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Findings

The purpose of this research is to understand teachers’ perception of a professional learning community and how they value community activities by providing a learning community through a partnership with a school and a university. Universities need to educate preservice teachers for certain period and connect their teacher education program to K-12 schools. Preservice teachers go to the specific schools and learn teaching as a career through working with inservice teachers. They observe inservice teachers’ classes and get advice about teachers’ work in schools. Universities help the learning of preservice teachers through the advice of supervisors. As times go by, preservice teachers have the chance to teach students for several hours. Although researchers study this process of field experience in terms of preservice teachers’ learning, there is little research on the communities that preservice and inservice teachers and supervisors construct during the field experience in schools. The focus of my study was to explore the value of a learning community for student teachers, mentor teachers, and university teachers.
Generally, there are no cluster meetings among student teachers, mentor teachers, and university teachers in schools during the field experience period. In a sense, the cluster meetings in this study were a new venture. The cluster meetings existed temporarily; however, the schools and inservice teachers continue to take preservice teachers every year and universities also need supervisors to support preservice teachers. PRIME focused on this partnership between universities and schools. From the perspective of the partnership, the communities exist constantly and are important sources for the development of teachers and teacher educators.

In this chapter, three cases studies were described to show the cluster members’ understanding of their community. Narrative analysis was used to reconstruct conversations with a group of community members. Describing the members’ reflections on their cluster meetings helps to understand their learning community and to find ways to use partnerships effectively in building a professional learning community. 
Episode 1: Student teachers’ community

Question: During your student teaching period, you have cluster meetings. Can you explain about the cluster meetings? 

Ella: They were required for student teaching. We got together and focused about some interesting things that happened within the week. Generally, in the cluster meetings, we all get together, brainstorm ideas, and talk about our teaching, talk about ways to make ourselves better. 
Tyler: We have had a focus on one specific questions or theme for each cluster meeting each week. We were trying to bring in student work, to look each other’s video, to think about something in specific to a class. Whereas instead of saying it was Gabby’s cluster meeting, as the semester went on, we all took a part of the planning and how we would go and just the direction for each week and how a specific cluster meeting went. 

Ashley: Cluster meetings gave us an opportunity to get together with all student teachers and all mentor teachers, discuss ways to look at certain aspects, and compare different experiences. It kind of compares each other’s opinion. For example, when I brought up one thing in my class, they had so many different suggestions for it and looked at it different ways as well. 
Question: There were student teachers, mentor teachers, and a university teacher in the cluster meetings. What was the role of the members?

Ella: Gabby and you were the people who got to start and came up with the topic for each week. Mentor teachers were in-service teachers, and student teachers were people who were trying to get benefits from the other people’s opinions. But I don’t feel like I have to refer to mentor teachers’ opinion, and I feel totally comfortable putting in my own opinion. 

Tyler: In one week, I brought in something that I did in the class and in the other week, my role was just to listen to everyone. I think there was one thing that was nice about our role because it was learned and fixed. Basically the biggest role that we all had is sharing our thoughts and opinions and trying to learn from each other. But student teachers and teachers have a significant difference. Obviously we are not equals, we have a lot to learn from the mentor teachers, but it was never like we were their subordinates. If only student teachers met and discussed in the cluster meetings, then there would be a lack of knowledge and I would not learn things from mentor teachers.

Ashley: Student teachers, our role is to supply and bring certain things that allow for discussion. Gabby would be one sort of a leader, but you and Gabby posed questions, forced us to look at it in a deeper level and then keep discussing it. In the cluster meetings, we are all math teachers. We have the same role in what we are doing. If I might not agree with something they say, I also know that I’ve been only teaching for two months, but mentor teachers have been teaching for twenty years. So I definitely value their opinion.

Question: I defined a learning community as having a purpose, having some shared experience with regular meetings. Have you participated in a learning community other than this cluster meeting? How is the learning community different from this cluster meeting?

