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Scholarly Delivery Framework  

The research focus of the scholarly delivery focuses on a rural school partnership in 

creating an inter-district virtual professional learning community (PLC). The first 

scholarly deliverable is a case study article used for teaching doctoral or master’s 

candidates in educational leadership. The title of this article is “Creating a Virtual Inter-

District Professional Learning Community: Rural Schools-University Partnership.” The 

case represents a collaborative effort of a local school district and a regional university 

system to provide a virtual PLC to improve math scores for fifth and sixth-grade students 

in rural districts. The final scholarly deliverable is an empirical article titled “Shrinking 

the Country Mile: Implementation of Virtual PLCs in Rural Schools.” This empirical 

article focuses on implementing a virtual PLC in rural schools to promote teacher 

academic growth and enhance the academic achievement of rural students. 
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Abstract 

The challenges and obstacles that a small rural school district in west Texas experiences 

in the planning and implementing a professional learning communities (PLC) appear 

overwhelming due to the lack of resources.  Realizing that other area rural school districts 

were experiencing the same challenges, the creation of a virtual inter-district PLC was 

developed to help alleviate the challenges and overcome the obstacles.  This PLC 

included five rural school districts and a partnership with the local university. The 

initiation of the virtual inter-district PLC was feasible through virtual collaboration 

efforts between the school districts and all stakeholders involved.  

Keywords: virtual professional learning community, rural schools, student 
achievement, school/university partnership 
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Creating a Virtual Inter-District Professional Learning Community: Rural Schools-

University Partnership 

Urban, suburban, and rural schools alike have the common goal of student 

academic success; however, these schools have their own unique challenges, especially 

rural schools. Because rural schools have smaller student populations and less funding 

than their urban and suburban counterparts, rural principals are often responsible for the 

overseeing of a multitude of grade levels and often serve as the sole leader of their 

campuses (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). Because of the geographical 

location of rural schools, rural principals also face the challenges of limited access to 

immediate professional support and professional communities (Hansen, 2018; Stewart & 

Matthews, 2015). The further a rural school is located from urban and suburban schools, 

the more likely principals are to be and feel isolated from traditional networking systems 

of principals and professional support for themselves and their teaching staff (Parsons et 

al., 2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). The role of the rural principal is challenging. 

The principal's role has grown over the last 20 years more than any other time in 

the previous 100 years of public education. The principal is now the academic leader of 

his campus in a manner that has never been the case (Alvoid & Black, 2014). So, they 

have to work with the district and the teachers to ensure all stake-holders' success. As 

Masumoto and Brown-Welty (2009) stated that there are universal characteristics of 

effective leaders: (a) sense of vision, (b) ability to set goals and plan, (c) personal 

charisma, (d) strong communication skills, (e) strong sense of self and personal 

convictions, (f) relationship and empathy skills, (g) the ability to motivate and influence 

others. They suggest that the final characteristic, the ability to motivate and influence 
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others defines leadership itself.  These characteristics are essential for rural principals 

during times of transition and initiative implementation.  

The implementation of professional learning communities (PLC) is a path to 

increasing student achievement. When PLCs are executed appropriately, they can fine-

tune teaching practices and impact student learning (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 

2009). DuFour et al. (2005) developed three concepts that work as a roadmap to the 

success of PLCs: (a) the focus should be on high levels of learning for all students versus 

what is taught; (b) teachers should not work in silos, that is, PLC work must be 

collaborative with shared responsibility for learning; and (c) teachers must implement 

and follow through by continuously gathering data using multiple methods to find 

evidence of student learning and instructional practice effectiveness. Nelson (2009) 

stressed that PLCs are the most appropriate way to get teachers to create in a format that 

is collaborative and not in the private practice of work.   

PLCs have increased the effectiveness of traditional professional development. 

Linder (2011) examined how effective professional development impacts teachers’ 

thoughts and how it allows them to grow in their pedagogy to improve student learning. 

The key to successful professional development is the focus on collaboration. The 

implementation of PLCs helps teachers to reflect on their best practices through 

collaboration, sharing ideas, lesson planning, and other instructional strategies (Bausmith 

& Barry, 2011). Sheppard and Brown (2009) stressed that districts have a variety of 

teachers, and each teacher has their strengths and weaknesses, and one way to ensure that 

all teachers are professionally supported with the district vision is through a well-run 

PLC.  
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Implementing a PLC in a rural school presents several challenges. It is critical that 

all stake-holders are invested in the process. It is clear that transforming a school 

organization into a learning community can be done only with the sanction of the leaders 

and the active nurturing of the entire staff's development as a community (Ho et al., 

2019). The influence of the campus principal and the superintendent will determine if this 

culture change in the school will be effective. The literature suggests, PLC requires 

leadership, specifically instructional leadership, which impacts student learning, to be 

distributed, particularly by enabling and developing teacher leaders (Chen et al., 2016; 

Hairon et al., 2014; Wang, 2016). This shared leadership is the key to a successful PLC.  

Leadership in PLCs is critical; however, leaders must have the trust of their stake-

holders. Sheppard and Brown (2009) did a five-year case study of the school district's 

CEO's and their success on the development of a shared vision. They discovered that 

without a high level of trust, the district and the CEO were not as thriving. Building trust 

with the school community does not happen by chance. School leaders must be 

intentional, authentic, and genuine while building trust (Scheniger & Murray, 2017). 

According to Scheniger and Murray, building trust requires school leaders to.  

 make child-centered decisions daily, 

 be present and display competence, 

 invest in people, 

 create transparency, 

 be reliable and follow-through, 

 walk the talk, and 

 lead with integrity. (p. 227-229) 
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There must be trust for authentic growth to occur. Altering the norms and practices that 

occur in the classroom is a cultural change that will only take place if trust is established. 

It is the responsibility of the superintendent to gain this trust and share the vision at all 

levels throughout the district.    

Case Narrative 

 This case study is centered around a partnership between rural school districts and 

a local university in the west Texas area. This unique partnership was created with a 

desire to overcome the obstacles that rural school districts experience in their quest for 

high student academic achievement. The intent is to create a virtual inter-district 

professional learning community with other surrounding rural school districts with the 

support of the local university. This collaborative would allow all the participants to pool 

their resources and talents to create a virtual inter-district PLC that reached beyond the 

walls of one school district.  

  Setting 

Metal Independent School District (MISD) is a school district in the west Texas 

area. As of the 2018-2019 school year, it had 577 students. It is a rural school that 

consists of three campuses and covers 923 square miles. Due to this vastness, some 

students travel 40 to 50 miles to and from school daily. It has a superintendent and three 

principals. Fifty percent of the students are considered at risk of dropping out of 

school. Twenty percent of students were enrolled in bilingual and English language 

learning programs. Metal ISD is currently ranked a “B” in the state's A-F accountability 

rating. The district has a focus on reading, writing, and math to produce an engaging, 

enriching, and empowering education for their students.  
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Panhandle University (PU) is a public institution that serves the west Texas and 

the panhandle area. It has a total enrollment of 10,060. Its setting is suburban, and the 

campus size covers 135 acres. It is the only bachelor's and master's degree-granting state 

university within a 100-mile radius. PUs primary service region extends beyond the 

Texas borders into the neighboring states of Colorado, Kansas, New Mexico, and 

Oklahoma. PU has started a new doctoral program in educational leadership that focusses 

on rural school districts. The university understands the unique challenges that rural 

schools encounter, and they are dedicated to the research and the development of these 

schools.   

Main Characters 

Mike Hernandez is the superintendent at MISD. He is in his fifth year as a 

superintendent. He has experience as a deputy superintendent, principal, and classroom 

teacher. This experience has helped him effectively initiate new programs within this 

district. Superintendent Hernandez is also enrolled in the educational leadership doctoral 

program at PU. He has a focus on instructional leadership, and his priority at MISD is to 

provide a viable and vetted curriculum. He is interested in implementing PLCs to ensure 

dynamic lesson presentations and formative and summative assessments to verify the 

learning process.  

Gary May is a graduate professor at PU.  He has worked for the university for 15 

years. He teaches doctoral-level courses in the Educational Leadership program. Dr. 

May’s passion is creating and mentoring strong leaders. He teaches all of the 

superintendent certification at courses and works with his doctoral candidates in 

conducting research on educational leadership.  Prior to his arrival at PU, Dr. May served 
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20 years of practical field experience in Texas public schools, including nine years of 

teaching, six years as a principal, and five years as a superintendent.  

