacher background variables (female, teaching

experience, math, and English) and each of the three TOL variables in

school ,- in district k

e : random error of teacher i in school j in district k
ijk

The fifth equation is the between-school (level 2) equation of intercepts-as-

outcomes analysis. At level 2 expected school mean of each of three TOL variables is

modeled as a function of district mean, the deviation of the school mean flom the district

mean (level 2 random error), and school level variables (professional learning community,

supportive leadership, collective autonomy, individual autonomy, planning time, student-

teacher ratio, secondary school, student total enrollment, suburban, and percent minority).

An intercepts as outcomes HLM level-2 eguation

 

nojk= BOOk +130”c *(professional learning community) +1302k *(supportive

leadership) +BO3k *(collective autonomy) +1304k *(individual autonomy) +13

05k *(planning time) +1306k *(st_ratio) +BO7k *(secondary school) +1508k

*(student enrollment) +80% *(suburban) +130l 0k *(percent minority) + r0jk

(Equation 5)

nojk : school mean of each of three TOL variables in school j in district k

000k : district mean of each of three TOL variables (content-focus, active

learning, and total hours) in district k , controlling for the independent

variables

[301k ~130|0k : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of

relationship between school level variables (professional learning
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community, supportive leadership, collective autonomy, individual

autonomy, planning time, student-teacher ratio, secondary school,

student total enrollment, suburban, and percent minority) and

school mean of each of the three TOL variables in district k

rOJ.k : random error of school J- in district k

The sixth equation is the between-school (level 3) equation of intercepts-as-

outcomes analysis. At level 3 the district mean of each of three TOL variables are viewed

as a function of the grand mean, the deviation of the district mean from the grand mean,

and district level variables (time support 1, time support H, money support I, money

support H, co-funding, principal learning, performance indicator, accountability, teachers’

responsibility for PD, district total enrollment, and percent flee-lunch)

An intercepts as outcomes HLM level-3 equation

[300k = 7000 + 7001*(time I) + 7002*(time H) + y003*(money I) +7004*(money H)

+ 7005*(co-funding) +yOO6*(principal learning) +y007*(perforrnance

indicator) +7008*(accountability) +7009*(teachers’ responsibility for PD)

+yOOIO*(district total enrollment) +700” *(percent flee-lunch) +u00k

(Equation 6)

[300k : district mean of each of three TOL variables (content-focus, active

leaming, and total hours) in district k

7000 : grand mean of each of three TOL variables (content—focus, active learning,

and total hours)

700]... 70011 : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of

relationship between district level variables (time 1, time H, money 1,

money H, co-firnding, principal learning, performance indicator,

accountability, teachers’ responsibility for PD, district total

enrollment, and percent flee-lunch) and district mean TOL level

n : random error of district k
00k

HLM Analysis for Testing Hypothesis 4

To test the fourth hypothesis about interactive relationships between school level

professional learning community and district level administrative contextual factors, a
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slope-as-outcomes model is used. This analysis estimates cross-level interaction effects

between district level variables and school-level variables. In particular, this study

focuses on analysis of the cross level interactions between district level two variables

(performance indicator and accountability) and the professional learning community

variable. The form of these analyses is presented in equation 7 through equation 9 below.

The seventh equation is the within-school equation (level-1) of a slope-as-

outcomes analysis. This level 1 equation is the same the equation 4 (level 1 equation of

the intercept-as outcomes analysis).

A slope-as-(nrtcomes HLM level-1 Equation

Yuk = trojk+1tljk *(Female)+1t2jk*(Tch. Ex.)ttt3jk'”(Math)+*rr4jk"'(Eng)+eijk

(Equation 7)

Yijk’ level of each of the three TOL variables (content-focus, active learning, and

total hours) for teacher, in school j in district k

flojk : school mean level of one of three TOL variables in school j in district k

Ttljk ~ 1t4jk : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of

relationship between teacher background variables (female, teaching

experience, math, and English) and each of the three TOL variables in

school J- in district k

e : random error of teacher, in school j in district k
ijk

The eighth equation is the within-school equation (level-2) of slope-as-outcomes

analysis. This equation is also the same as equation 8 (the level 2 equation of the

intercept-as outcome analysis)

A slope-as-outcomes HLM level-2 eg’uation

nojk= 800k +1301k *(professional learning community) +00% *(supportive

leadership) +3031: *(collective autonomy) +Bo4k *(individual autonomy) +13

05k *(planning time) +B06k *(st_ratio) +Bo7k *(secondary school) +1308k
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*(student enrollment) +13M *(suburban) +130] 0k *(percent minority) + rOjk

(Equation 8)

“Ojk : school mean of each of three TOL variables in school j in district k

B001: : district mean of each of three TOL variables (content-focus, active

learning, and total hours) in district k

[301k ~80] 0k : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of

relationship between school level variables (professional learning

community, supportive leadership, collective autonomy, individual

autonomy, planning time, student-teacher ratio, secondary school,

student total enrollment, suburban, and percent minority) and

school mean of each of the three TOL variables in district k

rOjk : random error of school j in district k

The ninth and tenth equations are the between-district equation (level-3) of

slope-as-outcomes analysis. They address cross-level interactions between district level

and school level. The ninth equation remains the same as the equation 6 (the level 3

equation of intercept-as outcome model), but the tenth equation adds at the level-3 model.

The tenth equation indicates performance indicator (or accountability) variable at the

district level of analysis moderates regression coefficient (801k ) expressing the

relationship between professional learning community variable and school mean total

hour (or active learning) variable.

A slope-is—outcomes HLM level-3 equation

[300k = 7000 + 7001 *(time I) + 7002*(time H) + 7003*(money I) +7004*(money H)

+ 7005*(co-funding) +7006*(principal learning) +7007*(performance

indicator) +7008*(accountability) +7009*(teachers’ responsibility for PD) +

*(district total enrollment) +700” *(percent flee-lunch) +u00k

(Equation 9)

70010

= * . . . .

[501k 7010 + 7010 (performance rndrcator or accountability) + "01k

(Equation 10)
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7000 : grand mean of total hour (or active learning)

7001~ 70011 : regressron coefficrent expressrng the direction and strength of

relationship between district level variables (time 1, time H, money 1,

money H, co-funding, principal learning, performance indicator,

accountability, teachers’ responsibility for PD, district total

enrollment, and percent flee-lunch) and district mean TOL level

“00k : random error of district k

[301k : regression coefficient expressing the direction and strength of the

relationship between school level professional learning community

variable and school mean total hour (or active learning) in district k

In the models estimated here, all school- and district-level predictors are

centered around their sample grand mean values because this study assumes that

variations in TOL are estimated across the entire sample of schools, not within each

school. When grand mean centering is used, the intercept can be interpreted as an

adjusted mean flom school j and the variance of the intercept is the variance among

schools with adjusted means (for more review, see Kreft & Leeuw, 1995).

Analytical Model for the Study

Figure 4-1 displays an analytical model to test five hypotheses developed in this

study. This model was developed based on McLaughlin and Talbert’s multi-perspective

embedded context model.

First of all, the horizontal headings indicate the multiple level of educational

system in this model: district level, school level, and teacher level. These multiple levels

were developed based on the assumption of embedded contexts that each ofmultilevel

contexts shapes teachers’ work. Based on this assumption, this study tests the first

hypothesis that three TOL indicators vary at the embedded district and school level.
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Second, the vertical headings indicate multiple theoretical perspectives on school

contexts, such as institutional perspective, administrative perspective, and social system

perspective. I integrated these three theoretical perspective in the model based on

McLaughlin and Talbert’s argtunent that theories must be integrated to capture the

embedded characters of school contexts. The boxes in the figures 4-1 indicate contextual

factors (variables) of each level of educational system, drawn flom these multiple

perspectives. For instance, professional learning community is a social system contextual

factor at the school level. Solid lines indicate direct effects of these contextual factors

(variables) on three TOL indicators.

Third, the bold lines indicate the interactions between district administrative

factors (variables) and school level professional learning community. In these

interactions, administrative factors (variables) at the district level moderate the effects of

professional learning community on three TOL indicators. With this analytical model,

this study will test the hypotheses regarding the relationship between district and school

contexts and three TOL indicators in the next chapter.
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CHAPTERV

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This chapter presents the test results of hypotheses proposed in Chapter HI and,

provides a discussion of the findings regarding the relationship between district and

school contexts and TOL. It begins with a brief presentation of the descriptive statistics

and correlation analysis for all variables included in the data analysis. The second section

presents the results flom the HLM analysis. Finally, this chapter concludes with a

discussion of significant findings.

Figure 5-1 represents the roadmap, which helps the reader to understand how the

chapters proceed.

Figure 5-1 Roadmap representing the Structure ofHow the Chapters proceed
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The panel (.1) represents the main notions of the multi-perspective embedded

context model -— direct influences of each multiple contexts, interactive relationship

among contexts, and multiple theoretical perspectives on school contexts(social system
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perspectives, administrative perspectives, and institutional perspectives). All of these

were reviewed in Chapter H. The panel ® represents how these three main assumptions

of the model are operationalized into five hypotheses to explore the relationship between

district and school contexts and TOL. Four ofthem are directly drawn flom the multi-

perspective embedded context model while the fifth hypothesis is drawn flom some

empirical studies of contextual influences on TOL. All ofthese were discussed in Chapter

H1. The panel ® represents the statistical modeling used for testing the five hypotheses.

Three HLM analysis models are used for this study; unconditional HLM, an intercepts as

outcomes HLM, and a slopes as outcomes HLM. All of these were noted in Chapter IV.

The panel C4) represents the results from each statistical modeling and a discussion of the

significant findings. The results and discussions will be provided in the second and third

section of this chapter (Chapter V) respectively.

Specifically, flom the notion of direct influences of each the multiple contexts on

teachers’ work, this study developed the first hypothesis that three TOL indicators

(content-focus, active learning, and duration) vary across schools and districts (see the

arrow 69). This hypothesis was tested using an unconditional HLM, which provides

information about how much of the variation in the TOL outcome variables lies at the

teacher level, at the school level, and at the district level(see the arrow @). Then, flom the

HLM analysis, this study provides result 1 in the second section, and discussion

regarding district and school level variability ofTOL (discussion 1) in the third section of

this chapter (see the arrow O).

From the notion of integration ofmultiple theoretical perspectives, this study

developed the second hypothesis that at the school level, social system contextual factors,
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administrative contextual factors, and institutional contextual factors associate with TOL,

and the third hypothesis that at the district level, administrative contextual factors and

institutional contextual factors associate with TOL (see the arrow CID). These two

hypotheses were tested using an intercepts as outcomes HLM, which estimates the

separate effects of the each independent variable at the teacher, school, and district level

on TOL outcome variables (see the arrow (9). From the HLM analyses, this study

provides results 2 and 3 in the second section, and discussion regarding contextual factors

related to TOL regarding district and school level variability ofTOL (discussion 2) in the

third section of this chapter (see the arrow 61)).

From the notion of interactive relationships among multiple contexts, this study

developed the fourth hypothesis that interactive relationships between professional

leaming community and districts administrative contextual factors affect three TOL

indicators (see the arrow ©). This hypothesis was tested using a slopes as outcomes HLM,

which estimates the cross-level interaction effects between district level administrative

factors and school-level professional learning community (see the arrow CD). From the

HLM analyses, this study provides result 4 in the second section, and discussion

regarding contextual factors related to TOL regarding district and school level variability

ofTOL (discussion 2) in the third section of this chapter (see the arrow (D).

Finally, based on some empirical studies on the relationship between contexts and

TOL, this study develops the fifth hypothesis that the relationship between contextual

conditions and TOL varies across the three indicators ofTOL. The results of this

hypothesis test is reported in result 5 and discussed in discussion 3 (see the arrow (D).

Before testing the proposed hypotheses, this study presents the descriptive
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statistics for all variables included in the data analyses. These statistics are particularly

interesting as they are derived flom a large, nationally representative data of teachers,

schools, and districts in the United States. This chapter next presents the correlations

among selected variables in the study as they provide usefirl information about

relationships among the independent variables.