Ella: I am a member of a scholarship program. We have three yearly meetings with seven current students or younger teachers and talk online on a discussion board about things we’ve noticed and need to work on. It was really similar types of cluster meetings in getting together, brainstorming ideas, and learning how to make ourselves better. However, we tended to get really in depth in our conversations because we had a lot more time, normally three days at a time. 
Tyler: I’m thinking about coaching football. That wasn’t talking about the classroom, we’re talking about football. We met every Sunday for twelve hours. The staff was very involved, very respectful, wanted to know what each other thought about how things are going. They never made me feel like a kid. They made me know from the beginning that I’m part of the staff. I think it’s the same thing here. They never made it feel like we were just the college kid here to learn, I mean they really made it clear we were capable of doing a good job in the classroom. And there was a little more fixed role and more hierarchy in the coaching team. There were two separate communities, defense and offense staff, within the coaching community. Within the larger group, I felt a more minor role, but in two small groups I really felt I’m an equal with the other three guys. The biggest difference, in our cluster meetings, is that there was separation of members, mentor teachers and student teachers, in that we’re in different positions, they are experienced teachers, whereas, in the coaching staff, we are all coaches. 
Ashley: I think classes that you are in are considered a learning community. I took a cryptography class and the class is a learning community. There was a group of five or six of us. We got together a couple of times every week and all learned from each other. I would say we are all the same level. Even though they had different levels of understanding in that, it was beneficial to everyone. My study group had one common goal of understanding the material and getting the same right answer, whereas, the cluster meeting shared our different experiences, not looking for a certain right answer. The similarity is that in the cluster meetings, we’re trying to find ways to make up better teachers and in study group, we’re trying to find ways to make better students. 
Question: Among the cluster meetings, if you could choose one day or discussion, what was it and why?

Ella: The discussion of Gabby’s material was informative for me. We talked about what constitutes student discourse and how to make it better and how to avoid hijacking the conversation. I felt I was changing from more teacher-centered to more student-centered during my student teaching. The specific observation protocol that Gabby gave us focused on one specific thing to look for and how to notice classroom discourse. Ms. Perry and I used the materials during my lesson. When students were working in groups, she talked to me aside, “I think you’re in the focus of this conversation. You’re the one rehashing everything that the students have said. Just let the students talk.” If she hadn’t had that material there, that might not have been something that she said to me. Moreover, to spend time discussing student discourse in the cluster meeting, I was able to focus more on my students’ discourse during the following weeks. 

Tyler: It was an assessment that Gabby brought in. We discussed why or how much credit we would give in the solutions. I think that we got into good mathematics. It was also important to hear different perspectives about what the other experienced teachers thought of. This was more valuable in a problem assessment. One thing is that you have to be flexible in how to grade. There is no right way to do a score. The other thing is to make sure there is the connection between what we want to assess and the score that we give them. I learned that teachers are consistent in grading what they want to assess and in giving students credit for what they know instead finding out everything the students did wrong.

Ashley: We talked about our mathematical situations that we had or situations that were brought up by our students in classes, or how we responded to it. Our mathematical situations promoted discussion about how other people would have approached it. It was interesting to see what they said because it made me think the best way that I approached it or a different way and what would have been the best for the students. I think that it is important that if teachers were asked a question and they don’t know the answer right then, they need to research the question, come back to it and have a good explanation for the students. The discussion made me think, for example, if it was the best way that I approached it or if I could have done it differently or what would have been the best for the students. 

Question: What was valuable in being in the cluster meeting?

Ella: We all had sort of common experiences, but we all had our own perspectives to bring to it. While teaching in class, I learned math through preparing the subject and interacting with students, and learned how to reach students, whereas in the cluster meetings, I got advice from other teachers who have a different way of thinking about teaching so that I was allowed to reflect deeply on my teaching. They forced me to look at my teaching in a reflective way. The different opinions made me think more deeply about why I agree or disagree with them and think about what I truly believe. For example, I brought up the situation in the 3rd meeting, and had a chance to see how differently the people understood the question and answer from a different direction than I was looking at. I liked having the veteran teachers in our cluster meetings. That was an invaluable resource as a teacher, and they knew how to get over student teachers’ struggles. For instance, discussion after watching student teachers’ lesson videos gave suggestions for ways that I could make it better. The material in the 7th meeting was also informative for me. I felt I was changing from more teacher-centered to more student centered when teaching using the material. We got the opportunity to talk to other student teachers so that we discussed the same problems in teaching. Without cluster meetings, I don’t think I would have gotten as much out of student teaching as I did.
Tyler: It was similar to being in the last semester’s class. The class for preservice teachers’ field experience gave us an opportunity to hear different perspectives on a lot of different topics and to be involved in a situation where everyone’s opinion was respected. The cluster meeting also shared different opinions of members in interesting situations and experiences. The cluster meeting gave us the opportunity to learn how different our ideas can be. For example, we talked about what mathematics is in the 7th meeting. I learned that your students might not have the same understanding of the word that you’re talking about. When we do not communicate about what we think, it may cause problems in understanding each other’s thinking. Next, The cluster meetings gave me experience that I can use in the future. Even though I didn’t agree with what the teachers said, the disagreement in the discussion helped me fortify certain beliefs and ideas about teaching mathematics. For example, discussion after watching each lesson video fortified my idea that teacher allow students to justify what they are saying. The biggest thing is that the cluster meeting helped me keep in mind the fact that I need to ask more high-level, cognitively demanding questions. 