Creating School-University Partnerships 

Superintendent Hernandez is in his second year in the PU Educational Leadership 

doctoral degree. One of the research areas that resonated with him is the implementation 

of PLC. The collaboration and the “community” that is generated by a PLC intrigued 

him.  While researching PLCs for one of his assignments, he mentioned his desire to 

initiate a PLC in his school district to his professor, Dr. May. Dr. May immediately 

noticed the potential for applied research that not only focused in the rural setting but had 

the potential needed to make significant changes. He decided to do some research on 

opportunities to help Superintendent Hernandez and MISD.  

  Superintendent Hernandez knew that he needed to introduce the possible 

implementation of PLCs in a careful manner. He knew he would have to have “buy-in” 

from his district stake-holders.  He decided he would first start with his campus 

administrators.  He needed to know what they already knew about PLCs and their 

perception of PLCs and the feasibility of implementing them in their rural district. He 

called a meeting with the three campus administrators. After giving them a brief 

explanation of the purpose of PLCs, they discussed the advantages and disadvantages of 

implementation. Through research, they knew that if implemented correctly, that student 

achievement would increase as well as teachers and principals, all working toward a 

shared vision of excellence.   

 Initially, there was excitement until the challenges of implementing a PLC in a 

small rural district were discussed. The middle school principal felt that implementing a 
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PLC in a small district was impossible. He mentioned that he had one math teacher for 

grades 5-6 and one math teacher for 7-8. How could such a small staff participate in a 

PLC and benefit from its collaboration with lesson design and curriculum when they have 

been basically teaching in isolation? This indeed was an issue.   

All campus administrators understood the issues of a rural school. They all wore 

“many hats” with their job. The elementary principal was also the district Assistant 

Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction. The high school principal was also the 

baseball and track coach. The middle school principal drove the school bus every 

morning and afternoon. Each administrator was required to attend all sporting events. 

How could they possibly find time to implement such a major initiative like PLCs?   

Superintendent Hernandez understood their concerns but knew that in order to 

meet the district goals of increased student achievement that changes needed to be made. 

He met with Dr. May, and together, they discussed solutions to the dilemma. How could 

they overcome these rural school obstacles? They were determined to make this work. 

They realized that the big issue was the size of the school and the limited resources. They 

were positive that other schools were experiencing this same challenge. 

 Dr. May decided to hold a meeting with five of the area rural school 

superintendents to discuss the dilemma of decreased student achievement and the 

implementation of PLCs. Within the first few minutes of this meeting, it was evident that 

all superintendents were on the same page.  They understood the need for improvement 

but they were also hindered by the unique challenges that rural schools face. 

Superintendent Hernandez listened intently and made the comment, “We are stronger, 

when we work together.”  He got everyone’s attention. He then said, “What if we 
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combined our resources and created an inter-district PLC?” The team of superintendents 

and Dr. May started to “brainstorm” ideas that would help them create an inter-district 

PLC.  

The Plan 

 The plan began to unfold. The superintendents decided to create an inter-district 

PLC. All five rural schools would participate. The first job for each superintendent was to 

get their schools informed and get their feedback. Like Superintendent Hernandez, they 

also recognized the need to gain their stake-holders’ buy-in. Dr. May reminded the 

superintendents that initiating a PLC would involve a “culture-shift”. Teaching and 

planning in isolation would be a thing of the past. Their biggest obstacle they would 

encounter would be a culture-shift that would involve the whole concept of “change”. 

Change means stress not only for teachers and staff but also for administrators. With 

change comes hesitation and an innate desire to “push-back”. It was the campus 

administrators’ responsibility to guide the teachers and staff and anticipate this push-

back. They would need to be proactive about this transition and learn as much as could 

about the implementation of PLCs.   

 Another major concern was how could these five rural schools collaborate.  How 

would they communicate? How would they share joint professional developments? What 

would this support look like?  All these questions were legitimate concerns. The west 

Texas area is a vast area that covers many miles. It was not feasible to think that the 

schools could physically meet to initiate and implement their PLC. Dr. May suggested 

creating a “virtual inter-district PLC”. The planning process and the implementation 
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process could all be conducted via a virtual platform. The university could act as a 

facilitator in the process.  

 Due to the recent COVID-19 pandemic, the schools and the universities were 

familiar and comfortable with virtual communication and knew that if it was done 

correctly that their goals could be accomplished. This setting would allow the 

administrators from the five rural schools to meet regularly. It also allowed the teachers 

to communicate with teachers who were teaching the same grade level and content areas 

and to collaborate with someone who was teaching the same areas as they were. This 

setting excited the administrators as well as the teachers. They could collaborate, plan, 

and design lessons, attend professional developments, and all share the common goal of 

increased student achievement and still be able to physically stay at their home campuses.   

 As the plans for a virtual PLC between the five rural schools and PU continued, a 

question of funding the initiative was discussed. Expenses regarding possible PLC 

consultants, planning, designing curriculums, and professional developments would be 

costly for the PLC. Along with financial issues, Dr. May reminded the superintendents 

about the need for pre and post-assessments. These assessments were essential to gauge 

the effectiveness of the PLCs and to determine if they were meeting their goals.  

 Dr. May discovered an opportunity that could help alleviate some of the pressures 

of financial and assessment needs. He explained to the superintendent about a federal 

grant that was available for rural school districts for innovative practices in increasing 

student achievement. Everyone agreed that applying for the grant was a great 

opportunity, and it could indeed reduce the financial and assessment pressures. 
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Teaching Notes & Activities 

Rural Schools 

According to the Texas Education Agency (2020), there are 466 rural school districts in 

Texas. A district is classified as rural if it has either: (a) an enrollment of between 300 

and the median district enrollment for the state and an enrollment growth rate over the 

past five years of less than 20%; or (b) an enrollment of less than 300 students (TEA, 

2020).  The principals from MISD were concerned that implementing a PLC was 

impossible with their lack of resources.  

 What are some challenges that rural school encounter? 

 What are some advantages that rural schools offer?  

Rural Schools and PLCs 

Implementing PLCs is a research-based method that contributes to collective campus 

growth, teacher development, and increased student achievement (DuFour et al., 2010). 

However, many teachers in rural schools are the only ones in their grade level or subject 

area. This can make collaboration through a PLC extremely difficult. 

 How can this issue be resolved?  

Looking at the way the rural schools in the case study approached their implementation 

of a PLC: 

 Do you think they did it correctly? 

 Do you think this co-op will be successful? 

Virtual PLC Implementation 

 The National Education Association reported, “Virtual PLCs allow educators to 

connect with their counterparts everywhere, creating a critical mass of thoughtful 
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educators who learn, reflect and capitalize on the wisdom of the crowd” (Long, 2015, 

para.1). The rural west Texas schools decided that a virtual approach to planning and 

implementing their PLC among the five districts and the university was a viable path 

solution. This path allowed them to have collaboration and shared visions among the 

participating schools.  

 What challenges do you think they will encounter in this “virtual approach”?  

Assessments 

It is a common perception in the literature that PLCs are effective and normally 

achieve their goals (Stoll & Louis, 2007; Wood, 2007), thorough evaluation studies of 

PLCs are limited in number and scope. The evidence regarding their effectiveness is 

mixed (Lomos et al., 2011; Vescio et al., 2008).  

 What type of assessments should be conducted on PLCs?  

 What artifacts/anecdotal records should be used in the evaluation process? 
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Abstract 

Purpose: When professional learning communities are executed appropriately, they can 

fine-tune teaching practices and impact student learning. They provide opportunities 

featuring collaboration, job-embedded contexts, reflection and feedback on practice, and 

sustained duration of learning. Considering these advantages, rural schools face a 

dilemma when implementing a professional learning community due to their size and 

location. How do rural school leaders create a culture of collaboration when most 

teachers are a professional learning community of one? This study explored the 

perception of rural superintendents regarding the implementation of a virtual inter-district 

professional learning community. Research Method: This study used a multiple case 

study design. Interviews were conducted with five rural superintendents in the Panhandle 

area of Texas. Findings: The overarching research question for the study was, “What are 

rural superintendents' attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about implementing a virtual 

inter-district professional learning community?” The themes that were discovered in the 

study were efficiency, collaboration, quality leadership oversight, and increased quality 

instruction. The superintendents in the study unanimously agreed that implementing a 

virtual inter-district professional learning community was needed and desired; however, 

this type of community would only be successful is if there was strong leadership in place 

that supervised the initiation and implementation. Conclusions: Small rural schools are 

often isolated and lack resources. A virtual professional learning community could 

remedy this issue by bringing rural schools together to capitalize on their unique needs 

and compiled resources.  
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Shrinking the Country Mile: Implementation of Virtual PLCs in Rural Schools 

The art of education and the resulting learning is not, and never has been, a 

perfect process. Every student is different, and every teacher has a unique set of strengths 

and weaknesses. In addition, every administrator is a unique individual with their 

perspective. The picture of education is complicated further when elements such as 

location and economics are incorporated. For example, Roscigno et al. (2006) explained 

that geographic location affects student scores. Rural, suburban, and urban schools face 

different circumstances due to available resources (Roscigno et al., 2006). This lack of 

resources is especially an issue with rural schools. Rural schools are often isolated and 

much smaller than urban and suburban schools (Institute of Education Sciences, 2012). 