Descriptive Statistics

Table 5-1 shows the descriptive statistics (such as mean, standard deviation,

maximum value, and minimum value) for the teacher, school, and district-level variables

in this study. Teacher-level descriptive statistics are weighted using the SASS teacher

weights, school-level descriptive statistics are weighted using the SASS school weights,

and district-level descriptive statistics are weighted using the SASS district weights. As

this is a large, nationally representative database, some of the descriptive data are worthy

of review.
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Table 5-1 Descriptive Statistics (The entries in this table are weighted)

 

 

 

 

Variable Mean SD Min Max

Teacher level Content-focus 1 .95 l .03 0 3

(N=2,402,862) Active learning 1.98 1.2 0 4

Total hours 7.53 4.56 0 24

Female .75 .43 0 1

Teaching experience 14.71 10.1 1 57

Math .07 .25 0 1

English .11 .30 0 1

School level Prof. Learning community 2.89 .35 l 4

(K=68,84 l ) Supportive leadership 3. 1 7 .49 1 4

Collective autonomy 2.58 .55 1 5

Individual autonomy 4.04 .44 l 5

Planning time 9.93 4.26 0 50

Student-teacher ratio 15.56 13.04 .55 745.60

Student total enrollment 544.66 432.37 2 5380

Secondary school .25 .43 O 1

Suburban .43 .49 0 1

Percent minority 32.71 33.07 0 100

District level Time support I (release) .75 .24 o 1

”—12:59” Time support 11 (scheduled) .59 .28 o 1

Money support I (stipend) .40 .30 0 1

Money support H (reimburse) .60 .29 0 1

Co-funding 4.91 l .70 0 7

Tchr. Responsibility for PD .72 1.06 0 3

Principal learning 3 .3 1 1.72 0 5

Accountability .20 .3 1 0 1

Performance Indicator .96 .19 0 1

District total enrollment 3530.77 6658.27 2 1,093,071

Percent flee-lunch 33.44 23.57 0 100
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In terms ofteacher characteristics, almost 75% of the US. teachers are female.

Teachers average 14.71 years of teaching experience. English teachers compose 11% of

the US. teachers while math teachers compose 7% ofthe US. teachers.

The descriptive statistics also show that the US. teachers report a medium level

of professional learning community (mean: 2.89, range flom 1 to 4), while they report a

somewhat high level of supportive leadership of principal (mean: 3.17, range flom 1 to 4).

The US. teachers report a very high level of their individual control over classroom

policy (mean: 4.04, range flom 1 to 5) while they report a medium level of collective

faculty influence over school policy (mean: 2.58, range flom 1 to 5). The average level of

student-teacher ratio in US. is approximately 15 and the US. teachers have on average

10 hours scheduled time for planning in a week. The mean of student enrollment is

545.66. The percentage of secondary school in US. is 25% while the percentage of

schools located at suburban is 43%. The school average ofminority student enrollment is

32.71%.

The descriptive statistics indicate that 75% of teachers in US. receive release

time for teaching at the district level while 59% ofteachers receive scheduled time for

professional development. 40% of teachers in US. receive stipends for professional

development at the district level while 60% of teachers receive reimbursement for college

tuition, conferences, or travel for professional development. The data show that the US.

districts provide a somewhat high level ofprofessional development opportunities for

principals regarding instructional matters (mean: 3.31, range flom O to 5) and coordinate

high level ofmultiple funding sources for professional development (mean: 4.91, range

from 0 to 7). The average level of districts’ report of the degree ofwhich teachers have
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primary responsibility for professional development is 0.72, with range flom 0 to 3. 96%

of the districts report that they use performance indicators to evaluate the progress of

students while 20% of the districts reports that they use rewards or sanctions related to

performance. The mean of district enrollment is 3530.77. The average of students

participating in the national school flee lunch program is 33.44%.

Correlations

The correlation matrix representing all variables used in this study is presented

on Table 1 and is placed in Appendix B’. to improve the efficiency of data presentation.

The correlation matrix includes the complete list of items and scales used in this research,

but the following discussion will be limited to a select set ofmeasures. Table 1 in

Appendix B. shows the bivariate correlations among all variables included in this study

presented at the teacher-level. These correlations are a preliminary form of analysis

providing an estimate of expected associations and strength of relationships.

Correlations among Outcome Measures

Content-focus is correlated with total hours at .66 (p < .01), and active learning is

correlated with total hours at .37 (p <.Ol). The relationship between content-focus and

active learning shows strength at .34 (p <.Ol). The correlation results indicate that each of

these TOL variables is related constructs, but not to the extent that multi-collinearity

 

5 This study measured the correlation between two variables, using the Pearson’s r, the most common type

of measure of correlation. It also used two special types of correlation to handle the special characteristics

of such types of variables as dichotomies. For example, when both variables are dichotorrries (i.e., female

vs. math teacher), this study used Phi and when one variable is a true dichotomy and the other is continuous

variable (i.e., female vs. teaching experience), it used Point-biserial correlation (for more review,

http://www2.chass.ncsu.edu/garson/PA765/correl.htm)
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issues would arise in advanced data analyses. Moreover, each item is floated as a separate

independent variable in the series of advanced statistical models used in this study.

While these three outcomes are ordinal, linear models were used. While not

standard, Goodman (1978) suggests that the use of linear models with ordinal outcomes

is merited in cases where the distribution ofresponses fit a particular pattern.

Correlations of Teacher Background to Three TOL Variables

All teacher background variables were significantly related to three TOL

variables (p <.Ol). Although effect size for these correlations were small, the correlation

coefficients ofthe teacher background variables with the three dependent variables

ranged from -.03 to .14 for content-focus variable, flom -.05 to .02 for active learning

variable, and flom -.03 to .11 for total hours variable.

Among the teacher background variables, female variable had the highest

positive correlation coefficients for content-focus (.14), and total hours (.11). The

correlation between female and active learning was also positive but very small (.02).

This finding indicates that female teachers appear more likely than male teachers to

report higher levels of content-focus learning opportunities and to spend more time on

their learning.

The relationships of years of teaching experience and three TOL variables were

significantly correlated but the correlation coefficients are small (content-focus: .06,

active learning: .02, and total hour: .05). English teacher variable also shows quite small

correlations with all three TOL variables (content-focus: .02, active learning: .01, total

hours: .01). Math teachers and all three TOL variables were negatively correlated with

102



low correlation coefficients (content-focus: -.03, active learning: -.05, total hour: -.03).

Correlation of School Level Variables to Three TOL Variables

All school level variables, except one variable (suburban) were significantly

related to three TOL variables (p <.Ol). The correlation coefficients of the school level

variables with the three dependent variables ranged flom -. l 7 to .11 for content-focus

variable, flom -.06 to .12 for active learning variable, and flom -.11 to .11 for total hours

variable.

Among the school level variables, secondary level variable had the highest

correlation coefficients for content-focus (-.17) and total hours (-.11). Professional

learning community had positive and high correlation coefficients for content-focus (.11),

active learning (. 12), and total hours (.11). These finding indicate that teachers in

secondary schools are less likely to participate in content-focus and to spend less time on

their learning opportunities while teachers in professional learning community are more

likely to engage in content-focus, and active learning and to spend more time on learning.

Collective autonomy variable and all three TOL variables were positively

correlated (content-focus: .06, active learning: .1, and total hours: .08), while individual

autonomy variable and all three TOL variables were negatively correlated with small

correlation coefficients (content-focus: - .07, active learning: .003, and total hours: -.O4).

Percent of minority students was positively related to all three TOL variables. In

particular, the strength of the correlations between percent ofminority students and three

TOL variables were modest ( .1, .04, .1 respectively). The relationships of supportive

leadership and three TOL variables were significantly correlated but the correlation
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coefficients were modest (content-focus: .05, active learning: .08, and total hours: .05).

While planning time for instruction, student-teacher ratio, and school size were

significantly related to three TOL variables, the strength of the correlation between these

school level variables and TOL variables were small. Suburban was positively correlated

with active learning (.02), and negatively related with total hours variable (-.02) but the

strength of these correlations were very weak. Furthermore, suburban was found to be

insignificantly related to content-focus variable.

Correlation of District Level Variables to Three TOL Variables

Most district level variables were significantly related to three TOL variables (p

<.Ol). The correlation coefficients of the district level variables with the three dependent

variables ranged flom .003 to .19 for content-focus variable, from -.01 to .15 for active

learning variable, and from .001 to .20 for total hours variable.

Overall, time or money supports for TOL were more moderately correlated with

three TOL variables than were any other district variables. For example, both time

support I (release) and time support H (scheduled time) had moderate correlation

coefficients for content-focus (.16, .15), active learning (.15, .10), and total hours

(. 14, .09). The relationships ofmoney I (stipend) and money H (reimbursement) to all

three TOL variables were also moderately correlated (m I: .2, .13, .20, m H: .10, .03, .14,

respectively), except the correlation between money H and active learning (.03). These

findings suggest that time or money supports for TOL would be important factors for

TOL.

Principal learning was correlated to marginally higher levels of all three TOL
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variables (content-focus: .07, active learning: .04, and total hours: .05). Co-firnding and

accountability had modest correlation coefficients for content-focus (.05, and .04

respectively), and total hours (.04, and .03 respectively) while these independent

variables had very small correlation coefficients for active learning (.007, and .008

respectively). Performance indicator and teachers’ primary responsibility for PD were

positively correlated with three TOL variables, but correlation coefficients were quite

small. Furthermore, the relationship between teachers’ responsibility and total hours

variable was insignificant.

Percent of flee lunch students was positively correlated with content-focus and

total hours but this variable is negatively related to active learning. However, the

strengths of these correlations were modest.

District total enrollment had marginally high correlation coefficients for content-

focus (.07) and quite small correlation coefficients for total hours (.02). The relationship

between district total enrolhnent and active learning was insignificant.

It should be recalled that this preliminary analysis is performed at the teacher

level. A properly controlled multilevel model, performed at the appropriate levels of

aggregation, may yield the expected results in a more consistent manner.

HLM Model Results

This section presents the results of the HLM analysis. It begins with the results of

the first hypothesis in which I partitioned each of the TOL indicators for each analysis

series into within-and between-school, and between-district variance components.
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Result 1: Results of the First Hypothesis Test

The first hypothesis for this study was that the three TOL indicators vary across

schools and districts. The analysis results from an unconditional (i.e., no predictors at the

teacher, school, or district levels) Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM) confirms the first

hypothesis. An unconditional HLM analysis provides useful information about how much

of the variation in the three TOL outcome variables lies at the teacher level, at the school

level, and at the district level.

For the level 1 (within-school) model, the level of each ofthree TOL variables

for a teacher is modeled as a firnction of a school mean across all teachers (level-1

intercept) plus the deviation of each of three TOL variables flom the school mean (level-

1 random error term). For the level 2 model, school mean ofeach of three TOL variables

is modeled as an outcome of district mean of each of three TOL variables (level-2

intercept) plus the deviation of the school mean flom the district mean (level-2 random

error term). The level 3 model presents the variability among districts. The district means

vary randomly around a grand mean and a random district effect, that is, the deviation of

a district’s mean flom the grand mean. In all cases, the random effects are assumed to be

normally distributed with a mean of O. The computer program HLM 6 provides estimates

for the values for each level variance (0’, t,t , and t3) and these variance components are

used to estimate the percentage of variance in three TOL outcome variables that lies

within-schools, between-schools, and between-districts.

Table 5-2 reports the results of this variance decomposition. From the HLM

analysis results, variances in the three TOL variables are found across three levels -

teachers, schools, and districts. Although the largest percentage of the total variance is
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among teachers, a substantial, though smaller, percentage lies between schools within

districts, and a yet smaller percentage lies between districts. These variations across

levels are statistically significant.

