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School Restructuring: Transforming Schools Into Communities of Learning

How can schools become communities of learning?   According to the School Restructuring Study, the answer is by school restructuring, as it has the ability to transform schools into communities of learning.  A professional community is needed to allow teachers to keep the needed level of energy and to use reflective practice to improve the authentic learning of their students (179).  The study found that multiple strategies were used in SRS schools in order to promote a stronger learning community including: more stringent standards for teachers, new configurations of power in schools, more teacher collaboration, more planning time, utilizing peers, and school-wide professional development.   A professional community allows for a complete school faculty to come together supporting and collaborating with each other and to improve the authentic education of their students (180).  
If one researches the different requirements and curriculums of accredited teacher training colleges today, one would see that there are inconsistencies between the programs.  This can be noticed in both the curriculum, as well as the student teaching experience.  More stringent standards for becoming a teacher were found to be needed by the study (180).  They would also need to be more standardized.  The SRS study also found that a national licensing system for more advanced teachers would create a stronger professional community (180).  Teachers need to be aware of the importance of authentic teaching, and assessment.  The SRS Study found that consistency is key when it come to teachers.
New configurations of power were also found in the SRS study schools.  Some types of power in the study include: consolidated, balkanized, laissez-faire, and shared power formats.  Cibola High School was in theory a staff run school where teachers felt that they were treated as professionals (142).  At Cibola High, everyone in theory had an equal vote (139).  Teachers brought new ideas to their teams and their principals which promoted a stronger learning community (192).  The leaders at the SRS schools had various titles including: principal, teacher-director, chief educational officer, and coordinator (193).  The study found that the most effective leaders delegated authority (193).  In addition, the study also found that the leaders of the more successful schools saw themselves as the center of the school’s staff, instead of seeing themselves at the top (194).  These leaders led professional discussions and were able to manage conflict effectively (194).  Although the leadership in the schools ranged, many of the teachers collaborated with one another.
That collaboration led to reflective dialogue at the SRS schools.  This was important as reflective dialogue is thought to improve the quality of teaching in schools.  Okanagon Middle School teachers reported that much of their reflections took place on teams (189).  Teachers discussed expectations with each other (189).  Lamar Elementary School used reflective dialogue to enhance their social and instructional goals that they had for their students (189).  Lamar’s teachers also took the time to have reflective discussions with their teaching partners (189).  Okanagon formed “families” out of the students and staff allowing everyone to really get to know each other in their “family” (121).  Team teaching at multiple schools focused on improving authentic learning experiences for students (191).   Teachers needed time with each other in order to do this well.
Teacher planning time was important at the SRS study schools (197).  The teachers used their planning time in various ways.  Okanagon teachers were able to meet on an almost daily basis to work on issues including curriculum development, and student advising (197).  Cibola offered fewer courses to allow for more time (197).  Other schools such as Lamar Elementary used parents and teacher aides to allow for more time for collaboration between teachers (197).  Even though there was more time for planning, time alone would not insure that a strong professional community would develop (198).  Planning time needed to be used effectively, peer pressure from other teachers aided in teachers using this time to both their and their students’ advantage.
Peer pressure makes all staff members accountable according to the SRS study.  When teachers could not just stay behind their closed door, but instead listen to their peers, this forged a stronger professional community.  A professional community fortifies peer pressure and accountability of staff (180).  At Cibola High School, “individuals are held accountable for their part in a collective enterprise” (138).  Peer pressure from other staff, besides administration led teachers to listen and value the opinions of their peers, and not just how the administration felt.  Peer observations enabled peers to view each other to both learn and aid one another in improving their teaching skills. 
Peer Observations were encouraged at many schools in the study.  Ashley Elementary’s principal encouraged the teachers to observe each other (190).  Teachers there felt that these peer observations encouraged discussion about teaching (190).  This could be challenging as it was sometimes difficult to coordinate schedules (190).  Scoring other teachers’ work allowed for more objectivity in grading as well (190).  This allowed for a more standardized scoring of all students (190).  Cibola High School also implemented the use of peer reviews (140).   Coordination of many people is required for many of these ideas to be implemented.  Although it may be difficult for some to manage, it is crucial for schools to work on this to improve the professional development of their teachers.
Professional development that was provided for all staff was encouraged at the SRS schools (198, 265).  Professional development came in multiple forms.  However, the study found that when professional development was offered only to a select few teachers that were to come back and share, it did not promote a strong professional community (266).  The one-day and half-day programs were found to be the most common model found in the SRS schools (198).  The schools did not rely completely on external expertise, but depended on the staff helping each other as well (198).  At Okanagon, staff provided development for one another (198).  This allowed staff members to share their talents with each other.  Careen Elementary hosted institutes on applied learning for teachers (89).  The SRS study found that some schools such as Red Lake Middle School and Wineman Elementary School provided retreats for their staff (199, 268).  This helped to develop a stronger professional community as the teachers all received the same professional development opportunities, and not just a select few.  Teachers teaching teachers was one of the main findings in the SRS study (199).  Many successful SRS schools promoted professional inquiry among the staff (191).
Lack of structure, leadership, and social conditions can lead to a poor professional community, like it did at Island High School (200).  There needs to be a shared school-wide vision in order for a professional community to succeed (201).  The staff and administration need to believe in it, and support and uphold what the vision stands for.  The vision has to be more than a piece of paper, it needs to be a living document created by school restructuring.
School restructuring has the ability to transform schools into communities of learning according to the SRS Study.  The study found that the following statement is true: “It takes a whole village to raise a child” (179).  It is imperative that as professionals, we strive to develop our schools into communities of learning, utilizing what has been found to work.  As teachers, we need to take a stand in improving our school communities, and not depending on others to do so before us.  The SRS study has given us multiple methods to accomplish this including: more stringent standards for teachers, new configurations of power in schools, more teacher collaboration, more planning time, utilizing peers, and school-wide professional development.   School community improvement starts with us, the teachers.  It is our job to take what we know in order to do our part in helping our schools restructure whether formally or informally.  This could be as simple as trying to help a colleague by collaborating with them.  As a member of the “School Improvement Team” I feel that it is my job, as I become more educated to use what I am learning to better my school.  Although it does take “a whole village to raise a child” (179) and to improve a school’s sense of community, it needs to be initiated by one person before the school restructuring process can begin to improve the community of learners.