Identification of Research Problem 

Creating a positive learning environment is a challenge, especially in a rural 

school. Rural school districts have smaller student populations than their urban and 

suburban counterparts. Rural school leaders often have been responsible for overseeing a 

multitude of grade levels and usually serve as the sole leader of their campuses (Parson et 

al., 2016; Wiezorek & Manard, 2018). In addition, because of rural schools' geographical 

location, school leaders face the challenges of limited access to immediate professional 

support and professional communities (Hansen, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015).  

To create a positive culture of learning, rural schools should consider all 

stakeholders and the importance of their roles in achieving the end goal of learning. 

Professional learning communities (PLC) have been thriving in producing such a culture. 

A dedicated PLC has the potential to bring together teachers, administrators, and other 

critical stakeholders around student success's common goal (DuFour, 2004). The 
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implementation of PLCs has been a path for increasing student achievement. When PLCs 

are executed appropriately, they can fine-tune teaching practices and impact student 

learning (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009).  

The overarching research question for this study was "What are rural 

superintendents' attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about implementing a virtual inter-

district PLC?" In addition, the study explored the following sub-research questions: 

● What are rural superintendents' attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about the 

benefits of the implementing a virtual inter-district professional learning 

community? 

● What are rural superintendents' attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about the 

obstacles of the implementing a virtual inter-district professional learning 

community? 

Purpose of the Study 

Many educational communities use the term PLC, but that means vastly different 

things within each community, district, campus, and teacher (DuFour et al., 2005; Wang, 

2016). PLCs are a strategy for effective professional development because it provides 

opportunities featuring collaboration, job-embedded contexts, reflection and feedback on 

practice, and sustained duration of learning (Kwon et al., 2018). Considering the 

importance of PLCs, rural schools face a dilemma. How do rural school leaders create a 

culture of collaboration when most teachers are a PLC of one? Multiple barriers certainly 

exist, but so do great possibilities. "There are temporal and geographic barriers to 

designing and implementing a virtual PLC, such as finding shared meeting time and 

connecting educators across the different school/district buildings" (Kwon et al., 2018, p. 
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22). For this study, the concept of a virtual inter-district PLC involves multiple rural 

schools working together virtually to benefit their instructional practices, which improves 

student achievement. This study explored the perception of rural superintendents 

regarding the implementing a virtual inter-district PLC. The study provides information 

regarding implementing a rural schools and professional learning communities. It ends 

with a unique approach to virtual inter-district PLC implementation. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Grant and Osanloo (2014) suggested that a theoretical framework is the blueprint 

of an investigation that informs the readers. The theoretical framework for this study is 

based on transformational leadership and shared leadership. Leadership is an integral part 

of developing effective PLCs. School leadership is crucial in developing and maintaining 

effective PLCs (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008). 

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership is a theory that leaders should seek to empower their 

subordinates rather than manage them in a transactional manner (Bass, 2007; Hoover et 

al., 1991). The transformational leadership theory has been researched since Burns 

introduced it in 1978 (Bass, 2007; Northouse, 2019). As the name "transformational" 

suggests, there is an expected change in the visionary leaders' system. First, the leader 

strived to improve followers or inspire followers to change to improve themselves (Bass, 

2007; Kendrick, 2011; Northouse, 2019). Second, the followers are empowered to 

become leaders in the future with the leader's proper support and development. Third, 

transformational leaders use idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual 
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stimulation, and individual consideration to empower their followers' self-actualization 

(Bass, 2007; Kendrick, 2011). 

The transformational leadership approach often exhibits the leader's 

transformation and followers' growth (Shatzer et al., 2014). The approach views the 

leader and the leader's traits and can often determine the transformational leader's prior 

learned skills (Tarker, 2019). The leader applies the traits needed to transform his 

organization. Transformational leadership with instructional leadership moves the 

educational institution forward. In the academic setting that demands student success, 

students are the focal point of all actions to ensure student success. The transformational 

leadership style can move the school setting's culture and relationships to have positive 

rewards over time (Griffith, 2004). 

The transformational leadership theory has been thoroughly studied and shown to 

effectively lead district change (Anderson, 2017; Kendrick, 2011; Sachs et al., 2011). 

Thus, the present research has been designed within the theoretical framework of 

transformational leadership. Transformational leadership encourages and supports change 

in the mid-level, who encourages and supports change at the teacher's level (Anderson, 

2017; Kendrick, 2011). In combination with PLC implementation, transformational 

leadership empowers teachers to change their solitary work habits to collaborative 

practices. 

Shared Leadership Theory 

Shared leadership is the process of sharing responsibility and control with several 

people within an educational setting or an organization. The shared leadership approach 

was not limited to the person hired to be the leader but can be part of the organization 
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(Fitzsimons et al., 2011). Shared leadership focuses on the unit as a whole and the unit's 

success (Cook et al., 2020). Shared leadership is successful because leaders work 

together to ensure their efforts are shared, and others have input in leading and following. 

The sharing of responsibilities between leader and employee gives the leader the required 

buy-in from their colleagues and followers.  

Shared leadership allows the leader to build solid relationships to prosper in the 

moment and in times to come. This style of leadership enables the follower to make 

decisions in the decision-making process. Shared leadership streamlines the decision-

making process to allow a higher quality product. The shared leadership approach, when 

allowed to flourish, can improve and develop leaders. Programs and future leaders can 

rely on the shared leadership approach to enhance success in an educational setting. 

Implementing a PLC is a "team effort". This leadership style creates a vision for the team 

and allows the team to share the responsibility of successfully implementing and 

maintaining PLCs. 

Rural Education  

 Rural schools serve the areas described as “rural” by the U.S. Census Bureau. The 

most apparent characteristic of rural schools is their small size and service to large 

geographical regions (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Ghazal et al., 2017; Glover et al., 

2016). In addition, many rural districts serve financially disadvantaged student 

populations (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019). As a result, rural schools face similar issues 

that urban schools face without access to the same resources (Echazarra & Radinger, 

2019; Logan & Burdick-Will, 2017; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). In this environment, 

teachers must teach multiple subjects, multiple grade levels, and sometimes out of their 
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content area (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Ghazal et al., 2017; Logan & Burdick-Will, 

2017; Preston & Barnes, 2017). As a result, many teachers are unprepared for rural 

teaching struggles, which leads to high teacher turnover (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019). 

School leaders, such as the superintendent and the principal, also serve multiple roles 

(Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). For example, they fill the role of human resources, special 

education coordinator, curriculum director, or sometimes guidance counselor or teacher 

(Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). 

Rural schools also enjoy benefits from the small population. Rural schools serve 

as the center of community activity (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Preston & Barnes, 

2017). The small population promotes good community relations and communication 

between teachers, administrators, and community members (Echazarra & Radinger, 

2019; Preston & Barnes, 2017). Faculty, administrators, and community stakeholders 

know the students (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019). Thus, they know their students' needs 

and work together to meet those needs (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019).  

Rural School Challenges 

Urban, suburban, and rural schools have the common goal of student academic 

success; however, these schools have unique challenges, especially in rural schools. 

Because rural schools have smaller student populations and less funding than their urban 

and suburban counterparts, rural superintendents and principals are often responsible for 

overseeing a multitude of grade levels and often serve as the sole leader of their 

campuses (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Maynard, 2018).  

The geographical location of rural schools presents challenges. Such as limited 

access to immediate professional support and professional communities (Echazarra & 
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Radinger, 2019; Hansen, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). The farther away a rural 

school is from urban and suburban schools; the more likely school leaders are to be 

physically isolated and also feel isolated from traditional networking systems of 

principals and professional support for themselves and their teaching staff (Parson et al., 

2016; Stewart & Matthews, 2015).  