Specifically, for the content-focus, approximately 69% of the variance in

teachers’ reports lies in teachers, 6% of the variance lies among schools, and

approximately 25% of the variance among districts. For the active learning variable,

approximately 69% of the variance in teachers' reports lies in teachers, 6% of the

variance lies among schools, and approximately 25% of the variance among districts. For

the total hours variable, approximately 74% of the variance in teachers' reports lies in

teachers, 6% of the variance lies among schools, and approximately 20% of the variance

among districts. Hence, as hypothesized in this study, teachers’ opportunities to learn

vary across schools and districts.
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Table 5-2 Unconditional HLM Analysis for Three TOL Variables (Content-focus, Active

learning, and Total hours)

 

Model I Content-focus

 

Fixed Effects

Model intercept

(Average district mean)

Coefficient

l .822

P- value

0.000

 

 

Percent ofTotal

 

 

 

Random Effect Variance Component Variation

Level 1- Teachers 0.684 68.9%

Level 2 - Schools 0.056 5.6%

Level 3- Districts 0.252 25.5%

Model 11 Active learning

Fixed Effect_s_ Coefficient P value

Model intercept 1.846 0.000

(Average district mean)
 

 

Percent of Total

 

 

 

 

R__andom Effect Variance Component Variation

Level 1- Teachers 0.908 69.5%

Level 2 — Schools 0.074 5.6%

Level 3- Districts 0.325 24.9%

Model III Total hours

Fixed Effecfi Coefficient P value

Model intercept 7.136 0.000

(Average district mean)

Percent of Total

Random Effect Variance Component Variation

Level 1- Teachers 13.737 73.6 %

Level 2 — Schools 1.101 5.9 %

Level 3- Districts 3.829 20.5 %
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Result 2: Results of the Second Hypothesis Test

The second hypothesis for this study was that at the school level, social system

contextual factors (such as professional learning communities), administrative contextual

factors (teacher autonomy, supportive leadership, teachers’ workload, school level, school

size), and institutional contextual factors (such as community circumstances and diversity

of students’ race) are associated with three TOL indicators. The results flom ‘an

intercepts as outcomes HLM’ analysis confirm the second hypothesis. This HLM model

allows estimation of the separate effects of the each independent variable at the teacher,

school, and district level on three TOL indicators.

Building on the previous model (unconditional HLM), teacher background level

variables, school level variables, and district level variables are introduced as separate

predictors at the first, second, and third levels, respectively. At level 1 each of three TOL

variables for a teacher is modeled as a function of school mean across all teachers plus

the deviation of each of three TOL variables flom the school mean, and teacher

background variables (such as female, teaching experience, math teacher, and English

teacher). At level 2 expected school mean of each ofthree TOL outcomes is modeled as a

function of district mean, the deviation of the school mean flom the district mean, and

school level explanatory variables (e.g., professional learning community, supportive

leadership, and collective autonomy). At level 3 the district means of each of three TOL

outcomes are viewed as a function of the grand mean, the deviation of the district mean

from the grand mean, and district level explanatory variables (e. g., time support 1, money

support I, and principal learning).

In multilevel analysis, the intercept is interpreted as the expected value of the
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outcome value, when all explanatory variables have the value zero. For instance, the

intercept at level 1 is interpreted as the expected outcome ofTOL variable for the average

person, disregarding teacher background variables such as female. To aid 3 model

interpretation, all variables at the teacher, school, and district level are grand mean

centered. When the explanatory variables are grand mean centered, the mean of each

variable is subtracted flom each teacher’s raw score to rescale each variable to have mean

of 0 (Hox, 2002). By centering around the grand mean, the interpretation of coefficient of

dichotomous variables such as gender (coded as 0=male, 1=female) become how much

the outcome variable is expected to change as the ratio ofmale and female teachers

changes within a school. The intercept of the model at any level becomes expected value

for the average unit within the context, controlling for the various independent variables

(for more review, see Hox, 2002).

The results of this study show that the variability ofTOL at the school is

associated with social system contextual factors, administrative contextual factors, and

institutional contextual factors. Before presenting the analysis results of school level

contextual factors, it is also meaningful to examine the relationship between teacher

background variables and TOL. Table 5-3, 5-4, and 5-5 present the relationships of

teacher background variables used in this study with three TOL variables.

Most teacher background variables are significantly related to TOL variables.

First, female teacher is significantly related to three TOL variables. The coefficients for

female teacher are .17 /-.07 / .58 for content-focus, active learning, and total hours

respectively. This means that as the ratio of females to males increases, teachers in a

school report on average experiencing a level of content-focus 0.17 units high and
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spending a 0.5 hours more on their learning, while they report on average experiencing a

level of active 0.07 units low. These results imply that female teachers are more likely to

participate in the opportunities for content-focus and spend more time on their learning

than male teachers while they are less likely to participate in the opportunities for active

learning than male teachers.

Second, teaching experience has a positively significant relationship to three

TOL variables. The coefficients for teaching experience are .007/ .005/ .024 for content-

focus, active learning, and total hours respectively. These results are interpreted to mean

that as years of teacher experience increase by l, the level of three TOL variables

increase by .007, .005, and .024 units. These results imply that teachers with more

experience tend to participate slightly more in opportunities for content-focus and active

learning, and spend slightly more time on their learning than those with less teaching

experience.

Third, math teacher is only significantly related to active learning. The

coefficients for math teacher are -.11 for active learning. This means that as the ratio of

math teachers to other subject teachers increase, teachers in a school report on average

experiencing a level of active learning 0.11 units lower. This implies that math teachers

are less likely to participate in the opportunities for active learning than those taught other

subjects.

Finally, English teacher is only significantly related to content-focus variable.

The coefficients for English teacher are .11 for content-focus. This means that as the ratio

of English teachers to other subject teachers increase, teachers in a school report on

average experiencing a level of active learning 0.11 units higher. This implies that
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English teachers are more likely to participate in the opportunities for content-focus than

those teaching other subjects.

Table 5-3, 5-4, and 5—5 also present the results ofHLM analyses regarding the

relationships of school level contextual factors to the three variables ofTOL. It provides

the HLM estimates of coefficients for the school-level contextual factors related to the

three TOL variables. Each coefficient provides a measure of direct relationship of a given

independent variable to the specified outcome variable. The results of the second

hypothesis test are here represented in terms of three contexts: social system contexts,

administrative contexts, and institutional contexts.

Social system contextualfactor

This study hypothesizes that social system contextual factors are associated with

three TOL indicators. In this study, the social system contextual factor was measured by

professional learning community, which indicates the extent to which school staff

collaborates concerning instruction and share beliefs about school mission. The

dimensions of this variable are as follows.

 

Dimensions of professional learning community variable
 

The extent to which staff members (1) share beliefs about the central mission of the

school, (2) cooperate with fellow staff, (3) coordinate course content, (4) plan with the

library media specialist for the integration of media services into teaching, and (5)

principals talk flequently about instructionaliractices (Range from 1 to 4)

As hypothesized in this study, professional learning community is significantly

related to three TOL variables. The coefficients for professional learning community

are .22 / .32 / 1.1 for content-focus, active learning, and total hours respectively. This

means that as the professional learning community level increase by one unit, three TOL
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indicators are expected to increase by .22 units of content-focus, .32 units of active

learning, and 1.1 hours for learning opportunities. The results imply that teachers who

experience a higher level of professional learning community are more likely to engage

in opportunities for content-focus, and active learning and spending more time on their

learning.

The results from this study support the assumption that building professional

learning communities which cooperate concerning instruction and share beliefs about

school mission are important for fostering TOL. The discussion regarding the important

findings will be provided in detail in the discussion section.

School organizational contextualfactors

This study assumed that school organizational contextual factors (such as

supportive leadership, teacher autonomy, teacher’s workload, school size, and school

level) are associated with three TOL indicators. In this study, these school organizational

contextual factors are measured by the following variables. First, supportive leadership

was measured by supportive leadership variable, which indicates the extent to which

principals are perceived to employ a supportive leadership style.

 

Supportive leadership variable: The extent to which the principal (1) is supportive, (2)

lets staff members know what is expected ofthem, (3) backs up when teachers as

needed, (4) communicates what kind of school s/he wants to the staff, and (5) school

staff are recognized for a job well done. (Range flom l to 4)
 

Second, teachers’ autonomy was measured by two variables, one indicating the

degree of teachers’ collective faculty influence over school policy, and another indicating

the degree of teachers’ individual autonomy over classroom policy.
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Collective autonomy variable: The extent to which teachers have autonomy over

school policy dimensions including (1) performance standard, (2) curriculum, (3) in-

service professional development programs, (4) evaluation, (5) hiring, (6) discipline

policy, and (7) school budget. (Range flom l to 5)
 

Individual autonomy variable: The extent to which teachers have control over

classroom policy dimensions including (1) course texts, (2) course content, (3) teaching

technique, (4) evaluating students, (5) disciplining students, and (6) determining

homework. (Range flom l to 5)
 

Third, teachers’ workload was also measured by two variables, one indicating the

amount ofwhich teachers have scheduled school time for planning, and another

indicating the number of students per teachers.

 

Planning time for instruction: The amount of time which teachers have scheduled

school time for planning (Range flom 0 to 50 hours)

Student-teacher ratio: The number of students per full-time equivalent teacher in the

school

Fourth, school size was measured the total number of students enrolled in this

school in grades K-12. Finally, school level was measured by one dummy variable

indicating secondary school.

Among school organizational contextual factors proposed in this study, teacher

autonomy and school level are significantly related to three TOL indicators. Specifically,

collective autonomy is positively related to three TOL variables. The coefficients for

collective autonomy are .17 / .25 / .69 for content-focus, active learning, and total hours

respectively. This means that as the collective autonomy increase by one level, three TOL

indicators are expected to increase by 0.17 units of content-focus, 0.25 units of active

learning, and 0.69 hours of learning opportunities. This implies that teachers who have

more collective autonomy in school policy are more likely to engage in opportunities for

content-focus, and active learning and spending more time on their learning.

By contrast, individual autonomy is negatively related to three TOL variables.
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The coefficients for individual autonomy are -. 12 / -. 14 / -.36 for content-focus, active

learning, and total hours respectively. This means that as individual autonomy increases

by one unit, three TOL indicators are expected to decrease by 0.12 units of content-focus,

0.14 units of active learning, and 0.36 hours of learning opportunities. That is, teachers

who have more individual autonomy in classroom instruction are less likely to engage in

opportunities for content-focus, and active learning and spending less time on their

learning.

Secondary school level is also significantly related to three TOL variables. The

coefficients for secondary school are -.25 / -.10 / -.52 for content-focus, active learning,

and total hours respectively. This means that as the ratio of secondary school to

elementary school increases, teachers report on average experiencing a level of content-

focus 0.25 units and active learning 0.1 units low, and spending 0.49 hours less in their

learning opportunities. These results imply that teachers in secondary school are less

likely to participate in opportunities for content-focus and active learning, and less likely

to spend time on their learning, than those in elementary school. Student total enrollment

is significantly related to opportunities for active learning, but the strength of the

coefficient for student total enrollment is too small to assume significant relationship

between these two variables.

While these results support the hypothesis that school organizational contextual

factors are associated with TOL, some relationships of organizational factors (such as

supportive leadership, planning time, and student-teacher ratio) to TOL are not precisely

as predicted in the hypotheses stated in this study. Specifically, this study did not find

statistically significant relationships of supportive leadership with all three TOL variables.
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Planning time for instruction and student-teacher ratio also do not have significant

relationships with three TOL variables. Theses results provide limited support for the

hypothesis that school organizational contextual factors are associated with TOL.

Consequently, some school organizational variables (such as collective autonomy,

individual control, school level, and student total enrollment) are significantly associated

with three variables ofTOL, but not all organizational factors proposed in the literature

have a significant relationship to TOL. In particular, it is noteworthy that supportive

leadership does not associate with the variability ofTOL. Teachers’ workload also does

not account for this between-school variance ofTOL. The discussion regarding these

findings will be provided in the next section.

Institutional contextualfactors

This study hypothesized that institutional contextual factors at the school level

are associated with three TOL indicators. In this study, local community circumstances

and diversity of students’ race were regarded as important institutional contexts for TOL.

Community circumstance was measured by one dummy variable indicating suburban and

diversity of students’ race was measured by percent ofminority students.

The analysis results show that suburban is significantly related to active learning.

The coefficient for suburban is .14 for active learning. This means that as the ratio of

suburban school to other areas (such as urban or rural) increases, teachers report on

average experiencing a level of active learning 0.13 units higher. This implies that

teachers in suburban schools are more likely to participate in opportunities for active

learning than those in other areas such as urban or rural. As hypothesized in this study,
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one possible interpretation for this result may be that teachers working in suburban

schools are more likely to engage in opportunities for active learning because material

and professional support in suburban communities encourage teachers to engage in

professional development that involves hands-on and inquiry-oriented learning.

The data also indicates that the percent of minority students has a significant

relationship with all three TOL variables. The coefficients for percent of minority student

are .002/ .002/. 012 for content-focus, active learning, and total hours respectively, which

mean that as the percentage of minority students increases by 1, content-focus level,

active leanring level, and total hour can be expected to increase by 0.002, 0.002, and

0.012 and correspondingly that as minority percent increase by 10% above the average

minority students, the content-focus level, active learning level, and total hour would be

expected to increase by 0.02, 0.02, and 0.012. However, the magnitude of theses

coefficients is quite small.