Ashley: I got to feel that I looked more in depth into certain aspects of students, of the teaching that I have and realized there’s more meaning on what I brought up while discussing it in the cluster meetings. I think it was good to get opinions, get outlooks, and hear experience from the diverse members in our cluster meetings. Through participating in the cluster meetings, I’ve been able to see what I need to do to make my lessons better and how to develop lessons and activities to help students understand the material. 

Question: What difficulties did you have or what suggestions would you have in building a learning community?

Ella: The biggest concern with cluster meetings was the meeting time because they took me out of the classroom after school, so that students were not able to come in for extra help. Sometimes, it ran too long. Maybe we need a timer to go off. The number of members was good because fewer people don’t have as many ideas coming in and more people are harder to be heard. Five to eight would be ideal. Another concern is to have my mentor teacher in there. It made me nervous to critique my mentor teacher’s teaching or her discussion because I felt she obviously knows more than I do. I think there maybe difficulties if we have somebody who was less open to new ideas or more afraid of other people’s thoughts. 

Tyler: To me, criticizing each other is the hardest thing because we’re all friends and care about each other. I don’t have things that I didn’t like in the cluster meetings; however, I could complain about the length of the meetings, but everyone was willing to share their opinions so that it took so long. If we were shy to talk to other teachers, then we can’t build a community for professional development. In the discussion, after we watched each other’s videos, there was a lack of talking. If you were not talking in the meeting, there is no learning at all. If I commented for better meetings, I may encourage the mentor teachers to talk more about what they thought because I felt I didn’t get enough personal feedback about what I’m doing and opinions about my teaching approach. I would suggest the more personal stuff for the cluster meeting discussion. I think the most value you can get is talking about specific things that you did in your class. 

Ashley: I don’t think I would have changed anything. If I had cluster meeting again, maybe not Friday afternoons. Sometimes I felt I didn’t have much to contribute in the discussion. Student teachers wouldn’t feel comfortable talking in front of everyone because we had just experienced student teaching. We might not want to talk about each other in the cluster meetings if it was not required. For example, it is uncomfortable to look videos and critique each other in the cluster meetings because people worried that they were showed bad teachers to others. I think physical things coming from student work helped us discuss with other people. The more physical things we bring would be better for student teachers. Difficult concepts would also be good topics for discussion. For better cluster meetings, I suggest that all of us watch a specific lesson, not on video, and talk about the entire lesson together. If so, then we would be on the same page and could discuss a lot more things that we all saw. 
Episode 2 Mentor teacher’s community

Question: During the field experience period, you have cluster meetings. Can you explain about the cluster meetings? 

Ms. Turner: We met once a week with student teachers, mentor teachers, and supervisors. I think that the goal was not just to address issues happening in the classroom but to broaden our view about mathematics behind the happening, teaching, and student learning. There was a dual purpose of what the mentor teachers had and what the student teachers had. 

Ms. Perry: The cluster meetings were designed for student teachers and mentor teachers to reflect on experiences in the classroom. I saw the cluster meetings as a time of reflection on what teachers and student teachers are doing and students are doing. The overall goal of cluster meetings was to reflect on practices, to learn how to teach, and to make teacher practice better. The focus of the cluster meetings was to build the mathematics of student teachers and mentor teachers. As one of the mentor teachers, I was sitting there, listening to, thinking, and giving feedback about activities involving students’ learning and teaching. 