Several rural school districts also face challenges providing high-quality 

education and multiple options because of limited funding (Parsley & Barton, 2015). For 

example, rural schools tend to have smaller budgets for equipment, which leaves science 

departments less equipped for labs (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019). Echazarra and 

Radinger indicated that rural schools must spend more per capita due to a lack of scale 

economies. As described previously, rural teachers have a more increased workload due 

to multiple subjects and grade levels (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Ghazal et al., 2017; 

Logan & Burdick-Will, 2017; Preston & Barnes, 2017). These factors, along with the 

geographic isolation and lack of resources, are significant barriers to faculty recruitment 

and retention (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Glover et al., 2016; Logan & Burdick-Will, 

2017; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). The result is that many rural faculty members are 

new, cannot find other employment, and are otherwise unprepared (Echazarra & 

Radinger, 2019; Logan & Burdick-Will, 2017). The small faculty and limited financial 

resources prevent schools from offering as many programs as larger schools in suburban 

and urban areas (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Logan & Burdick-Will, 2017). There is 

simply not enough faculty to offer more than a minimum amount of curricular and 

extracurricular options (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Logan & Burdick-Will, 2017). 
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Rural School Leaders 

Rural schools present a challenging role for their leaders. Because rural districts 

have smaller student populations and less funding than their urban and suburban 

counterparts, rural leaders are often responsible for overseeing a multitude of grade levels 

and often serve as the sole leader of their campuses (Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & 

Maynard, 2018). Rural superintendents and principals serve in a variety of roles and hold 

various responsibilities that may include disciplinarian, manager, instructional leader, 

human resource department, the school-to-community liaison, custodian or bus driver, or 

other position (Hansen, 2018; Parson et al., 2016; Wieczorek & Maynard, 2018).  

Rural school districts have barriers to implementing PLCs. These barriers stem 

from various factors, such as joint planning time, the number of teachers per grade level 

or subject area, and lack of professional development opportunities. The professional 

resources available to school districts that support PLC implementation in each school 

system are uneven (DuFour, 2014). The multiple hats staff members must wear and the 

district's rural size also affect implementing a traditional PLC model (Hord & Hirsh, 

2009). 

Professional Learning Communities 

Nelson (2009) stressed that PLCs are the most appropriate way to get teachers to 

create in a collaborative format and not in the private practice of work. Professional 

development in professional learning communities is based on the design of engaging 

lessons that are not designed and implemented in isolation. Collaboration was the focus 

in developing, implementing, and evaluating student engagement and assessment. 

Unfortunately, schools not involved in PLCs typically develop the classroom and lessons 
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in isolation. PLCs help alleviates this issue by promoting collaboration and providing the 

time for this collaboration. 

Student Achievement in PLCs 

The implementation of PLCs has been a path to increasing student achievement. 

When PLCs are executed appropriately, they can fine-tune teaching practices and impact 

student learning (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). DuFour et al. (2005) 

developed three concepts that work as a roadmap to the success of PLCs: (a) the focus 

should be on high levels of learning for all students versus what is taught; (b) teachers 

should not work in silos, that is, PLC work must be collaborative with shared 

responsibility for learning, and; (c) teachers must implement and follow through by 

continuously gathering data using multiple methods to find evidence of student learning 

and instructional practice effectiveness. Nelson (2009) stressed that PLCs are the most 

appropriate way to get teachers to create in a collaborative format and not in the private 

practice of work.  

Professional Development 

Professional learning communities have enhanced traditional professional 

development (Ronfeldt et al., 2015). Linder (2011) examined how significant 

professional development impacted teachers' thoughts and how it allowed them to grow 

in their pedagogy to improve student learning. The key to successful professional 

development is the focus on collaboration. The implementation of PLCs helped teachers 

reflect on their best practices through collaboration, sharing ideas, lesson planning, and 

other instructional strategies (Bausmith & Barry, 2011). Sheppard and Brown (2009) 

stressed that districts have various teachers, and each teacher has their strengths and 
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weaknesses; one way to ensure that all teachers are professionally supported with the 

district vision was through a well-run PLC. 

PLC Leadership 

Transforming a school organization into a learning community can be done only 

with the leaders' sanction and the active nurturing of the entire staff's development as a 

community (Ho et al., 2019). These are actions specific to transformational leadership. 

The campus principal and the superintendent's influence determined if this school's 

culture change was significant. The literature suggested that PLC required leadership, 

specifically instructional leadership, which impacts student learning and distribution, 

particularly by enabling and developing teacher leaders (Chen et al., 2016; Hairon et al., 

2014; Wang, 2016). This shared leadership has been the key to a successful PLC.  

Leadership in PLCs is critical.  Louis and Kruse (1995) cite supportive leadership 

of administrators as necessary for the effective organizational restructuring of staff into 

professional learning communities. Leaders must have the trust of their stakeholders. 

Sheppard and Brown (2009) did a five-year case study of the school district's CEOs and 

their success in developing a shared vision. They discovered that the district and the CEO 

did not thrive without a high level of trust. Building trust with the school community did 

not happen by chance. School leaders must be intentional, authentic, and genuine while 

building trust (Scheninger & Murray, 2017). According to Scheninger and Murray, 

building trust required school leaders to: 

● make child-centered decisions daily, be present and display competence, 

● invest in people, 

● create transparency, 
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● be reliable and follow-through, 

● walk the talk, and 

● lead with integrity. (p. 227-229) 

Campus Leadership in PLCs 

There are several obstacles to the implementation of PLCs in rural school 

districts. Rural campus leaders expressed to researchers that teacher buy-in and trust 

between teachers and principals were essential for success in implementing PLCs 

(McBrayer et al., 2018; Willis & Templeton, 2017). Teachers need to see the potential 

benefits (McBrayer et al., 2018; Willis & Templeton, 2017). Trust is needed for a PLC to 

be successful. Altering the norms and practices that arise in the classroom is a cultural 

change that will only take place if trust is established.  

Bouchamma et al. (2019) examined the leadership practices of principals who 

implemented successful PLCs. These principals could access various resources, set goals, 

and successfully share leadership (Bouchamma et al., 2019). They began implementation 

by allotting their own time and the teachers' time for collaboration. Due to the small 

school size, many teachers were responsible for multiple grade levels. The many roles 

teachers had, left little time for collaboration (Willis & Templeton, 2017). Time out of 

class was needed for successful collaboration (McBrayer et al., 2018). Teachers trusted 

their leaders and invested in the collaboration by providing time for meeting and trusting 

teachers to share leadership in the PLC (Bouchamma et al., 2019). 

Bursuck et al. (2010) presented this shared leadership as unfavorable, indicating 

that principals had to rely on department heads for successful implementation. However, 

teachers took ownership of PLC implementation when they were trusted to participate 
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(Bouchamma et al., 2019; Parson et al., 2016; Salazar et al., 2010). The literature 

indicated that PLC implementation in rural districts is most successful when principals 

exhibit shared leadership (Bouchamma et al., 2019; Masumoto & Brown-Welty, 2009; 

Moore, 2018; Salazar et al., 2010). 

Shared Values and Vision 

Linder (2011) examined how significant professional development impacted 

teachers' thoughts and how it allowed them to grow in their pedagogy to improve student 

learning. Not just from a teacher in-service but that the quality had to be there to support 

collaboration. Mentoring and coaching and a high level of dialogue ensured all teachers 

moved forward with a shared value and vision for the campus and the district. A strategy 

like this was the only way the teaching practices and procedures learned in PLCs 

improved student performance. The district vision has to stem from the CEO regarding 

the development and implementation of a shared vision at all levels throughout the 

district.  

Rural School PLCs: A Virtual Approach 

Rural schools have limited numbers of faculty members teaching the same 

subjects, so finding a team of teachers with common needs and interests could be 

difficult. This causes a barrier in implementing PLCs. When implementing a PLC, 

teachers must work with teachers who teach the same subjects and the same grade levels. 

When PLCs include teachers, who do not share a common goal, the groups are likely to 

be less effective in bringing about changes in teacher practice (Smith et al., 2009). 

Because face-to-face meetings are often impractical in rural settings, technology offers 

small, rural schools an opportunity to engage in meaningful collaboration (McConnell et 
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al., 2013; Moore, 2018; Salazar et al., 2010).  