Overall, the findings provide evidence supporting the hypothesis that at the

school level, social system contextual factors, administrative contextual factors, and

institutional contextual factors are associated with TOL, although some relationships of

organizational factors (such as supportive leadership, planning time, and student-teacher

ratio) to TOL are not precisely as predicted in the hypotheses stated in this study.
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Table 5-3 Intercepts as Outcomes HLM Analysis (I): All Teacher, School, and District

Level Variables and Content-focus as the Dependent Variables
 

 

Content focus TOL

Predictor Coefiicients Standard errors

Teacher Level

Female 0167*" 0.044

Teaching experience 0.007" 0.002

Math 0.173 0.090

English 0113* 0.042

School Level

Social system context

Professional learning community 0215*" 0.058

Administrative context

Supportive leadership -0.058 -0.034

Collective autonomy 0.171 *** 0.042

Individual autonomy -0.122** 0.041

Planning time -0.002 0.003

Student-teacher ratio -0.001 0.001

Student total enrolhnent 0.001 0.001

Secondary school -0.248*** -0.032

Institutional context

Suburban 0.053 0.033

% minority 0.002'Ml 0.001

District Level

Intercept 1658*" 0.054

Administrative context

Time support I (Release) 0.076 0.041

Time support H (Scheduled) 0.110" 0.039

Money support I (Stipend) 0.151 *** 0.036

Money support H (Reimburse) 0.038 0.035

Co-funding 0.013 0.012

Principal learning 0.095 0.058

Performance indicator -0.004 -0.094

Accountability -0.03 1 -0.044

Teachers’ responsibility for PD 0004 -0.027

District total enrolhnent 0.001 0.001

Institutional context

% free lunch -0.003 0.001

Variance Components

Within schools 0.671*"

Between schools 0048*“

Between districts 0194*"
 

* indicates significance at p S .05, " indicates significance at p S .01, "* indicates significance at pg .001

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standards errors
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Table 5-4 Intercepts as Outcomes HLM Analysis (H): All Teacher, School, and District

Level Variables and Active learning as the Dependent Variables

Active learning

 

Predictor Coeflicients Standard errors

Teacher Level

Female 0074* 0.033

Teaching experience 0.005" 0.001

Math -0.106* 0.044

English 0.033 0.052

School Level

Social system context

Professional learning community 0321*" 0.081

Administrative context

Supportive leadership -0.024 0.043

Collective autonomy 0245*" 0.062

Individual autonomy -0.138** 0.049

Planning time -0.004 0.005

Student-teacher ratio 0.001 0.001

Student total enrollment 0.001*** 0.001

Secondary school -0.103** 0.033

Institutional context

Suburban 0.139" 0.039

% minority 0.002“ 0.001

District Level

Intercept 1833*" 0.049

Administrative context

Time support 1 (Release) 0.062 0.047

Time support H (Scheduled) 0.133“ 0.051

Money support I (Stipend) 0.061 0.044

Money support H (Reimburse) 0.129" 0.042

Co-funding 0.031 0.025

Principal learning 0.189* 0.075

Performance indicator 0.022 0.074

Accountability -0.012* 0.054

Teachers’ responsibility for PD -0.024 0.022

District total enrollment 0.001 0.001

Institutional context

% flee lunch -0.001 (.001) 0.001

Variance Components

Within schools 0.901 *"‘*

Between schools 0068*"

Between districts 0254*"
 

* indicates significance at p S .05, " indicates significance at p S .01, *" indicates significance at pg .001

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standards errors
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Table 5-5 Intercepts as Outcomes HLM Analysis (HI): All Teacher, School, and District

Level Variables and Total hours as the Dependent Variables

Total hours

 

Predictor Coqjicients Standard errors

Teacher Level

Female 0.576" 0.203

Teaching experience 0.024” 0.008

Math 0.384 0.417

English 0.192 0.176

School Level

Social system context

Professional learning community 1070*" 0.237

Administrative context

Supportive leadership -0.187 0.154

Collective autonomy 0685*" 0.169

Individual autonomy -0.356* 0. l 82

Planning time -0.021 0.017

Student-teacher ratio 0.001 0.004

Student total enrollment 0.001 0.001

Secondary school -0.515*** 0.140

Institutional context

Suburban 0.148 0.139

% minority 0012*" 0.003

District Level

Intercept 7.097*** ' 0.067

Administrative context

Time support I (Release) -0.003 0.147

Time support H (Scheduled) 0.197 0.160

Money support I (Stipend) 0.761 *** 0.138

Money support H (Reimburse) 0.238 0.157

Co-funding 0.026 0.048

Principal learning 0.749" 0.237

Performance indicator 0492* 0.243

Accountability related to performance -0.099 0.153

Teachers’ responsibility for PD -0.055 0.061

District total enrollment 0.001 0.001

Institutional context

% flee lunch 0.002 0.004

Variance Components

Within schools 13.607***

Between schools 1007*"

Between districts 2963*"
 

* indicates significance at p S .05, ** indicates significance at p S .01, **"‘ indicates significance at p5 .001

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standards errors
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Result 3: Results of the Third Hypothesis Test

This study assumed that at the district level, administrative contextual factors

(time resources, money resources, professional development for principals,

decentralization of PD, coordination of multiple funding sources, districts’ efforts for

continuous improvement, district size), and institutional contextual factors (parents’

socio-economic condition) are associated with three TOL indicators. The results flom ‘an

intercepts as outcomes HLM’ confirm the third hypothesis as well. To aid a model

interpretation, all variables at the teacher, school, and district level are grand mean

centered. When the explanatory variables are grand mean centered, the mean of each

variable is subtracted flom each teacher’s raw score to rescale each variable to have mean

of 0 (Hox, 2002). The results show that the variability ofTOL was associated with

district level administrative factors, and district level institutional factors.

Table 5-3, 5-4, and 5-5 provide the HLM estimates of coefficients for the district-

level contextual factors related to the three variables ofTOL. The results of the third

hypothesis test are here represented in terms of administrative and institutional contexts.

District level administrativefactors

In this study, district level administrative factors were measured by the following

variables. First, resources for professional development were measured by four variables

(time support I, time support H, money support I, money support H), indicating whether

teachers receive time or money support for their professional development.

 

Time support 1: Whether teachers receive release time for teaching (i.e., regular

teaching responsibilities were temporarily assigned to someone else)
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Time support II: Whether teachers receive scheduled time in the contract year for

professional development

 

Money support I: Whether teachers receive stipends for professional development

 

Money support II: Whether teachers receive reimbursement of college tuition,

conferences, or travel for professional development

 

Second, districts’ coordination ofmultiple funding sources was measured by co-

funding, which indicates the extent to which districts combine multi-ftmding sources for

professional development.

 

Co—funding (Sum of seven items): Whether districts use (1) state professional

development funds, (2) special project budgets, (3) school improvement firnds, (4) Title

I, (5) Eisenhower program, (6) other federal programs, and (7) private sector grants for

TOL.
 

Third, districts’ provision ofprofessional development for principals was

measured by the principal learning variable, indicating the extent to which districts

provide professional development for principals involving instructional matter.

 

Principal learning (sum of six items): Whether districts provide (1) evaluation and

supervision, (2) technology for planning, (3) decision-making and reporting, (4)

curriculum and assessment, (5) networking opportunities, and (6) serving as mentors
 

Fourth, districts’ effort for continuous improvements was measured by two

variables, with one indicating whether the district uses performance indicators to evaluate

the progress of students, and another indicating whether the district uses rewards or

sanctions related to performance.

 

Accountability: Whether the district uses rewards or sanctions related to performance
 

Performance indicator: Whether the district uses performance indicators to evaluate

the progress of students

 

Fifth, districts’ decentralization ofprofessional development was measured by

teachers’ responsibility for PD, indicating the extent to which teachers have primary
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responsibilities for the in-service professional development activities.

 

Teachers’ responsibility for PD (Sum of three items): Whether teachers have primary

responsibility for professional development in (1) deciding the content, (2) designing

and planning the activities, and (3) conducting the activities.
 

Sixth, district size was measured by district total enrollment.

The results of this study show that most district administrative variables proposed

in this study are significantly related to three TOL variables. Among ten variables, six

variables were found to be significantly related to TOL variables.

Specifically, time support H is significantly related to content-focus and active

learning variables. The coefficients for time support H (scheduled time) are .11 / .13 for

content-focus and active learning respectively. This means that as the ratio of teachers

receiving scheduled time to those who are not receiving increases, teachers report on

average experiencing a level of content-focus 0.11 units, and active learning 0.13 units

high. These imply that teachers who receive scheduled time for professional development,

are more likely to participate in opportunities for content-focus, and active learning than

those who do not receive scheduled time.

Money support I (stipend) is also significantly related to content-focus and total

hours variable. The coefficients for money support I (stipend) are .15 / .76 for content-

focus and total hours respectively. This means that as the ratio of teachers receiving

stipends to those who do not receive increases, teachers report on average experiencing a

level of content-focus 0.15 units high and spending 0.76 hours more on their learning.

This implies that teachers who receive stipends for professional development are more

likely to engage in opportunities for content-focus, and spend more time on their learning.

Money support H (reimbursement) has a significant relationship only to active
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learning variable. The coefficient for money support H is .13 for active learning. This

means that as the ratio of teachers receiving reimbursement to those who do not receive

increases, teachers report on average experiencing a level of active learning 0.13 units

high. This implies that teachers who receive reimbursement of college tuition,

conferences, or travel for professional development are more likely to engage in

opportunities for active learning than those who do not receive.

Principal leaming is significantly related to active learning and total hours. The

coefficients for principal learning are .19 / .75 for active learning and total hours

respectively. This means that as the principal learning variable increases by one level,

active learning level and total hours can be expected to increase by 0.19 units, 0.75 hours.

That is, teachers in the district that provides more professional development for principals

are more likely to engage in opportunities for active learning, and spending more time on

teachers’ learning.

Performance indicator is significantly related to total hours. The coefficient for

performance indicator is 0.49 for total hours, which means that as the ratio of districts

that use performance indicators to districts that do not use increases, teachers in a district

report on average spending 0.49 hours more on their learning. This result implies that

teachers in the districts that use performance indicator are more likely to spend more time

on their learning than those in the districts that do not use performance indicator.

Accountability related to performance has a significant and negative relationship

to active learning. The coefficient for accountability is - 0.12 for active learning, which

means that as the ratio of districts that use rewards or sanctions related to performance to

districts that do not increase, teachers report on average experiencing a level of active
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learning 0.12 units lower. This result implies that teachers in the districts that use rewards

or sanctions related to performance are less likely to participate in active learning than

those in the districts that do not use rewards or sanctions.

Consequently, these results provide sufficient evidence for supporting the

hypothesis that administrative contextual factors are associated with TOL at the district

level, although this study did not find statistically significant relationships of some

administrative variables with three TOL variables. The discussion regarding these

findings will be provided in the next section.

Institutional contactualfactors

This study hypothesized that parents’ socio-econornic condition is a critical

institutional contextual factor for three TOL indicators. Parents’ socio-economic

condition as a factor was measured by percentage of flee lunch at the district level. The

data shows that percent of flee lunch students is not significantly related to any variable

ofTOL although this variable is negatively related to all three variables. Thus, this

finding does not provide evidence that supports for the hypothesis that at the district level,

institutional contextual factors are associated with TOL indicators. That is, the

relationships of the percent of flee-lunch students to three TOL variables are not

precisely as predicted in the hypotheses. The discussion regarding this finding will be

provided in the next section.

Result 4: Results of the Fourth Hypothesis Test

The fourth hypothesis for this study was that interactive relationships between
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professional learning community and districts administrative contextual factors affect

three TOL indicators. This study limited the analysis to the cross interactions between

district level administrative factors and school level social system conditions for the

reason that a full explication of all possible interactions is beyond the scope of this study.

A slopes-as-outcomes HLM provides useful information about the effects of cross-level

interactive relationships between professional learning community and districts level

factors on three TOL indicators. This model estimates the degree to which district level

administrative variables influence the strength of the relationship between school level

professional learning community and TOL (i.e., a cross-level interaction), holding

constant all of the variables included in the prior model (an intercepts-as-outcomes HLM).

The results flom the HLM analysis show that some district administrative variables have

cross interaction effects with professional learning community on TOL variables.