Ms. Robin: It was a meeting where we got together with the preservice as well as their mentors at their university, and discussed situations and classroom concerns. The cluster meetings were student teacher-centered instead of university professional-oriented. 

Question: You all had cluster meetings last year even though not in the same cluster meetings. Compare this year’s and last year’s cluster meetings and think about having no cluster meetings.

Ms. Turner: When I had only my student teachers, I didn’t get that meeting. We had informal interactions constantly, and our focus was only on our classroom, our kids, and our teaching. On the other hand, having the cluster meeting gave us different viewpoint for other classrooms, students, and teaching by stepping out and thinking about what is going on in other classrooms. Last year’s cluster meetings were doing during lunch time, but we were a very small group of five and very quiet people. So it was hard to get good conversation going. On the other hand, this year we set up time ahead and knew what we would do next week. 

Ms. Perry: If there were only you and your student teacher, then they see one side of one perspective. But we had cluster meetings so that student teachers got feedback from their peers as well as other mentor teachers. I think more feedback makes a step forward at problem situations. Last year we had it during lunch, and there were other teachers of the department in the lunch table. But our discussion was not productive because it was not focused and directed. The cluster meetings in this year were more planned and focused in discussion. Since we met often enough this year, I also got to know the other student teachers well. 
Ms. Robin: The basic difference having cluster meetings is that the members can share ideas and hear feedback not just from my mentor and my student teachers. We have ongoing conversation constantly when we have student teachers, but the cluster meeting gave us other teachers’ ideas. The last year we discussed issues of student teachers concerns in cluster meetings, but this year we’ve looked at mathematical situations and classroom concerns. 

Question: I defined a learning community as having a purpose, having some shared experience with regular meetings. Have you participated in a learning community other than this cluster meeting? How is the learning community different from this cluster meeting?

Ms. Perry: I have recently had an AP calculus teacher learning community about once a month. We’re all AP Calculus teachers and discuss AP test or teaching. A volunteer showed her teaching in the meeting. The similarity between the community and cluster meeting was that there were novice members, for example, novice AP teachers in AP learning community and student teachers in cluster meeting. We developed a community that members feel comfortable about sharing what they don’t know in both meetings. While the members established the agenda of what we want to accomplish in the AP learning community, the cluster meeting was more directed by someone else. 

Ms. Turner: I’m participating in a project to build a vertical team to study curriculum kindergarten through twelve grades. The similarities between the project teams and cluster meetings would be the open discussion and the discussions that the members focused on mathematics and learning. We had very focused goals, while the cluster meetings had different goals for each meeting. We had no regular set meeting time in the project meetings although we followed up as we needed, but the cluster meetings had meetings regularly. I liked the unstructured format of the cluster meetings. For example, the questions “What are you looking for? What’s going to be the focus of the meeting” gave us a focus for each week. 

Ms. Robin: I’m on a professional learning committee that is for staff development and on the school improvement committee. I also have department meetings in this high school as formal teacher meetings. The cluster meetings were more formal to discuss teaching and learning whereas the department meeting was all about dispersing information, not about mathematics. We had meetings and talked about something about a school situation, but the topic was different from cluster meetings. 
Question: What is a professional learning community?

Ms. Perry: I heard about a professional learning community from two different perspectives. One is a community within a school for students’ development, and the other is a community designed to help teachers such as AP learning community. In other words, one is student-focused, and the other is teacher-focused. I think the cluster meetings are on the way to developing into a professional learning community. Since we got together for our learning and development and all with same profession, our cluster meetings were close to the generic definition of a professional learning community. 

Ms. Turner: I’m a lead teacher of the project team. We want to build a professional learning community. We have regular meetings and set goals, but we have time constraints in the meeting and this county had just a few teachers in the project team. Our feet are on the ground. The composition of members in a plc depends on the purpose of the professional learning community. The crucial thing in a professional learning community would be to focus on classroom or teaching or learning aspects that impact the classroom. 