 Creating online learning communities to facilitate professional development is a 

matter of carefully and deliberately designing dynamic learning environments that foster 

a learning culture (Lock, 2006). Online learning communities are comprised of a group of 

autonomous, independent individuals who are drawn together by shared values, goals, 

and interests and committed to knowledge construction through intensive dialogues, 

interaction, and collaboration (Harmon & Jones, 2001; Rovai, 2001). The use of an 

online delivery system offers a convenient way to provide professional development 

experiences (Lock, 2006) 

Virtual PLCs can be defined as PLCs that use technology to support collaborative 

learning in PLCs among participants (teachers & students) separated by geographic or 

temporal barriers (McConnell et al., 2013). Virtual activities include bulletin board 

discussion groups, course management software, asynchronous text-based collaborations 

like wikis and blogs, videoconferencing (Trinkle, 2009). Virtual PLCs provide flexibility 

unavailable in face-to-face collaboration (Blitz, 2013). For example, McConnell et al. 

(2013) showed that teachers preferred meeting face-to-face, which was more natural. 

However, a virtual meeting provided the same professional benefit as face-to-face 

meetings (McConnell et al., 2013). For example, teachers could discuss problems and 

develop solutions, share articles, and develop professional friendships (McConnell et al., 

2013). 

McConnell et al. (2013) explained that technical problems could be a hindrance to 

successful meetings. However, solutions to those problems often use different 

collaborative platforms (McConnell et al., 2013; Moore, 2018; Salazar et al., 2010). 
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Moore (2018) analyzed the usability of five internet collaboration platforms: text-based 

chat, Skype with and without video, Wimba, Google+ Hangouts, and Zoom. She showed 

that the platforms facilitated collaboration and made virtual PLCs possible (Moore, 

2018). In addition, those platforms effectively conducted PLC meetings and provided 

different options when technological problems arose (Moore, 2018). 

Method 

Through a qualitative approach, this research addressed the high plains of Texas 

rural district superintendents' perspectives on implementing virtual inter-district PLCs. A 

multiple case study model was used to examine the superintendents' perceived 

experiences, practices, and understandings of conflict management related to their role in 

PLC implementation. This study also explored barriers and benefits of PLC 

implementation from the superintendents' points of view. The participants' experiences 

were crucial in this study due to their unique rural situations and the associated 

difficulties of PLC implementation. The researcher strived to preserve the participants' 

voices, acknowledging that each participant brings something different to the research 

(Leavy, 2017; Stake, 1995).  

The case study approach was chosen due to each participant's unique local 

contexts. The various aspects of context (external and internal) were necessary because 

the literature has indicated that rural contextual situations present unique challenges for 

leaders, including the community's constant access to the administration (Hansen, 2018; 

Parsons et al., 2016), geographic isolation (Hansen, 2018), and magnitude of 

responsibilities of rural administrators (du Plessis, 2017). Adding more contextual aspects 

are the difficulties in PLC implementation that arise due to these challenges. Considering 
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the bounded nature of the case study, the boundaries defining the cases will be: (a) the 

physical location of the school (rural Texas districts), (b) size of the student population of 

the school (ex., 1A, and 2A), and (c) time of the study (Fall of 2021). Because the focus 

is on rural superintendents, a struggle exists between being a superintendent, being a 

superintendent in a rural district, and being a superintendent in a rural district 

implementing PLCs, which coincides with Yin's (2018) requirements for using case study 

designs.   

Participants 

The superintendents that participated in the study have a wealth of academic 

knowledge, but all have different backgrounds, and their districts are vastly different. 

Superintendent #1 has 30 plus years in education and has been a superintendent for a few 

years. He is a superintendent of the year in a “C-rated district” near a major city. 

Superintendent #2 has 30 plus years of educational experience. He is a long-time 

superintendent in an “A-rated district” and has a goal to have the best scoring district. 

Superintendent #3 has 20 plus years of experience, a first-time superintendent with a few 

years of experience. He has a coaching background and leads an "A-rated district". 

Superintendent #4 has 30 plus years in education, nine as a superintendent of multiple 

communities, an "A-rated district," and an agriculture teacher background. 

Superintendent #5 has been a superintendent for over 20 years, and he has served 

multiple districts in that capacity. He serves at a "C-rated district" and has had 

"improvement required" campuses and needs to make significant academic changes for 

the district to succeed. He has an agricultural teacher background. 
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These rural superintendents were selected from the Education Service Center 

(ESC), Region 16 ECS area. The ESC 16 is located in the Texas Panhandle, serving 44 

rural schools in this area and 62 total schools. Superintendents were similar in that they 

were all from smaller, rural schools located within a specific geographical location. 

However, each participant represented unique experiences related to their school districts.  

Data Collection  

 Before the data collection process began, a field study test was conducted to 

validate the interview guide. Participants for the field study test was administered to rural 

superintendents that are not participating in the study. After all the participants were 

selected and agreed to participate in the study, an informational email was sent to them 

explaining how and where the interviews would be conducted. In addition, a link was 

issued with a selection of possible meeting times and a description of the virtual meeting 

platform being utilized. The interviews were individually scheduled based on the 

preference of the participants.  

Interviews were conducted to answer the study’s research questions. The 

interviews were semi-structured, which allowed the participants to elaborate on their 

responses. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of data collection, all interviews 

were conducted virtually. The interviews consisted of eight open-ended questions that 

delved into the advantages and disadvantages of a virtual inter-district PLC. The 

interviews were recorded and lasted approximately 45 minutes. 

Data Analysis 

The Framework Method (Gale et al., 2013) was used to analyze the data. The 

Framework Method consists of seven analysis stages: 
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Stage 1 - Transcription: The transcripts were accumulated using GoToMeeting. 

This secured accuracy and allowed the researcher to be immersed in the data.  

Stage 2 - Familiarization with the Interview: Familiarization involved techniques 

such as relistening to the audio from the interviews and making necessary 

notations.  

Stage 3 - Coding: The data were coded after the familiarity process. The purpose 

of this stage was to classify all the data so that it could be compared to the other 

data collected in the interviews. 

Stage 4 - Developing a Working Analytical framework: At this stage, the 

researcher gathered the codes and created categories.  

Stage 5 - Applying the Analytical Framework: Once the framework was created, 

the interview questions were entered and also the interviewee’s pseudonyms. 

Stage 6 - Charting the Data into the Framework Matrix: This stage involved 

charting the data into a framework matrix by summarizing the data by categories.  

Stage 7 - Interpreting the data: The purpose of this final stage was interpreting the 

data to find the themes and patterns in the data. This process helped find rich data 

regarding rural PLC implementation. (p.4-7)     

Findings 

The overarching research question for the study was, “What are rural 

superintendents' attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about implementing a virtual inter-

district PLC?” In addition, two sub-research questions addressed the superintendents' 

perception of the benefits and obstacles of implementing a virtual inter-district PLC. The 

themes that were discovered in the study were efficiency, collaboration, quality 
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leadership oversight, and increase quality instruction. The superintendents interviewed 

were veteran educators that were the leaders of rural school districts in the Texas 

Panhandle. These superintendents were leaders of districts with many challenges with 

shrinking communities, funding, teaching shortages, and navigating a global pandemic.  

What are rural superintendents’ attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about the benefits of 

implementing a virtual inter-district PLC? 

 The superintendents listed some benefits to the implementation of virtual inter-

district PLCs. The participants mentioned that implementing a virtual PLC would save 

time and money. Teachers would not have to travel to meet with other teachers at 

different schools. This lack of travel would also help the school's budget. Superintendent 

#5 stated that "meeting virtually would allow teachers to maximize their time in their 

classroom and not have to leave the classroom to attend 'face-to-face' meetings." 

When interviewing the superintendents, collaboration was mentioned several 

times regarding the implementation of a virtual inter-district PLC. Superintendent #1 

stated that "groups will be able to collaborate with peers who share common issues, 

planning, implementing, and evaluation lessons, as well as student learning " 

Superintendent #2 stated, "I think if you introduce your PLC with an emphasis on teacher 

collaboration and not structured like a mini personal development opportunity, it would 

be successful." He also stated, "A virtual PLC would be a good place to collaborate, share 

ideas, and it could be a valuable support system for the teachers." Collaboration is needed 

and imperative to the growth of the teacher over time. Superintendent #2 also stated, "I 

think it could also help schools with their programs. For example, with their RTI 
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(Response to Intervention) programs; Teachers could talk to each other about the 

different things that they are doing. I think it could be mighty powerful." 

Another benefit mentioned was quality oversight; the superintendents mentioned 

that a virtual inter-district PLC would be successful with quality leadership oversight. 

Superintendent #3 stated: 

You have to frame it correctly and be sure that you're prepared when you initiate 

the PLC meetings, and you must have oversight, making sure you’re prepared. 