First, this study found that accountability variable has statistically significant

interaction effects with professional learning community and main effects on active

learning. Table 5-6 presents the estimates flom the model with this cross-level interaction

between accountability and professional learning community.

Professional learning community still predicts high level of active learning, with

increased coefficient flom 0.32 of the previous model to 0.36 of the current model. This

means that as the professional learning community level increases by one unit, active

learning is expected to increase by 0.36 units. Accountability variable is also significantly

related to active learning, with a much more decreased coefficient flom - 0.12 of the

previous model to -.401 ofthe current model. This means that as the ratio of districts that

use rewards or sanctions related to performance to districts that do not, teachers report on
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average experiencing a level of active learning 0.40 units lower.

The regression coefficient for the cross-level interaction is -.401, which is very

big and significant. This interaction is formed by multiplying the levels for the variables

‘professional learning community’ and ‘accountability,’ and the negative value of

interaction term (-.401) means that in districts that use rewards or sanctions related to

performance, the advantage that teaches working in the professional learning community

are more likely to participate in active learning, is smaller than expected flom the direct 5

effects of professional learning community only. Thus, the effects ofprofessional
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learning community on teachers’ opportunities for active learning are considerably

smaller in districts that uses rewards or sanctions related to performance.

Table 5-6 Cross-Level Interactive Effects between District-Level Accountability and

School- Level Professional Learning Community on Active Learning

 

Model for active learning outcome variable,

Selected Term
 

Intercept 1.833 (.049)***

Learning community (G010) .356 (.073)***

Interaction with accountability (001 1) -.401 (.169)*

Accountability (G001) -.106 (.048)*
 

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standards errors.

"‘ indicates significance at p S .05,

*** indicates significance at p 5.001

Another district level variable, performance indicator also has statistically

significant interaction effects and main effects on total hours. Table 5-7 presents the

estimates flom the model with this cross-level interaction between performance indicator

and professional learning community.

Professional learning community still predicts high level of total hour, with

increased coefficient from 1.07 of the previous model to 1.10 of the current model. This
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means that as the professional learning community level increases by one unit, total hours

ofTOL are expected to increase by 1.07 hours. Performance indicator is also

significantly related to total hours, with positive coefficient of 0.48. This means that as

the ratio of districts that use performance indicators to districts that do not use, teachers

report on average spending 0.48 hours more on their learning.

The regression coefficient for the cross-level interaction is 1.65, which is big

and significant. This interaction is formed by multiplying the scores for the variables

‘professional learning community’ and ‘performance indicator,’ and the positive value of

interaction term (1.65) means that in the districts with district performance indicator, the

advantage that teachers working in the professional learning community spend more time

on their leaming is bigger than expected from the direct effects ofprofessional learning

community only. Thus, the relationship ofprofessional learning community to total hours

is stronger in districts that use performance indicators.

Table 5-7 Cross-Level Interactive Effects between District Level Performance Indicator

and School Level Professional Learning Community on Total Hours

 

Model for total hours outcome variable,

Selected Term
 

Intercept 7.09 (0.07)***

Professional learning community (G010) 1.10 (0.24)***

Interaction with district performance indicators (G011) 1.65 (0.61)"

Performance indicators (G001) 0.48 (0.20)"‘

 

Note. Numbers in parentheses are standards errors

* indicates significance at pS .05,

** indicates significance at pS.01,

*** indicates significance at p S .001

In sum, through the cross-level interaction, this study found that the strength of

this relationship varies across different types of district policies, such as accountability

related to performance or performance indicator. For example, professional learning
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community is a stronger predictor of three TOL variables when districts use performance

indicators for school improvement. In contrast, districts’ use ofrewards or sanctions

related to performance results in professional learning communities having a weaker

relationship with active learning. Consequently, the results of this study support the

hypothesis that interactive relationships between professional learning community and

districts administrative contextual factors affect three TOL indicators. The discussion

regarding the important findings will be provided in detail in the discussion section.

Result 5: Results of the Fifth Hypothesis Test

The fifth hypothesis for this study was that the relationships between contextual

conditions and TOL vary across the three TOL indicators. The results of this hypothesis

are provided by synthesizing the results of the previous hypotheses 2 and 3 rather than by

performing a particular HLM analysis. The analysis confirms that some relationships

between district or school level contextual conditions and TOL vary across the three TOL

indicators. Table 5-8 presents coefficients and significance for the school and district

variables, which indicate the different relationship across three TOL variables (content-

focus, active learning, and total hours).

First, among school level variables, student total enrollment and suburban are

only significantly related to active learning. The significant coefficient for suburban is .14

for active learning, which means that as the ratio of suburban to other areas increases,

teachers report on average experiencing a level of active learning 0.14 units higher.

Student total enrollment is only significantly related to opportunities for active learning,

but the strength of the coefficient is so small.
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Second, among district level administrative factors, time or money resources for

TOL have diverse relationships with three TOL variables. For example, time support H is

significantly related to content-focus and active learning variables. The coefficients for

time support H (scheduled time) are .11 / .13 for content-focus and active learning

respectively, which means that as the ratio of teachers receiving scheduled time to those

who are not receiving increases, teachers report on average experiencing a level of

content-focus 0.11 units, and active leaming 0.13 units higher. Money support I is

significantly related to content-focus and total hours. The coefficients for money support

I (stipend) are .15 / .76 for content-focus and total hours respectively, which means that

as the ratio of teachers receiving stipends to those who are not receiving increases,

teachers report on average experiencing a level of content-focus 0.15 units higher and

spending a 0.76 hours more on their learning. In addition, money support H has only

significant relationship to active learning variable. The coefficient for money support H

(reimbursement) is .13 for active learning, which means that as the ratio of teachers

receiving reimbursement to those who are not receiving increases, teachers report on

average experiencing a level of active learning 0.13 units higher.

Third, among district level administrative variables, principal learning,

accountability, performance indicators, and co-funding are only significantly related to

active learning and total hours. For example, principal learning variable is significantly

related to total hours and active learning variable. The coefficients for principal learning

for principal learning are .19 / .75 for active learning and total hours respectively, which

means that as the principal learning increases by one level, active learning level and total

hours can be expected to increase by 0.19 units, 0.75 hours. Performance indicator is
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significantly related to total hours TOL variable. The coefficient for performance

indicator is 0.49 for total hours, which means that as the ratio of districts that use

performance indicators to districts that do not use increases, teachers in a district report

on average spending 0.49 hours more on their learning. By contrast, accountability,

money support H (reimbursement), and co-funding are only significantly related to active

learning, with regression coefficient at -0.12, 0.13, and 0.03 respectively, which means

that as the ratio of districts that use rewards or sanctions related to performance to

districts that do not increase, teachers report on average experiencing a level of active

learning 0.12 units lower.

Table 5-8 Different Relationships with Contextual Factors across Three TOL Variables
 

 

Content-focus Active learning Total hours

School level

Student total enrollment .000 (.000) .001 (.001)*** .000 (.000)

Suburban .053 (.033) .139 (.039)** .148 (.139)

District level

Time support H (Scheduled) .110 (.039)" .133 (.051)‘ .197(.l60)

Money support I (Stipend) .151 (.036)*** .06l(.044) .761(.138)***

Money support H (Reimburse) .038 (.035) .129(.042)** .238(.157)

Co-funding .013 (.012) .031 (.015) .026 (.048)

Principal learning .095 (.058) .189 (.075)‘ .749 (.237)**

Performance indicator -.004 (.094) .022 (.074) .492 (.243)*

Accountability -.031 (.044) -.117 (.054)* -.099 (.153)

 

Consequently, although not all contextual factors are related to these variations

across three variables ofTOL, the results of this study have sufficient evidence

SUpporting the hypothesis that the relationship between contextual conditions and TOL

Varies across the three indicators ofTOL (content-focus, active learning, and total hours).

In the discussion section, this study will discuss these important findings more in detail.
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Summary Remarks

From the results of the three separate HLM analyses, this study found mixed

evidence for the five hypotheses regarding the relationship between district and school

contexts and TOL. First, this study found evidence supporting the first hypothesis that

three TOL indicators vary across schools and districts. As proposed in this study, a

substantial proportion of the variation in three TOL indicators is attributed to district-and

school-level contexts.

Second, not all of the stated contextual factors were confumed in their

relationship with TOL. But the results support the notion ofmultiple perspectives and of

embedded contexts as affecting TOL, by providing sufficient evidence that multiple

contexts conditions (such as social system contexts, administrative and organizational

contexts, and institutional contexts) are significantly associated with three TOL indicators

at the district or school level.

Furthermore, although this study did not explore all possible interactions among

contextual factors, the results confirm the notion of embedded contexts that assume

interactive relationships among contexts conditions, by providing sufficient evidence that

districts’ administrative contexts conditions moderate the relationship between schools’

social system contexts conditions and TOL. The results also confirm the fifth hypothesis

that the relationship between contextual conditions and TOL varies across the three

indicators ofTOL (content-focus, active learning, and total hours).
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Discussion

The first purpose of this discussion is to suggest some possible interpretations for

the results of this study. Although the primary focus of this study was to test the utility of

the conceptual model, there are some implications for policy and practice that may be

addressed flom the findings.

This section presents three topics: First, a discussion regarding district and

school-level variability ofTOL is presented based on significant findings flom the first

hypothesis test. Then, a discussion about contextual factors related to TOL is presented

on the basis ofthe important findings flom the second, third, and fourth hypotheses tests.

Finally, a discussion regarding diverse influences of contexts across TOL indicators is

presented based on the findings flom the fifth hypothesis.

Discussion 1: Relationship between Multilevel School Contexts and TOL

This study hypothesized that teachers’ opportunities to learn vary across schools

and districts. If very little or none of the variance was the result ofbetween-school or

between-district differences, then there was no practical reason to study multilevel school

contexts for TOL. The results of this study confirmed that a substantial proportion of the

variation in three TOL indicators is attributed to district-and school-level contexts

although much of this is attributable to differences in teacher background characteristics

within schools. Specifically, approximately 20% of the variance in three TOL indicators

was explainable by between-district differences and approximately 6% of the variance in

three TOL indicators was explainable by between-school differences.

Several aspects ofthese findings are noteworthy. First, although a substantial
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percentage of the variance is found at the district-and school level, almost 70% of the

variance is still at the teacher level. If we assume that TOL is a multi-level contextual

construct, then the evidence that most of the variance is found at the teacher level raises

an issue regarding the precise estimation of variance.

One possible explanation for these findings is that small within-school samples

of the SASS data may make it difficult to pick up the variation between schools. The

SASS data has on average of only five or six teachers per school. Smith and Rowely’s

study (2005) using the 2000 SASS also show the similar results in the variation ofTOL.

In this study, they found that only 4.1% of the variance in total hours ofTOL was

explained by school level factors (including administrative support, collaboration,

autonomy, and other structural conditions) and 2.7% ofthe variance in total hours was

explained by state level factors (including teacher certification and accountability),

leaving 93% of the variance in total hours within the schools. A new national survey data

designed more carefully within a nested sample may enable us to increase the precision

of variance estimates in teacher outcome variables within schools (Talbert & McLaughlin,

1994)

Another possible explanation is that TOL would be also constructed through

subgroups within a school. For example, TOL tend to inhere in the grade level or the area

of subject specification. The field observations conducted by Little (1999b) and

McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) show that different TOL patterns within and across

different subject departments in the same schools. For this reason, I have reason to expect

high within-school variation in TOL.

Second, the findings of this study indicate that district contexts matter for TOL as
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much as school contexts. In this study, differences among districts apparently contribute

more to the variability ofTOL than school differences. These findings are interesting and

surprising because many educational reformers and researchers have generally argued

that schools rather than districts can make differences in teacher learning. Yet, the

findings of this study suggest the importance Of the district relative tO the school as a

primary agent of teachers’ professional development.

Some critics may contend that high between- district variance may occur because
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the SASS data is more likely tO represent formal learning rather than informal learning.

That is, since teachers’ informal learning tends to occur spontaneously (Smylie, 1995),

large survey SASS data has limitations in capturing the aspects of informal learning

Opportunities and thus the data may include more components Of formal learning

provided at the district level than informal learning. This may be a possible explanation

for the high between-district variance in TOL because districts are generally regarded as

dominant providers of formal learning (Little, 1990a). Further, it should be noted that a

some ofprevious research (e.g., Desimone et al., 2002; Firestone et al., 2004; Spillane,

2004) is consistent with these findings. Although I find little research that simultaneously

explores between — school and district variance in TOL, several studies suggest that

districts can play a facilitating role in increasing formal or informal teachers’ learning.