Ms. Robin: Professional learning communities are where we get together and talk about mathematics from the teacher’s point of view. For example, Ms. Turner’s vertical team is a plc. I think that a professional learning community is all around teachers all the time even though informal or formal. For example, if teachers get together and talk about mathematics in a moment, that is also an informal type of professional learning community. 
Question: Among the cluster meetings, if you could choose one day or discussion, what was it and why?

Ms. Turner: My favorite was the third meeting where we talked about the mathematical situation because it was neat to talk about the mathematics and to think about what kids are thinking. 

Ms. Perry: I would pick that one too and the last one because those were positive ones instead of the ones like why you are having problems understanding perimeter. I like to hear the student teachers’ exciting moments which make us stay here. 

Ms. Robin: I like the third meeting as well because I like to hear the mathematical situations. But I did not like the watching the video of discourse in the 7th meeting because I couldn’t categorize the student discourse in the video. We need to talk more about the material and more time to do that kind of activity. 

Question: What was valuable in being in the cluster meeting?

Ms. Turner: For example, the student teachers’ lesson videos in the cluster meetings revealed things that we didn’t see in the classroom even though the camera catches everything of the lesson. Or I tried to tell my student teacher about walking up and down the rows as he’s talking in class; however, he could see that he was at the board the whole time in the video. Looking at the missed or unaware things and discussing them were interesting. In addition, different backgrounds and different experiences of members gave us a different perspective through the cluster meetings. The student teachers were able to get a lot more than what we could give them by having out there person coming in cluster meetings. We need the university people to think about beyond what we’re doing here. The other thing is that the cluster meetings were a good chance to get to know other student teachers, and the three student teachers could relate to each other. It was also interesting to come in and talk about the mathematics. We had a department meeting, but it was not about content. However, the discussion about the mathematics in the cluster meeting was not something we were gonna teach the kids, but it was something for us to think beyond what was going on in the classroom. 

Ms. Perry: University people look at what we’re trying to get across in classrooms from a college instructor’s perspective. But it’s an actual experience and we knew that they didn’t have the experience of where we are. We would like to let college people know where we are and to see how they teach. Through getting different groups together and discussing in cluster meetings, we’re helping college professors on the practical side. The other thing is, for example, when watching student teachers’ lesson videos in the cluster meetings, the video never catches all the dynamics of the classroom. Nevertheless, the cluster meetings made us more aware how my colleague thought about things having discourse. The cluster meetings with university teachers helped us think about the big picture of teaching, or methodology, so that they made us see weaknesses in us. I think cluster meetings built a stronger relationship among the members. 

Ms. Robin: It was good to talk to other teachers about mathematics and to hear what they are doing in their classroom because we don’t have time to go out and watch other teaching. The cluster meetings get input from not only veteran teachers but preservice teachers as well. The ideas or ways to teach a topic different from my own helped me in planning and teaching. I also learned that I wish we had an opportunity as teachers to have those meetings even though our schedule is hard to make them. 

Question: What difficulties did you have or would you have in building a learning community?

Ms. Turner: Sometimes it is harder to get everybody into the discussion because it’s Friday afternoon. But it’s better than lunch time because lunch time is a short period and it’s hard to focus on discussion. I think we discussed practical things in the cluster meetings, but probably we would have times for discussion of more theoretical things. In the 7th meeting when I look at the video clip, I guess there were lots of things in a full classroom discussion where more kinds are participating in it than just two persons at the board to see. The whole group discussion is one of the hardest things to do as a teacher to get a class up and to get everybody involved and talk. We need to see and talk about those things.

Ms. Perry: We had watched videos about three cluster meetings, but it was a very short time to discuss a lot of information in it. The cluster meetings were absent of decision process of what the agenda would be. The agenda was decided by one or two of our participants, instead of the cluster deciding. If we had had a chance to think and talk about our agenda for cluster meetings, then all members would have equal sides of the picture. But I don’t know whether we put the priorities of the agenda to the student teachers. Another problem is the time issue. For example, I waited ten minutes for other mentor teachers to get meetings. If we could avoid the wasted time, it would be a better meeting. At last, I would like to suggest the student teaching period should be longer with cluster meeting because ten weeks are so short to learn. 
Ms. Robin: It was interesting to see students’ discourse in the 7th meeting, but I didn’t understand what we were gonna see that day. I agree with Ms. Perry’s idea that the whole group could find the direction together. Student teachers brought a mathematical situation in the cluster meetings; however, what was the mathematical situation? What if nothing happens that you feel is suitable? We should have talked about that, not forced us to find mathematical situations. Personally, a meeting once a week was too much although it was a wonderful opportunity to talk with other teachers. 