You need to make sure that the meetings are organized and informative. This will 

help get the buy-in from the teachers. 

Superintendent #4 commented, “Well, anytime you have a professional learning 

community, and it is active, and it does what it is supposed to do, it has goals and 

objectives, and it is managed correctly.  He also stated, “It is all about the management of 

the PLC, the agenda, the facilitation of it, and the follow-through.” 

 The increase of quality instruction was a significant benefit. Superintendent #1 

felt that a virtual PLC would benefit his district, “Without a doubt, teachers being able to 

learn from each other and further develop their craft would ultimately benefit student 

learning and achievement in schools.” Superintendent #2 stated, “Well, absolutely. I 

think PLCs allow teachers to analyze the data and discuss why it looks like it does, and 

how it will affect their instruction.” Superintendent #5 also mentioned data. He felt that 

the data collected from the PLC would support student growth and also benefit the 

teacher's instruction.”   

Superintendent #3 strongly felt that PLCs would promote teacher and student 

growth. He stated, “The whole reason we are in this profession is to help students. So 



 

40 
 

consequently, if the teachers are learning best practice, pedagogy, et cetera, they are 

going to pass that down to students; that is what we are in the business to do.” When 

asked if the virtual PLC would benefit his teachers and students, he said, “Yes, 

absolutely.” 

What are rural superintendents’ attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about the obstacles 

of implementing a virtual inter-district PLC? 

  The data analysis produced some obstacles according to the participants' 

perspectives. One obstacle was effective communication between schools, teachers, and 

administrators.  Superintendent #4 stated, “The greatest obstacle [regarding a virtual 

community] would be communication. During a virtual meeting, you might not get a 

clear picture of body language if you are dealing with an issue. Virtual communication is 

a little one-dimensional. It eliminates the second or third dimension of body language, 

proximity, and those kinds of things.”  

The challenge of scheduling a convenient time for the PLC participants to meet 

was a perceived obstacle. Superintendent #1 mentioned, “The only issue is finding a 

common time for several teachers to meet together online.” He also stated, “One obstacle 

could be scheduling; it may be difficult to find a common time for teachers from different 

districts to get together.”  

Quality oversight is a vital requirement for implementing PLCs, just as poor 

leadership can be a detriment. Superintendent #2 stated, “You have to frame it correctly, 

and be sure that you are prepared when you do the PLC meetings because if you are not, 

the teachers feel like it is extra work.” Superintendent #2 stated, “I think our faculty 

would be open to it; again, you know timing is everything. However, everything has to be 



 

41 
 

really focused and well planned out, but I feel like our staff would be open to that.” 

Superintendent #3 mentioned that possible obstacles could be worked out if approached 

by campus leaders appropriately, “You have to get buy-in from the teachers, because, if it 

is something that they are just made to do, they will not be eager to participate, once 

again, it is up to the PLC leaders to approach the initiation correctly.” 

Discussion 
 
The research question in this study was, “What are rural superintendents' 

attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions about implementing a virtual inter-district PLC?” PLCs 

have proven to be successful strategies in increasing student achievement (Dufour, 2004). 

However, due to their geographical location and size, rural schools struggle with 

implementing PLCs and effective professional development (Echazarra & Radinger, 

2019; Hansen, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). Therefore, this study explored the 

perspective of rural superintendents and the feasibility of implementing a virtual inter-

district PLC with the ultimate goal of achieving student success.    

Summary 

     The purpose of the study was to explore the perception of rural superintendents 

regarding the implementation of a virtual inter-district PLC. Rural superintendents in the 

Texas Panhandle have many challenges with shrinking communities, funding, teaching 

shortages (Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Glover et al., 2016; Logan & Burdick-Will, 

2017; Parsley & Barton, 2015; Wieczorek & Manard, 2018). In addition, superintendents 

are contending with the urgent question of how to secure student achievement. Thus, the 

implementation of virtual inter-district PLCs could be a plausible strategy for them.  

Through the data analysis of the superintendent responses, the study produced 

four main themes: (a) efficiency, (b) collaboration, (c) quality leadership oversight, and 
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(d) increase in quality instruction. The first theme of efficiency has a virtual inter-district 

PLC without traveling to other districts to perform professional learning with the desired 

districts. It also can occur at any time of the day, and with the Texas Panhandle being so 

large of an area, ease means convenience in performing the professional learning 

communities. 

The second theme of collaboration is that a group will be able to collaborate with 

peers who share common issues, planning, implementing, and evaluating lessons and 

student learning. Virtual PLCs allow teachers to share ideas with their peers from their 

school district and other districts to communicate the most efficient way to achieve better 

instruction and student success. The third theme was quality leadership oversight. This 

oversight involves the management of the PLC in securing that the program's vision is 

intact and sustainable. This oversight also involves the constant analysis of the data to 

ensure that student achievement is at the forefront. The fourth theme is quality 

instruction. The superintendents felt that a virtual PLC setting would increase the level of 

instruction which would, in turn, have positive effects on student achievement.  

The literature supports the findings from the interviews. For example, Linder 

(2011) examined how significant professional development impacted teachers' thoughts 

and how it allowed them to grow in their pedagogy to improve student learning. Not just 

from a teacher in-service but that the quality had to be there in the in-service to support 

collaboration. PLCs provide mentoring and coaching and a high level of dialogue, 

ensuring all teachers move forward with a shared value and vision for the campus and the 

district. A strategy like this was the only way the teaching practices and procedures 

learned in PLCs improved student performance.  



 

43 
 

The literature also supports quality oversight from the school leadership in 

implementing a PLC. Louis and Kruse (1995) cite supportive leadership of administrators 

as necessary for the effective organizational restructuring of staff into professional 

learning communities. Teachers are critical to successful PLCs, and they need a strong 

administration supporting them. Shared leadership is the key. Teachers trusted their 

leaders and invested in the collaboration by providing time for meetings and trusting 

teachers to share leadership in the PLC (Bouchamma et al., 2019). 

The literature supported the participants' perspectives in initiating a virtual PLC. 

A study conducted by Willis and Templeton (2017) discovered that the lack of 

communication combined with technology was an obstacle to successful PLC 

implementation in rural schools. McConnell et al. (2013) explained that technical 

problems could be a hindrance to successful meetings. Research by DuFour (2014) 

reinforced that PLCs must have strong leadership, but that could be a challenge in rural 

communities. The professional resources available to rural school districts that support 

PLC implementation in each school system are uneven compared to their urban 

counterparts. Gaining buy-in from teachers could also present obstacles for leaders. The 

literature supports the need for teacher buy-in with a PLC. This buy-in is generated from 

trust between teachers and principals. Teachers need to see the potential benefits before 

actively participating in PLCs (McBrayer et al., 2018; Willis & Templeton, 2017).  

Conclusions 

The geographical location of rural schools’ present challenges such as limited 

access to immediate professional support and professional communities to teach students 

(Echazarra & Radinger, 2019; Hansen, 2018; Stewart & Matthews, 2015). In addition, 
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the farther away a rural school is from urban and suburban schools,the more likely 

principals are to be and feel isolated from traditional networking systems of principals 

and professional support for themselves and their teaching staff (Parson et al., 2016; 

Stewart & Matthews, 2015). Several rural school districts also face challenges providing 

high-quality education and multiple options because of limited funding (Parsley & 

Barton, 2015). 

Sheppard and Brown (2009) stressed that schools have such a variety of teachers, 

and each teacher has their strengths and weaknesses. One way to ensure that all teachers 

are professionally supported with the district vision was through a well-run PLC.  Rural 

schools have limited numbers of faculty members teaching the same subjects, so finding 

a team of teachers with everyday needs and interests could be difficult. This causes a 

barrier in implementing PLCs. When implementing a PLC, teachers must be able to work 

with teachers who teach the same subjects and the same grade levels. To eliminate this 

barrier, virtual PLCs could be implemented. 

Virtual PLCs are defined as PLCs that use technology to support collaborative 

learning in PLCs among participants (teachers & students) separated by geographic or 

temporal barriers (McConnell et al., 2013). Virtual activities include bulletin board 

discussion groups, course management software, asynchronous text-based collaborations 

like wikis and blogs, videoconferencing (Trinkle, 2009). Virtual PLCs provide flexibility 

unavailable in face-to-face collaboration (Blitz, 2013). For example, McConnell et al. 

(2013) reported that teachers preferred meeting face-to-face, which was more natural. 

However, a virtual meeting could provide the same professional benefit as face-to-face 

meetings (McConnell et al., 2013). For example, teachers could discuss problems and 
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develop solutions, share articles, and develop professional friendships (McConnell et al., 

2013). 