For example, Desimone et al.’s (2002) study using a nationally representative sample Of

district coordinators found that district policy mechanisms guide and support high quality

TOL. In particular, their study takes comprehensive indicators Of TOL, which include not

only three features used in the current study (such as content-focus, active learning

opportunities, duration), but also collective participation, coherence, and type Of activity.
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Further, these indicators OfTOL include the component of informal as well as formal

learning.

Third, this study found that by simultaneously estimating the effects of two

embedded contexts, each one has a significant relationship with TOL. These findings

challenge the results Of prior research that report the effects Of district and school

contexts as mutually exclusive. Findings flom this study suggest that the variability of

three TOL indicators may be attributable to multi-level school contexts. Although this

study is restricted to two levels due to the data available in the SASS survey, it supports

the assumption that each Of the multiple embedded contexts (including states or subject

departments) may affect TOL.

Discussion 2: Relationship between Contextual Factors and TOL

This study assumed that multiple contexts (social system contexts, administrative

contexts, and institutional contexts) at the district and school level are associated with

TOL. Results from the HLM analyses confirmed that most of the proposed contextual

factors are significantly associated with three TOL indicators (content-focus, active

learning, and total hours). Further, regarding a range of specific contextual factors

assumed to influence TOL, there was a lot of complexity, under-specification, and

interactive effects.

This section provides a discussion regarding the complex and interactive

relationships between contextual factors and three TOL indicators. Because contextual

factors are often interrelated with one another, synthesizing these factors with common

themes can provide a better interpretation Of the results and implications for policy and
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practices (Knapp, 2003). Here, this study discusses the relationships between contextual

factors and TOL using six themes.

Table 5-2 illustrates how contextual factors proposed in this study are related to

six themes. Each theme is elaborated below.

Figure 5-2 Contextual Factors Proposed in this Study and Six Themes
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Professional learning community

The results of this study show that professional learning community is a critical

context for TOL. Specifically, this study found that teachers working in the professional

learning community are more likely to engage in learning opportunities for content-focus

and active learning, and are more likely to devote their time tO learning. These findings

support the notion that building and nurturing professional learning community where

teachers engage socially with colleagues and share the sources Of knowledge can

contribute to increasing TOL. In particular, the professional learning communities should

be connected to the learning or instructional matter rather than to simply helping teachers

feel good about each other or their working situation.

These findings are consistent with field Observations Offered in Little (1999b)

and McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) that underscore the importance ofprofessional

Ieaming community in teacher Ieaming and teaching practices. For example, McLaughlin

and Talbert (2001) found that strong learning communities that value innovation for

instructional practices and teachers’ collaboration for Ieaming are more likely to support

teachers’ on-going learning. By contrast, strong traditional communities that value

conservatism about learning and instruction isolate teachers flom peers and discourage

teachers’ learning. Although the current study did not include the relationships Of other

kinds ofprofessional communities (such as traditional communities) to TOL, it provides

empirical confirmation on consensus assumptions about the effects Of professional

Ieaming community on TOL.

The results Of this study also extend the prior literature on professional Ieaming

community, by finding the interactive relationships between professional learning
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community and district level administrative contextual factors. That is, this study found

that the effects Of professional learning community on TOL are stronger or weaker

depending on different types of districts’ accountability strategy. In the current study,

teachers working in the professional learning communities tend to spend more time on

their professional development when districts adopt performance indicators for school

improvement. Knapp (2003) explains by noting that professional communities that

encourage teachers’ Ieaming can be established or strengthened through district policies.

For instance, the collegial relations and the value of inquiry in professional communities

would be strengthened if districts mandate tasks that are to be performed collaboratively,

such as planning for school improvement or establishing goal setting (Knapp, 2003).

While participating in these tasks, teachers may spend time together, and learn flom each

other.

By contrast, the results Of this study show the effects ofprofessional Ieaming

communities on TOL can be weakened through district strategies. In the current study,

teachers in the professional Ieaming communities are less likely to engage in active

Ieaming when districts adopt rewards or sanctions related to performance. District

rewards or sanctions related performance may undercut the general value Of collegiality

and the specific commitment to an improvement agenda by isolating teachers flom peers,

or inhibiting teachers’ attempts to undertake innovative practices and learning (Firestone

et al., 2004).

Consequently, it is certain that professional learning communities contribute

substantively to TOL. When teachers collaborate to design new instructional practices

and have shared norms concerning learning, teachers are more likely to engage in
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content-focused and active learning. They are also more likely to devote time to their

learning. In particular, professional communities can be effective on TOL when they are

strongly connected tO the learning or instructional matters. Furthermore, these

professional communities have interactive relationships with district level administrative

contextual factors. For example, professional learning communities would lead to

increased TOL if district strategies convey norms and expectations regarding teacher

Ieaming and teaching practices. By contrast, the effects Ofprofessional Ieaming
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communities on TOL would decrease if district strategies destroy the value ofcollegial
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norms and innovation.

Principals ’ leadership

The conventional wisdom is that the principal matters for teachers’ Ieaming. In

some parts, the results of this study support these arguments. For example, this study

found that in districts where principals participate in professional development program,

teachers are more likely to engage in active Ieaming and devote their time for

professional development.

This is consistent with several studies (Rosenholtz, 1989; Fink & Resnick, 2001;

Firestone et al., 2005) that report the importance of principals’ professional development

for teachers’ learning. For instance, Fink and Resnick (2001) found that in districts that  
Offer professional development programs for principals (such as visiting other schools,

classroom Observations, discussion involving curriculum and pedagogical repertories, or

Ieaming from exemplary instructional practices), principals are more likely to develop

their understanding of high quality instruction and provide practical advice for
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overcoming Obstacles to realizing reform goals and performing new teaching practices. In

particular, these programs for principals are effective for teacher Ieaming when the

programs are directly related to instructional matters (Rosenholtz, 1989). That is,

principals’ instructional capacity developed through professional development programs

focused on instructional matters can improve TOL. This is a critical linkage that is Often

overlooked in conventional professional development programs.

Despite the importance ofprincipals in the enhancement Of teacher learning, this

study did not find significant relationships between supportive leadership Of principals

and increased TOL. This puzzle turns up in several other studies which contend that

supportive principals’ leadership does not directly lead to increased TOL although it

encourages collaborative relations among teachers (Firestone et al., 2005; Little, 1999b).

Rather, teachers are more likely to experience their Ieaming cumulatively and

substantively when they have regular contact with principals who have the requisite

expertise to diagnose and exhibit productive instructional practices, guide achievement Of

school goals, and give teachers feedback on classroom practices (Knapp, 2003; Youngs

& King, 2002). “Supportive leadership” as measured in this study, is apparently not

connected tightly and specifically enough to teacher learning or instructional matters.

Consequently, the findings of this study suggest that the specific aspects Of

principal leadership that promote TOL are elusive to pin down. Although we speculate

that principals’ instructional capacity developed through professional development

provided by districts tends to increase TOL, the principals’ leadership affecting TOL is

still left unspecified and under-explored. More information is needed on the aspects Of

principals’ leadership available to improve effective TOL.
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Teacher autonomy

Although common wisdom posits that teacher autonomy leads to increased TOL,

the results Of this study indicate a complex relationship between teacher autonomy and

TOL. For instance, this study found that teachers’ collective autonomy predictor increase

in three TOL indicators (content-focus, active learning, and total hours) while individual

autonomy leads to decrease in three TOL indicators. Specifically, when teachers exercise

a great deal of collective influence on school policy and instruction, teachers tend to

engage in content-focus and active Ieaming and spend more time on their learning. These

 

findings are consistent with the contention Of several scholars (Little, 1990a; Marks &

Louis, 1999; Newmann, 1993; Smlylie, 1994) that collective influence of teachers on

making decisions affects professional development and instructional practices. For

example, Smylie (1994) argues that teachers are more likely to examine their current

assumptions and practices and increase their responsibilities for professional

enhancement while experiencing collective autonomy.

By contrast, the findings Of this study show that teachers’ individual autonomy

over classroom processes decreases effective TOL. This finding can be explained by

Marks and Louis’s (1999) contention that increasing the individual autonomy of teachers

who then exercise their fleedom in disparate directions may undermine a unified focus on

curriculum and pedagogy and support teachers' isolation flom peers. Teachers’ isolation

from peers has a gradually dangerous effect on teacher learning by creating invisible  
walls among teachers and decreasing the beneficial role that activities such as

collaboration can have in their practices (Scribner, 1999).

Interestingly, despite the effects Of teachers’ collective or individual autonomy
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on TOL, this study did not find significant relationships between districts’

decentralization Of professional development and TOL. Marks and Louis (1999) explain

this finding by noting that once decentralization provides the school with autonomy, both

capacity for organizational learning and empowerment are largely a matter of internal

relationships among people. In other words, school autonomy that leads to increased TOL

is more closely related to school culture rather than district policies that provide a great

deal of decentralization.

Again, the district emerges as an important agent OfTOL, and this makes sense.
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When districts play a minor role in PD (i.e., via “decentralization” of this function), then

TOL is decreased as well. This is an important finding if it holds up as a central factor. At

the same time, the findings Of this study suggest that efforts tO empower teachers can

contribute to increased capacities for teacher Ieaming on the part ofthe school. Teachers

are willing to be committed to their Ieaming in the Ieaming environment focused on

teachers’ collective autonomy while their learning opportunities decrease in the school

culture focused on individual autonomy. Furthermore, we speculate, district engagement

in PD can enhance teacher influence by bringing them out of isolated settings to engage

in common Ieaming. This combination of district direction with teacher collective

engagement appears to be a crucial aspect of enhanced TOL. Still, based just on these

data, this is a hypothesis that requires further study.

Accountability strategies

Some scholars presume that strong accountability strategies lead tO increased

TOL, but the empirical findings using the national data do not necessarily support this
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proposition. The results of this study show that districts’ use Ofperformance indicators

predict teachers’ more extended professional development while district rewards or

sanctions related to performance lead tO decreased teachers’ active Ieaming. The positive

relationship between districts’ use of performance indicators and TOL would be

explained by the contention Of several scholars (i.e., Desimone et al., 2001; Knapp, 2003;

Murphy & Hallinger, 1988; Rosenholtz, 1989) who emphasize districts’ role in improving ,

teachers’ learning or practices. For example, Knapp (2001) argues that districts’ use of

performance indicators can lead tO increased professionalism within schools, through

 

conveying districts’ messages about general norms and expectations. These

accountability strategies also provide useful information on weaknesses that need to be

addressed (Desimone et al., 2001).

By contrast, the negative effects Of rewards or sanctions related to performance

could be explained by critics Of accountability systems (i.e., Firestone et al., 2004)

arguing that strong accountability polices can have perverse effects on teacher outcomes.

Firestone et al. (2004) note that the accountability-related performance, ranging flom

extra pay for increased student performance to school closure for chronic

underperformance, leads to decreased TOL, by creating an environment which inhibits

teacher risk taking and experimentation, and isolates teachers flom peers.

Consequently, the findings of this study suggest that, at least with regard to TOL,

districts’ accountability strategies do not necessarily lead to increased TOL.

Accountability strategies generally assume that if teachers are evaluated based on teacher

and student outcome, they would participate in professional development to make better

progress. But these accountability strategies would lead to decreased teachers’ aspiration
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tO inquiry-oriented Ieaming opportunities if teachers feel pressured to raise test scores

due to accountability policy. Rather, these accountability strategies would be more

effective if such strategies were to focus more on fostering learning environments that

share and communicate the importance Of Ieaming and school improvement. Further

studies using more developed measurements or in-depth case studies can provide better

information about the effects of accountability strategies on TOL.

Time and Financial Resources

The findings of this study show that the availability Oftime and financial support

for professional development significantly increase TOL. For example, teachers receiving

scheduled time for professional development are more likely to engage in Opportunities

for content-focus, and active learning. In addition, the availability of stipends or

reimbursement for professional development is more likely tO enable teachers to

participate in Opportunities for content-focus, and active leanring and to devote their time

for professional development.

Findings of this study are consistent with the evidence Of some case studies (i.e.,

David et al., 2000; Scribner, 1999). In a study Of three districts in Kentucky, David et al.