Episode 3: University teacher’s community

Question: During the field experience period, you have cluster meetings. Can you explain about the cluster meetings? 

Gabby: In cluster meetings, I had a goal of where I want them to go, but I asked “what would you want to do, do you have any other suggestions?” at the end of each meeting. In the first cluster meeting, I brought in assessment examples. There were a few cluster meetings that the student teachers would bring in things from their classroom and examples of student work. We had one cluster meeting where we looked at a video to think about how to observe and how to talk about those observations. Discussions in cluster meetings were grounded in actual teaching experience whereas the discussions in university courses were things outside of the classroom, not in classrooms they’re directly involved with. The cluster meetings had three mentor teachers who have been teaching at least ten years, three student teachers who have no teaching experience, and myself who had teaching experience in past. 

Question: There were student teachers, mentor teachers, and a university teacher in the cluster meetings. What was the role of the members?

Gabby: All of us had the role of sharing experiences that we have in own life outside of Norris and things that we observed at Norris. I think they all had a different role in the sense that student teachers had less experience to build on and to share issues of teaching but the mentor teachers had more experiences to help the student teachers. I want mentor teachers to have more thoughts about their teaching practices and mathematics beyond the cluster meetings, but they viewed their predominate role just to be a mentor to student teachers. 
In the beginning my role was to set the stage for how the meeting was going to go, but for the most part, my role was to sit back and let the teachers talk amongst themselves. Overall, my role is to encourage the group of teachers to share aspects of their practice, to consider each other’s practices, to think about mathematics, and to learn from each other. I brought stuff and posed some questions in the cluster meetings to organize and encourage participants to be involved. 
I felt I was part of the community but not a member, because I was an outsider in the sense that I only went to Norris High School once a week but the mentor teachers and the student teachers were there every single day. But I tried to be a member, another teacher who had taught in the past in the cluster meetings. 

Question: You had cluster meetings last year in this school. Compare this year’s and last year’s cluster meetings.
Gabby: There were different numbers of mentor teachers and student teachers last year. This year having three mentor teachers and three student teachers was much better than two mentor teachers and two student teachers last year. I definitely took more about a hands-on approach to last year than I did this year. I think last year was more formal in that we outlined the agenda as a group. Another difference is last year we focused on mentor teachers, but this year I focused on student teachers. The personality of mentor teachers was also different. Last year both student teachers were quiet in cluster meetings whereas this year all three of them spoke up when they wanted to speak up. Last year, one mentor teacher who had the experience of having a student teacher was very talkative, but the other mentor teacher for whom it was the first time having a student teacher was very quiet. This year, the mentor teachers were much more experienced than last year’s teachers. Last year, the members talked about only something that happened in their own class. If there was something that they both had accessed to and observed, then they didn’t talk about it. The discussion time was just ten minutes at lunch time last year, but we had Friday afternoon for one or two hours this year. 

Question: I defined a learning community as having a purpose, having some shared experience with regular meetings. Have you participated in a learning community other than this cluster meeting? How is the learning community different from this cluster meeting?

Gabby: I’m working on a project that is examining doctoral students learning within the various research projects at my university. I work with a few doctoral students, and we collectively work together to try and figure out what’s going on in the projects. There is similar learning in the sense that everybody is contributing and my role is kind of the same in both project meetings and cluster meetings, bringing in something to elicit conversations and posing questions. The other similarity is that members in project meetings work together, see each other frequently and talk anywhere that they meet such as in the halls. The members in cluster meetings also have chats in between classes and after or before school. 
The difference is that we’re all doctoral students except one professor in the project, whereas everybody is a teacher except me in the cluster meetings. In addition, the members in cluster meetings came from different backgrounds, for example, experienced teachers as mentor teachers, student teachers who are beginning teachers, and a university teacher who has research experience. Whereas in the project meetings, everybody is a doctoral student although I have been longer in the project than the other people have. Another difference is the project was more goal-oriented whereas the cluster meetings’ goals were very broad. There is a clear focus in the project meetings to answer the four research questions but what ends up happening in the cluster meeting is? I think that the members’ experiences in the classroom are different and their ideas about cluster meetings are kind of different. 
Question: What is a professional learning community?