Strengths and Limitations 

 One of the strengths in the study was the qualitative design. Through the use of 

semi-structured interviews, I was able to provide detailed information and explain 

complex issues. The main strength of the study was the information gleaned from the 

exploration of an intervention for low student achievement in a rural school. 

 There were also limitations to this study. The first was that the superintendents 

were trying to complete the school year with unprecedented consequences: COVID-19. 

They were completing a year like no other due to the demands and constraints of the 

pandemic. As COVID surged across the Texas Panhandle, the participants were coping 

with the demands from their communities, the Texas Educational Agency, the governor, 

and the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. This stress may have caused the 

participants not to answer as thoroughly or honestly as they would have without the 

presence of these demands. Coping with the consequences of COVID-19 may have also 

affected the response rate of those agreeing to participate in the study. Perhaps with more 

participants, more depth could have been achieved for the findings. 

Implications 

Small rural schools are plentiful in the United States and could benefit from this 

research. However, these schools are often isolated, and PLCs may not be successfully 

created without building-level and district-level leadership support. Due to the lack of 

resources, small rural schools need teachers' participation in other districts to form 

functional PLCs. This will take the active involvement of district leadership to provide 

the time, tools, and inspiration for teachers to build virtual, inter-district PLCs. A 



 

46 
 

successful model for implementing virtual, inter-district PLCs should define 

transformative roles for executive leaders, campus leaders, teacher-leaders, and 

classroom teachers. 

The research will provide an informed vision for the transformational 

superintendent. The superintendent could use the research to anticipate troubles or 

shortfalls in the process and plan strategies for dealing with these.  They could use the 

research in a prescriptive manner to cast a transformative vision and support their 

subordinates in implementing the PLC. Furthermore, the superintendent will direct other 

district-level staff and resources, such as IT infrastructure and support, to facilitate the 

PLC implementation's success. 

Campus leaders, such as principals, could use the research to understand their role 

as an intermediary in supporting the implementation of the district-level vision. The 

principal is in the unique situation of directly managing the teacher's class schedule and 

direct allocation of resources and support. Campus leaders have a pivotal role as 

transformational leaders under the superintendent are essential to collaborative virtual 

PLCs' success. It is their leadership, support, and encouragement that affect the teachers 

the most. Campus-level administration might benefit the most from understanding and 

following the present research in a prescriptive manner.  

Teacher leaders are generally department heads or instructional coaches. 

However, in small rural districts, these official positions likely do not exist. So instead, 

teacher leaders will be the teachers that are early adopters of the PLCs plan and vision. 

These early-adopting teachers will benefit from the research by seeing how the inter-

district PLC will work and leverage the new inter-district PLC to benefit their students.  
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Lastly, other stakeholders in the community will benefit from the research. As 

school board members and community stakeholders see teachers reach out to other 

districts, the research will help them understand the motivation and effectiveness behind 

the new way of working. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

48 
 

References 

Adams, B. & Adam, A., & Opbroek, M. (2005). Reversing the academic trend for rural 

students: The case of Michelle Opbroek. Journal of American Indian Education, 

44(3).  https://www.jstor.org/stable/24398497 

Anderson, M. (2017). Transformational leadership in education: A review of existing 

literature. International Social Review, 93(1), 1-15.        

https://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1213&conte

xt=issr  

Bass, B. M. (2007). Executive and strategic leadership. International Journal of Business, 

12(1), 33-52. https://nukg.pw/z_gihiv_h.pdf 

Bausmith, J. M., & Barry, C. (2011). Revisiting professional learning communities to 

increase college readiness the importance of pedagogical content knowledge. 

Educational Researcher, 40(4), 175-178. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X11409927 

Blitz, C. L. (2013). Can online learning communities achieve the goals of traditional 

professional learning communities? What the literature says. (REL 2013–003). 

Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, 

National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional 

Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic. 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/project.asp?ProjectID=368 

 

 

 



 

49 
 

Bouchamma, Y., April, D., & Basque, M. (2019). Principals’ leadership practices in 

guiding professional learning communities to institutionalization. International 

Studies in Educational Administration (Commonwealth Council for Educational 

Administration & Management (CCEAM)), 47(1), 38-60.   

Bursuck, W. D., Robbins, S., & Lazaroff, K. (2010). Meeting the needs of struggling 

readers in high schools: What are rural schools doing? Rural Educator, 31(2), 27-

32.  https://doi.org/10.35608/ruraled.v31i2.954 

Chen, P., Lee, C., Lin, H., & Zhang, C. (2016). Factors that develop effective 

professional learning communities in Taiwan. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 

36(2), 248-265. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2016.1148853 

Cook, A. S., Zill, A., & Meyer, B. (2020). Observing leadership as behavior in teams and 

herds- An ethological approach to shared leadership research. The Leadership 

Quarterly, 31(2), 101296. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2019.05.003 

Darling-Hammond, L., & Richardson, N. (2009). Teacher learning: What matters? 

Educational Leadership, 66(5), 46-53. 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/feb09/vol66/num05/Teacher-Learning@-What-Matters%C2%A2.aspx 

DuFour, R. (2004). What is “professional learning community”? Educational 

Leadership, 61(8), 6-11. http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/may04/vol61/num08/What-Is-a-Professional- Learning-

Community%C2%A2.aspx 

DuFour, R. (2014). Harnessing the power of PLCS. Educational Leadership, 71(8), 30-

35. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1043762 



 

50 
 

DuFour, R., Eaker, R., & DuFour, R. (2005). On common ground: The power of 

professional learning communities. Solution Tree Press. 

du Plessis, P. (2017). Challenges for rural school leaders in a developing context: A case 

study on leadership practices of effective rural principals. Koers: Bulletin for 

Christian Scholarship, 82(3), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.19108/KOERS.82.3.2337  

Echazarra, A., & Radinger, T. (2019). Learning in rural schools: Insights from PISA, 

TALIS and the Literature. OECD Education Working Papers, 196.  

https://doi.org/10.1787/19939019 

Fitzsimons, D., James, K. T., & Denyer, D. (2011). Alternative approaches for studying 

shared and distributed leadership. International Journal of Management Reviews, 

13(3), 313-328. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2011.00312.x 

Gale, N. K., Heath, G., Cameron, E., Rashid, S., & Redwood, S. (2013). Using the 

framework method for the analysis of qualitative data in multi-disciplinary health 

research. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 13(1), 1-8. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-12-117 

Ghazal, R., Harris, C., McCann, E., & Neely, A. (2017). 2016-2017 Rural Schools 

Spotlight Report. 

https://tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/Texas_Rural_Schools_Spotlight_Report_2

016-17%201.pdf 

Glover, T. A., Nugent, G. C., Chumney, F. L., Ihlo, T., Shapiro, E. S., Guard, K., Koziol, 

N., & Bovaird, J. (2016). Investigating rural teachers’ professional development, 

instructional knowledge, and classroom practice. Journal of Research in Rural 

Education, 31(3). https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1101917.pdf 



 

51 
 

Gog, M. (2015). Case study research. International Journal of Sales, Retailing & 

Marketing, 4(9), 33-41. 

http://www.ijsrm.com/ijsrm/Current_&_Past_Issues_files/IJSRM4-9.pdf 

Grant, C., & Osanloo, A. (2014). Understanding, selecting, and integrating a theoretical 

framework in dissertation research: Developing a blueprint for your house. 

Administrative Issues Journal, 4(1). 12-14. https://doi.org/10.5929/2014.4.2.9 

Griffith, J. (2004). Relation of principal transformational leadership to school staff job 

satisfaction, staff turnover, and school performance. Journal of Educational 

Administration, 42(3), 333-356. https://doi.org/10.1108/09578230410534667 

Hairon, S., Goh, J., & Lin, T. (2014). Distributed leadership to support PLCs in Asian 

pragmatic Singapore schools. International Journal of Leadership in Education, 

17(3), 370-386. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2013.829586 

Hansen, C. (2018). Why rural principals leave. Rural Educator, 39(1), 41-53. 

https://doi.org/10.35608/ruraled.v39i1.214 

Harmon, S. W., & Jones, M. G. (2001). An analysis of situated web-based instruction. 