(2000) found that teachers in a district which paid stipends for in-service teacher

professional development were more likely to pursue their professional development

focused on reform ideas. Scribner’s (1999) study shows that teachers are more likely to

conduct highly valued Ieaming activities (such as individual inquiry and collaboration)

and engage in learning Opportunities to meet their needs when the scheduled time for

teacher learning is given. Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (1995) note that

145



organization of time for teacher Ieaming is a critical factor for facilitating teachers’

professional development because by having adequate time for learning, teachers can

have Opportunities to acquire, practice, and reflect on new concepts and skills to

collaborate and interact with peers.

Interestingly, however, the findings ofthe current study show that all financial

resources or time availability are not necessarily effective for TOL. For example, this

study did not find significant relationships between released time for professional

development and TOL indicators. In other words, provision Of time for teacher learning

would be effective when the time is Officially scheduled for teachers’ professional

development rather than when the time is fleely given to teachers by simply releasing

teaching time flom teachers. These findings suggest that the effects of time or financial

resources on effective TOL need to be investigated cautiously.

Despite the importance of financial resources, districts’ efforts to coordinate

multiple funding sources ofprofessional development do not predict increased TOL. The

current study did not find significant effects of multiple funding sources on increased

TOL. This finding contrasts with Desimone et al. (2002) who found that districts’

coordination of funding from multiple sources supports coherent TOL activities. One

possible explanation for this would be that while Desimone et al. found the significant

effects Of multiple funding sources on structural features Of TOL, the current study did

not include such aspects ofTOL as outcome variables. That is, significantly related

outcome variables ofTOL flom the study OfDesimone et a1. (2002) were reform types Of

TOL and collective participation, but this study focuses on content-focus, active Ieaming,

and total hours ofTOL as TOL outcome variables.
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Another possible explanation for this is the weak connection between districts’

effort to coordinate multiple funding sources and the core features ofTOL such as

content-focus or active learning. Because external funding sources are Often flagrnented

into different funding streams and uncoordinated with other programs, over-dependence

on external firnding sources can make it difficult to plan and provide the core features Of

TOL which generally require substantive and long term investments.

Consequently, it is certain that time availability and financial resources for

teachers’ professional development can significantly contribute to improving TOL.

However, all provisions Of these resources are not effective on teacher learning.

Furtherrnore, the impact Of financial resources does not necessarily rely on multiple

funding sources.

Institutional environments

This study assumed that institutional contexts outside of the educational systems

(such as local community circumstances, parents’ socioeconomic conditions, and

diversity of students’ race) also matter for TOL. The results of this study are mixed. As

hypothesized, in suburban schools where local communities generally have much more

impact on the schools and give abundant material resources, teachers’ Opportunities for

active Ieaming are more likely tO increase. In addition, in schools with a high portion of

minority students, teachers tend to more engage in the Opportunities for content-specific

and active Ieaming. In these schools, teachers are more likely to devote their time to

professional development as well.

By contrast, the current study did not find significant relationships between
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parents’ socioeconomic conditions and TOL at the district level. One possible explanation

of this finding is that although high poverty districts receive funds flom multiple

programs, these provisions may not solve the problems Of generally low teachers’

engagement in TOL due to institutional contexts such as parents’ socioeconomic

conditions. In some ways, the funding may be used for providing professional

development for teachers. However, the provision of funding for professional

development is not enough to stimulate teachers’ willingness to engage in learning

Opportunities in high-poverty districts. Because low socio-economic status of students

creates teachers’ low expectations of student performance and their own efl'rcacy,

teachers’ psychological discouragement would not be recovered only by providing the

funding for professional development. Furthermore, these funds Often tend tO be

fragmented into different funding streams in poverty districts. Based on these ideas, I

speculate that multiple funding sources and the institutional contexts (such as parents’

socioeconomic conditions) in high-poverty districts may lead to a zero-sum impact on

teacher Ieaming.

Taken as a whole, the evidence flom this analysis suggests that institutional

contexts constitute TOL as well. The national data indicates that teachers’ willingness to

engaging in Ieaming Opportunities is more likely to be attributed to the socioeconomic

conditions and cultures particular to different local communities, student body, and

parents. These findings are important because up to now, policy makers and policy

researchers had not paid much attention to the influences of institutional contexts on TOL.

The issue of institutional contexts is one that should be closely examined in firrther

research.
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Discussion 3: Variability across Three TOL Indicators

The current study hypothesized that the relationships between contextual

conditions and TOL vary across the three TOL indicators. The findings of this study show

that some contextual factors have difl’erent effects on three TOL indicators.

First, local community circumstances are more likely to affect teachers’ active

Ieaming than content-focus learning or total hours. These findings seem to be attributed

to the nature Of active learning. That is, active Ieaming referring to teachers’ active

engagement in intelligent and meaningful discussion, planning, and practices are more

likely to occur in the learning environments that encourage teachers’ new

experimentation and support teachers’ professional work. Generally, suburban schools in

which local communities Offer abundant material resources and professional support are

more likely to support and encourage teachers’ professional experimentation and

professional work.

By contrast, teachers’ active learning is more sensitive to accountability strategies

related to student performance rather than other indicators OfTOL. The findings Of this

study show that districts’ rewards or sanctions related to student performance are

negatively related to active learning. Strong accountability related to performance may

inhibit teachers’ deep understanding about new instructional approaches or criticism on

the basis Of their experiences, by emphasizing conventional didactic practice or test

preparation.

Second, time availability for professional development is more associated with

the core aspects ofTOL than the structural aspects. This study found that scheduled time

for professional development has significant relationships with teachers’ content-focus
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and active learning. These findings make sense because increasing the core aspects of

TOL (such as content-focus, active learning) requires substantive and long term

investments.

Third, districts’ accountability strategies using the performance indicators seem to

have a relationship with total hours rather than the core aspects ofTOL (content-focus

and active learning). The findings of this study suggest that despite extended time for

professional development, districts’ accountability strategies do not guarantee the quality

ofTOL.

Consequently, the findings Of this study suggest that the indicators OfTOL are

sensitive to level or context effects. In particular districts’ policies that guarantee

extended time for professional development do not necessarily increase teachers’

opportunities for the content-focus and active learning. Thus, policies for improving the

quality OfTOL need to be cautiously developed.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSIONS

Chapter five presented and discussed the test results Of five hypotheses proposed

in this study regarding the relationship between district and school contexts and TOL.

Three kinds OfHLM analyses enabled examination Of these hypotheses. This research

was conducted using a SASS national database providing parallel measures Of TOL, and

providing the necessary information regarding school and district level contextual factors.

This final chapter provides a brief discussion of the strengths and limitations of this study,

and presents some implications for policy research, and policy and practices.

Strengths and Limitations

This study provides new evidence on the utility of a conceptual model exploring

the relationship between contexts and TOL. Although a more complete understanding of

the relationship between contexts and TOL requires a comprehensive approach that is

capable Of capturing the diverse and interactive contextual influences on TOL, the

contemporary approaches tend to treat contextual levels of educational systems as

mutually exclusive. By simultaneously estimating the connection between district and

school contexts and TOL, this study has demonstrated the relationship between complex

contexts and TOL. Furthermore, this study also affirms the value of multilevel statistical

techniques as a means to extend McLaughlin and Talbert’s model methodologically.

However, as with most research, this study also has methodological

shortcomings. First, the SASS data used in the current study are cross-sectional. All

information was collected during the 1999-2000 school year. This is problematic for two
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reasons. First, the relationship between district and school level factors and three TOL

indicators (content-focus, active Ieaming, and total hours ofTOL) may be influenced by

temporally prior learning Opportunities. Second, there may be a time lag among the

relationships under investigation. For instance, districts’ investment for principals’

professional development might not be expected to affect three TOL indicators in the

year in which the investment for principals was begun, but rather in the years after the

investment projects are completed. F’

Therefore, it is not possible to draw inferences about the direction Ofcausation

for the relationships that were discovered. It may be that high levels ofprofessional

Ieaming communities cause increased TOL, or it may be that having high teachers’

Ieaming Opportunities create professional learning conununities. Due to these limitations

in causal inferences, the results of this study were carefully qualified and delimited. For

example, when this study addressed the results Of the relationship between contexts and

three TOL indicators, it limited the language by using ‘related’ or ‘associated’ rather than

‘affect’ or ‘influence’. TO confirm the causal direction hypothesized in this study,

subsequent research should replicate the results using longitudinal data.

Second, the results Of this study are based on analysis Of secondary data limited to

variables about which information was collected by the National Center for Education

Statistics. Of course, studying the relationship between TOL and contextual factors using

such a large national data set Of teachers, schools, and districts creates a worthwhile

Opportunity. Nevertheless, only a portion of the variance in the reported TOL is accounted

for by the variables examined in each model. Although it is not Obvious flom the

literature review and theory whether important variables are missing from the models, it
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is always possible that variables exist that have not been identified. If such variables do

exist and are not included in the models this can lead to specification error or biased

coefficients and potentially misleading statements. Due to these limitations, this study

addressed the results cautiously.

Finally, some critics may contend that not much empirical support was found for

the proposed hypotheses regarding the relationship between contexts and three TOL

indicators, because this research employed relatively weak measures in terms Of some

independent variables. For example, as reported in Chapter IV, the reliability estimate Of

the measures for the professional learning community variable is .59, which means that

the magnitude Of this reliability estimate is modest.6 Measurement error can also lead to

bias in predictors. That is, the measure developed here is more likely to fail to tap

important dimensions ofprofessional Ieaming community construct and so tO be an

invalid measure ofthe underlying theoretical constructs. Due to this limitation, it could

be argued that better measures of the professional learning community variable would

have modest effects on teachers’ learning Opportunities. This is possible, but it is also

worth noting that a substantial body of previous research is consistent with these findings

(for a review, see McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).

 

6 Future studies using Item Response Theory (IRT) may improve the reliability of measures for the

variables. IRT is considered the most effective way to increase reliability by providing information about

measurement error in the variables. That is, higher levels of IRT infomration indicate higher precision and

thus greater reliability. By incorporating IRT information about measurement error in hierarchical models,

Raudenbush and Bryks (2002) mobilize an advanced HLM that handles measurement error in the latent

variables and increases the reliability Of the latent variables. In this model, the level 1 analysis represents a

measurement model for the latent variables, by designing a matrix linked to the item responses with the

“true scores” or latent variables being measured for each individual. At level 2, the latent variables varied

among individuals within groups. And at level 3, the coefficients Of the level-2 model vary randomly across

higher level groups (for more review, see Raudenbush & Bryks, 2002, p. 148). However, the current study

did not adopt the advanced HLM because the model does not technically allow weighting variables.
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Implications of the Study

Based on the results presented in the previous chapter, this study Offers

implications for policy research in support OfMcLaughlin and Talbert’s multi-

perspective embedded context model as a useful conceptual approach for a better

understanding of relationships between contexts and TOL. Further, it draws policy and

practice implications for the improvement OfTOL. Yet, all Ofthese implications for

policy and practice should be taken cautiously due to the methodological limitations just

noted. Hence, the implications for policy and practice in this study are speculative, not

definitive.

Implications for Policy Research

This study provides several useful implications for policy researchers that

investigate the relationship between school contexts and effective TOL.

First, this study suggests that the multi-perspective embedded context model is a

useful flarnework for policy researchers that examine the relationship between school

contexts and TOL. This model provides a better understanding Ofthe highly interactive

and quite complex contextual influences on TOL via the construct Of embedded contexts

— macro and micro contexts directly or interactively affect TOL. Throughout the series of

analyses presented in this study, empirical evidence was found supporting the general

approach drawn flom McLaughlin and Talbert. The findings Of this study indicate that

diverse contexts at the school and district level are interrelated.

Further, this study suggests the complex and interactive relationships not only

between multilevel school contexts and TOL, but also between diverse contextual factors
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and TOL and among contextual factors. By comprehensively considering a wide variety

of contextual factors drawn from the three perspectives Of the model, this study

demonstrates that diverse social system contexts, administrative contexts, and

institutional contexts factors have complex and interactive relationships with TOL. For

example, conventional wisdom is that teacher autonomy contributes to improving TOL.

However, this study, using the multi-perspective embedded context model, showed that

different aspects Of teacher autonomy can have different effects on TOL and accordingly

all aspects Of teacher autonomy are not necessarily effective for TOL. Thus, adopting the

multi-perspective embedded context model as a conceptual flamework would help policy

researchers understand the complex and interactive relationships between the specific

factors in the multilevel school contexts and TOL. For instance, one possible research

question for policy researchers would be how collective autonomy and individual

autonomy affect effective TOL in secondary and elementary schools respectively.