Gabby: The idea of community is more than just sitting down and meeting. I think teachers operate as a community in their department. They meet weekly or monthly and learn from each other. They are a group in charge of the mathematics learning, and as a whole in charge of their teaching classes. 

I’ve been in a lot of different professional learning communities. The word “professional” was to distinguish between personal things and things that I do career-wise. I think a professional learning community is a group of people who come together having this goal that they have similar experiences or have things that can talk about in a way that they are learning themselves and encouraging other members to learn. My definition of a professional learning community is a group of professionals who work together for a common purpose of learning more about their practice. The members in a professional learning community can be from different backgrounds, but it is still within the same profession. In order to have an effective learning community among teachers, it’s not enough to come together and talk. You’ve got to have activities and some purpose. 

Question: Among the cluster meetings, if you could choose one day or discussion, what was it and why?

Gabby: I would choose the first meeting. I brought in examples of student work in the alternative assessment book. They were differently graded work and rubrics about the grading, and we discussed whether we agreed with the score that was given. But I’m not sure that I learned something from the specific meeting. 

Question: What was valuable in being in the cluster meeting?

Gabby: I interacted with the members in cluster meetings, in the classroom, before school sometimes, and after an observation. So it is hard to distinguish what experiences have influenced me in those different situations. But cluster meetings provided chances to ask all three of the mentor teachers about things that happened, and that makes us closer professionally. I feel the cluster meetings helped me to understand more about how the teachers at that particular school interact in a community, to understand how these teachers viewed mathematics and teaching and learning mathematics, and to understand a vision of what those teachers thought the purpose of student teaching was and how that vision was predominate among teachers. The cluster meetings also gave me insights into how to be a leader of a group of teachers.  This will influence my future work as a professional developer. 
The meetings provided opportunities for mentor teachers to share their thoughts about mathematics and teaching and learning mathematics. The cluster meetings allowed the student teachers the opportunity to share something that happened in their classroom and to engage in professional conversations with colleagues. I also learned more mathematics through the cluster meetings.
As a whole, I got to know the student teachers well although it’s hard to distinguish cluster meetings versus my individual interactions with them as I said earlier. For example, watching videos in the 4th and 5th meetings was good to know where the student teachers were. I learned Tyler was very focused on student thinking. I think Ashley learned how she thinks about motivating students and her desire of teaching to make mathematics interesting. Ella was very strong mathematically. I think the student teachers felt the meetings gave them more ideas about teaching. 

I think having three groups in cluster meetings was an advantage because they have different experiences. Mentor teachers have years of experience that was valuable, and as a university teacher, I have the university background and teaching in another state. You also had different experiences in another country. That diversity was definitely an advantage. 

Question: What difficulties did you have or would you have in building a learning community?

Gabby: There were power issues as part of the problem with putting three groups of people together. A university person seems to be with all the power because he/she gave grades to the student teachers. Mentor teachers had years of experience of teaching to fall back on, but student teachers had no teaching experience and had to get credit for their teaching. So I would be very careful of what and when I said something. It was challenge to me to decide when I should speak or when I should stay quiet. However, I think we’re okay this year because we’re comfortable at talking. 
I didn’t like distractions in cluster meetings. For example, when student teachers brought examples of student work, they brought only one copy and only one person could look at it. So other members didn’t actually hear what the person was saying and have a chance to comment on it. To create a meaningful experience for teachers, I think it takes more than a 30-minute meeting.
To develop our cluster meetings into professional learning communities, we have to have specific goals, not broad goals. I think there were not clear goals for the PRIME, which created problems in cluster meetings. We need a coherent goal that everybody understands, and the members’ roles within the community should be clearly defined. We also need to consider the community that exists at Norris High school. If we want to impact the mentor teachers then we have to take the way that they already operate in their community. I think teachers should be included in professional development, whereas the teachers were not really partners in this project. 