Educational Media International, 38(4), 271-280. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09523980110105123 

Ho, J., Ong, M., & Tan, L. (2019). Leadership of professional learning communities in 

Singapore schools: The tight-loose balance. Education Management 

Administration & Leadership, 48(48), 635-650. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143219833698 

 

 



 

52 
 

Hoover, N. R., Petrosko, J. M., & Schulz, R. R. (1991). Transformational and 

transactional leadership: An empirical test of a theory. Proceedings of the 

American Educational Research Association, USA, 1-36. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED331177.pdf 

Hord, S. M., & Hirsh, S. A. (2009). The principal's role in supporting learning 

communities. Educational Leadership, 66(5), 22-23. 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-leadership/feb09/vol66/num05/The-

Principal's-Role-in-Supporting-Learning-Communities.aspx 

Institute of Education Sciences. (2012). Rural education in America. IES-NCES National 

Center for Education Statistics. https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/tables/B.1.c.-

1.asp 

Kemparaj, U., & Chavan, S. (2013). Qualitative research: A brief description. Indian 

Journal of Medical Sciences, 67(3/4), 89-98. https://doi.org/10.4103/0019-

5359.121127 

Kendrick, J. (2011). Transformational leadership changing individuals & social systems. 

Professional Safety, 56(11), 14. 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=48&sid=eeb3b14d-

9b95-4824-8ba3-5c3be84cd5be%40sessionmgr4008 

Kwon, J. B., Dirkin, K., & Bruno, J. (2018). Engagement and discourse of educators 

through online professional learning communities. Michigan Virtual University. 

https://mvlri.org/research/publications/engagement-and-discourse-of-educators-

through-online-professional-learning-communities/ 

 



 

53 
 

Leavy, P. (2017).  Research design: Quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, arts-based, 

and community-based participatory research approaches. Guilford Press. 

Linder, R. (2011). A professional learning community implements formative assessment 

in middle school language arts classes. College Reading Association Yearbook, 

71-85. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED552831.pdf#page=84 

Lock, J. (2006). A new image: Online communities to facilitate teacher professional 

development. Journal of Technology and Teacher Education. 14 (4), 663-678. 

https://www.learntechlib.org/primary/p/21030/. 

Logan, J. R., & Burdick-Will, J. (2017). School segregation and disparities in urban, 

suburban, and rural areas. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and 

Social Science, 674(1), 199-216.  https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716217733936 

Louis, K. S., Marks, H. & Kruse, S. (1996). Teachers’ professional community in 

restructuring schools. American Educational Research Journal, 33(4), 757-798. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312033004757 

Masumoto, M., & Brown-Welty, S. (2009). Case study of leadership practices and 

school-community interrelationships in high-performing, high-poverty, rural 

California high schools. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 24(1), 1-18 

https://jrre.psu.edu/sites/default/files/2019-08/24-1.pdf  

McBrayer, J. S., Chance, J., Pannell, S., & Wells, P. (2018). A system-wide, 

collaborative, purposeful, and sustainable distributed leadership plan utilizing 

teacher leaders to facilitate professional learning communities. Educational 

Planning, 25(4), 27-46. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1207956.pdf     

 



 

54 
 

McConnell, T.J., Parker, J.M., & Eberhardt, J. (2013) Virtual professional learning 

communities: Teachers’ perceptions of virtual versus face-to-face professional 

development. Journal Science and Technology, 22(3), 267–277. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10956-012-9391-y 

Moore, J. A. (2018). Exploring five online collaboration tools to facilitate a professional 

learning community. Tech Trends: Linking Research & Practice to Improve 

Learning, 62(6), 612-617. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-018-0288-3 

National Center for Education Statistics. (2006). Rural Education in America: 

Publications and Products. IES-NCES National Center for Education Statistics. 

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/ruraled/definitions.asp 

Nelson, T. (2009). Teachers’ collaborative inquiry and professional growth: Should we 

be optimistic? Science Education, 93(3), 548-580.  

https://doi.org/10.1002/sce.20302 

Northouse, P. G. (2019). Leadership: Theory and practice. Sage Publications. 

Parsley, D., & Barton, R. (2015). The myth of the little red schoolhouse: Challenges and 

opportunities for rural school improvement. Peabody Journal of Education, 90(2), 

191–193. https://doi.org/10.1080/0161956X.2015.1022108   

Parson, L., Hunter, C. A., & Kallio, B. (2016). Exploring educational leadership in rural 

schools. Planning & Changing, 47(1/2), 63-81 

http://education.illinoisstate.edu/planning/articles/vol47.php 

Preston, J. P., & Barnes, K. E. (2017). Successful leadership in rural schools: Cultivating 

collaboration. Rural Educator, 38(1), 6-15. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1225156.pdf 



 

55 
 

Ratcliffe, M., Charlynn, B., Kelly, H., & Fields, A. (2016). Defining rural at the U.S. 

census bureau: American community survey and geography brief. United States 

Census Bureau, 1-8. 

https://www2.census.gov/geo/pdfs/reference/ua/Defining_Rural.pdf 

Ronfeldt, M., Farmer, S. O., McQueen, K., & Grissom, J. A. (2015). Teacher 

collaboration in instructional teams and student achievement. American 

Educational Research Journal, 52(3), 475-514. 

https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831215585562 

Roscigno, V. J., Tomaskovic-Devey, D., & Crowley, M. L. (2006). Education and the 

inequalities of place. Social Forces, 84(4), 2121–2145. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2006.0108 

Rovai, A. P. (2001). Classroom community at a distance: A comparative analysis of two 

ALN-based university programs. The Internet and Higher Education, 4(2), 105-

118. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1096-7516(01)00053-7 

Sachs, G. T., Fisher, T., & Cannon, J. (2011). Collaboration, mentoring, and co-teaching 

in teacher education. Journal of Teacher Education for Sustainability, 13(2), 70-

86. https://doi.org/10.2478/v10099-011-0015-z 

Salazar, D., Aguirre-Munoz, Z., Fox, K., & Nuanez-Lucas, L. (2010). On-line 

professional learning communities: Increasing teacher learning and productivity 

in isolated rural communities. Systemics, Cybernetics and Informatics, 8(4), 1-7. 

http://www.iiisci.org/journal/CV$/sci/pdfs/GE220YX.pdf 

 

 



 

56 
 

Scheninger, E., & Murray, T. (2017). Learning transformed: 8 keys to designing 

tomorrow's schools today. Association for Supervision and Curriculum 

Development Publishing. 

Shatzer, R., Caldarella, P., Hallam, P., & Brown, B. (2014). Comparing the effects of 

instructional and transformational leadership on student achievement: 

Implications for practice. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 

42(4), 445-459. https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143213502192 

Sheppard, B., & Brown, J. (2009). Developing and implementing a shared vision of 

teaching and learning at the district level. International Studies in Educational 

Administration, 37(2), 41-59.   

Smith, D., Wilson, B., & Corbett, D. (2009). Moving beyond talk. Educational 

Leadership, 66(5), 20-25. http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/feb09/vol66/num05/Moving-Beyond-Talk.aspx 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study. Sage Publishing. Guilford Press. 

Stewart, C., & Matthews, J. (2015). The lone ranger in rural education: The small rural 

school principal and professional development. Rural Educator, 36(3), 49-60. 

https://doi.org/10.35608/ruraled.v36i3.322 

Tarker, D. (2019). Transformational leadership and the proliferation of community 

college leadership frameworks: A systematic review of the literature. Community 

College Journal of Research and Practice, 43(10-11), 672-689. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10668926.2019.1600610 

 

 



 

57 
 

Trinkle, C. (2009) Twitter as a professional learning community. School Library 

Monthly, 26(4), 22-23.  

http://web2integration.pbworks.com/f/Twitter+as+a+Professional+ 

Learning+Community.pdf 

Wahlstrom, K., & Louis, K. S. (2008). How teachers experience principal leadership: The 

roles of professional community, trust, efficacy and shared responsibility. 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 44(4), 458-495. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X08321502 

Wang, T. (2016). School leadership and professional learning community: Case study of 

two senior high schools in northeast China. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 

36(2), 202-216. https://doi.org/10.1080/02188791.2016.1148849  

Wieczorek, D., & Manard, C. (2018). Instructional leadership challenges and practices of 

novice principals in rural schools. Journal of Research in Rural Education, 34(2), 

1-21. https://jrre.psu.edu/sites/default/files/2019-06/34-2_0.pdf 

Willis, J. C., & Templeton, N. R. (2017). Investigating the establishment and 

sustainability of professional learning communities in rural east Texas: The 

principals' perspectives. The Rural Educator, 38(1). 

https://doi.org/10.35608/ruraled.v38i1.233 

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and Methods, (6th ed.). 

Sage Publishing 

 