Consequently, the multi-perspective embedded context model is a useful

conceptual approach that deserves policy researchers’ further attention. The conceptual

approach that conceives Of “context” as a complex construct contributes to a better

understanding about the relationship between multiple embedded “real” school contexts

and TOL. Although this study is restricted tO two levels based on the data available in the

SASS survey, it supports the assumption that the full model Ofmultiple embedded

contexts (including states or subject departments) may show the complex and interactive

relationships between these multilevel contexts and diverse contextual factors at each

level and TOL.

Second, this study demonstrates the possibility Of operationalizing the multiple
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perspective embedded context model using the multilevel statistical technique (HLM). To

capture teachers’ experiences within the multilevel and embedded contexts, McLaughlin

and Talbert (2001) suggest a combination ofboth qualitative and quantitative

measurement techniques. They expect that using quantitative measurement techniques

enables detection of overall tendencies ofthe effects on teachers’ schooling experiences

at each school level, while using qualitative techniques helps account for interdependency

or interaction among complex contexts. Instead of a combination ofboth qualitative and

quantitative methods, this study captures the features ofmultilevel and embedded

a
r
r
-
“
*
1

contexts using a new quantitative technique such as Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM).

First, HLM can estimate overall tendencies of the effects on teachers’ experiences at each

school level, through estimating the model that partitions the variation in TOL across

educational system levels at the same time. Then, it estimates interactive effects of

diverse contextual factors on teachers’ experiences’, by mobilizing interactive models.

The advantage OfHLM to capture the nature of multilevel and embedded contexts

is supported by literature that focuses on the utility Of the HLM technique in the complex

process Of schooling. For example, Frank (1998) points out that HLM technique can help

us achieve important insights and understanding about the nature, causes, and

consequences Of relations among contexts. By considering the effects ofdifferent levels

Of the educational system, (such as the district, school, and classroom) and by examining

relations among contexts, HLM addresses the limitations Of traditional methods for

quantitative analyses which have a moderate capacity to address these complex processes.

 

7 Traditional regression models can also estimate the interaction of two attributes using interaction terms.

However, the models fail to capture the characterization of schools as complex organizations partially

defined by relations among people affiliated with the school due to the assumption Of independent error

terms. By contrast, the HLM technique is capable of capturing the complexity Ofthe organization of

schooling, by estimating one source Of dependency among teachers, the common schools with which they

are affiliated.
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Further, the variance decomposition technique (nested ANOVA) used by McLaughlin

and Talbert (2001) was quite similar in principle tO the HLM procedure (Grodksy &

Gamoran, 2003), even though they did not use HLM.

Consequently, the multilevel statistical technique (HLM) is a possible

methodological approach to studying teachers’ experiences within the multilevel and

embedded school contexts. Using this technique enables policy researchers to estimate

not only overall tendencies of the influences on teachers’ experiences at each level of

school systems but also independent or interactive effects among diverse contextual

factors.

Implications for Policy and Practice

As TOL has been underscored as central to the standards-based reform, there are

increasing discussions on the potential Of contexts as critical influences for TOL. The

purpose Of the current study contributes to these efforts to understand the relationship

between contexts and TOL.

First, district units have to be given more attention in terms of the improvement

Of TOL. The evidence flom the national data suggests that districts can play an important

role in providing teachers’ professional development and facilitating teachers’ learning.

Several aspects of district policies could be considered useful for effective strategies for

TOL. For example, districts’ provision Ofprofessional development programs for

principals may help teachers in a timely manner. Principals’ instructional capacity

developed through participation in the professional development programs is more likely

to improve TOL not only by providing practical advice for teachers, but also enabling
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teachers tO connect their learning experiences over time. Districts’ policy makers can also

stimulate teachers’ participation in learning Opportunities by considering useful strategies

for continuous improvement, such as sending messages about general expectations Of

school improvement and specific commitment to teacher Ieaming. Furthermore, district

administrative contexts can promote the professional learning communities that value and

support teachers’ learning. By requiring tasks that are to be done collaboratively or

establishing goal setting for school improvements, districts can strengthen collegial

relationships among teachers, and support a culture of inquiry. In these communities,

teachers can have more Opportunities to improve their knowledge of subject matter

content, actively engage in intellectual and meaningful discussion, Observation, and

presentation, and spend more time on their learning. Therefore, both policymakers and

educational leaders need to consider how district strategies enhance effective TOL

independently or by combination with school level contextual factors.

Second, the importance of institutional contexts must be recognized and discussed

by policy makers. The national data suggests that differences in teachers’ learning are

partly attributable to the differences in institutional environments outside Of educational

systems. For example, teachers’ expectations of student Ieaming or teachers’ willingness

to learn is partly shaped by communities’ circumstances. The differences in communities’

circumstances are mainly connected to the differences in sociO-economic conditions

(Metz, 1990). Therefore, policymakers must consider that educational policy will weaken

the influences flom the different institutional contexts, in particular social or economic

conditions on teachers’ Ieaming.

Finally, some specific contextual factors thought to influence TOL in the
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literature are suspect. The evidence flom the national SASS data suggests that despite the

premise of effects of teacher autonomy on TOL, teacher autonomy does not always help

teacher learning. High levels of individual autonomy may discourage teachers flom

making attempts at innovate or to learn from colleagues while teachers’ collective

autonomy encourages teachers’ Ieaming. Moreover, all kinds of district resources or

accountability strategies are not necessarily effective on TOL either. Scheduled time for

TOL rather than simply releasing teachers flom their teaching would be effective on TOL.

Furthermore, while district strategies using the performance indicators would be usefirl

for stimulating teachers’ participation in learning Opportunities, district strategies focused

on accountability related to performance have perverse effects. Hence, policymakers and

educational leaders need to verify cautiously the effectiveness Of these factors in order to

use as strategies for improvements ofTOL.
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Appendix A

2000 SASS VARIABLES AND ITEMS USED IN DATAANALYSIS

TOL Measures

Content Focus [3 items]

In the past 12 months, have you participated in any professional development activities

that?

T0159 In-depth study of the content in your MAIN teaching assignment field

T0162 Content and performance standards in your MAW teaching assignment

T0171 Student assessment, such as methods of testing, evaluation, performance

assessment, etc

Active Learning [4 items]

In the past 12 months, have you participated in the following activities related to

teaching?

T0152 Observational visits to other schools

T0153 Individual or collaborative research on a topic of interest to you

professionally

T0155 Mentoring and/or peer Observation and coaching, as part Of a formal

arrangement that is recognized or supported by the school or district

T0158 Workshops, conferences or training in which you were the presenter

Total Hours [6 items]

In the past 12 months, how many hours did you spend on the activities?

T0160 In-depth study of the content in your MAW teaching assignment field

T0163 Content and performance standards in your MAN teaching assignment

field

T0166 Methods Of teaching

T0169 Uses Of computers for instruction

T0172 Student assessment, such as methods Of testing, evaluation, performance

assessment, etc

T0175 Student discipline and management in the classroom
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Teacher Background Variables

Female

T0356 Are you male or female?

Teaching Experience

TOTEXPER Teacher's total number of years teaching full or part-time in public

Math

T0102 This school year, what is your main teaching assignment field at this

school, that is, the field in which you teach the most classes?

(Math = 1 Others = 0)

English

T0102 This school year, what is your main teaching assignment field at this 5

school, that is, the field in which you teach the most classes?

(English = 1 Others = 0)

School Level Variables

Professional Learning Community [5 items]

DO you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?

(Strongly agree =1 , Strongly disagree = 4)

T0307 The principal talks with me flequently about my instructional practices

T0309 Most ofmy colleagues share my beliefs and values about what the central

mission of the school should be.

T0311 There is a great deal of cooperative effort among the staff members.

T0316 I make a conscious effort to coordinate the content ofmy courses with

that of other teachers.

T0319 I plan with the library media specialist/librarian for the integration of

library media services into my teaching.

Supportive Leadership [5 items]

DO you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?

(Strongly agree =1, Strongly disagree = 4)

T0299 The principal lets staff members know what is expected Of them.

T0300 The school administration's behavior toward the staff is supportive and

encouraging.
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T0306

T0310

T0312

My principal enforces school rules for student conduct and backs me up

when I need it.

The principal knows what kind Of school he/she wants and has

communicated it to the staff.

In this school, staff members is recognized for a job well done.

Collective Autonomy [7 items]

Using the scale 1-5, where 1 means "NO influence" and 5 means "A great deal of

influence," how much actual influence do you think teachers have over school policy at

this school in each Of the following areas?

T0286

T0287

T0288

T0289

T0290

T0291

T0292

(NO influence =1 , A great deal of influence =5)

Setting performance standards for students at this school

Establishing curriculum

Determining the content of in-service professional development programs

Evaluating teachers

Hiring new full-time teachers

Setting discipline policy

Deciding how the school budget will be spent

Individual Autonomy [6 items]

Using the scale 1-5, where 1 means "NO control" and 5 means "Complete control," how

much control do you think you have in your classroom at this school over each Of the

following areas Ofyour planning and teaching?

T0293

T0294

T0295

T0296

T0297

T0298

(NO control =1 Complete control =5)

Selecting textbooks and other instructional materials

Selecting content, topics, and skills to be taught

Selecting teaching techniques

Evaluating and grading students

Disciplining students

Determining the amount Ofhomework to be assigned

Planning Time

T0274 In your most recent full week of teaching, how much scheduled school

time did you have for planning? Hours

Student-Teacher Ratio

STU_TCH Number of students per full-time equivalent teacher in the school

163



Student Total Enrollment

80092 Around The first Of October, what was the total number of students

enrolled in this school in grades K-12 and comparable ungraded levels?

Secondary School

SCHLEVEL NCES Created Variable

(Elementary =1 Secondary = 2 Combined = 3)

Suburban

URBANTC (Large or mid-size central city =1 Urban fiinge of large or mid-size city =

2 Small town/Rural = 3)

% Minority

MH\IENR Percent minority students NCES Created Variable

District Level Variables

Time Support I

T0179 For the professional development in which you participated in the last 12

months, did you receive the following types Of support? Release time flom

teaching (i.e., your regular teaching responsibilities were temporarily

assigned to someone else)

Time Support II

T0180 For the professional development in which you participated in the last 12

months, did you receive the following types of support? Scheduled time in

the contract year for professional development

Money Support I

T0181 For the professional development in which you participated in the last 12

months, did you receive the following types Of support? Stipend for

professional development activities that took place outside regular work

hours

Money Support II [2 items]

For the professional development in which you participated in the last 12 months, did you

receive the following types Of support?

164



T0182

T0183

Co-funding

Full or partial reimbursement Of college tuition

Reimbursement for conference or workshop fees

[7 items]

Are the following sources of funding for teacher professional development activities used

in this district?

D1104

D1605

D1606

D1607

D1608

D1609

D1610

Principal Learning

State professional development funds

Special project budgets

School improvement funds

Title I

Eisenhower program

Other federal program

Private sector grants

[5 items]

Does this district provide the following professional development Opportunities for

school or district administrators?

D1590

D1591

D1592

D1593

D1596

Decentralization of PD

Training in evaluation and supervision

Training to use technology for planning, budgeting, decision-making, and

reporting

Training about advances in curriculum, teaching, and assessment

Forrnal networking Opportunities for personnel with similar

responsibilities

Opportunities to serve as mentors within the district

[3 items]

With regard to the in-service professional development activities for TEACHERS in this

district, who has PRIMARY responsibility for (teacher)

Teacher = 1 Principals or other school staff= 2 District staff = 3 Outside professional

development providers (e. g., university or college faculty, professional organizations) = 4

D1599

D1600

D1601

Deciding the content

Designing and planning the activities

Conducting the activities

Performance Indicator

D1533 Does this district use performance reports to evaluate the progress of

students in your district or schools?
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Accountability [2 items]

D1542 Does this DISTRICT reward schools for student achievement?

D1543 Does this DISTRICT sanction schools for poor student achievement?

District Total Enrollment

D0456 Around the first of October, what was the total number of students

enrolled in this district in ALL grade levels?

% Free-lunch

NSLAPP Percent OfK-12 students in district who were approved for flee or

reduced-price lunches in the National School Lunch Program.
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