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There is broad consensus among school reformers that professional learning communities 

are highly beneficial for schools and the students in their care. When they function well, they 

may foster dialogue among teachers about student performance (Talbert & Scharff, 2008), they 

may motivate inquiry and learning about instruction (Little, 1992, 2003), they may shore up 

norms of professionalism and commitment to service (Talbert & McLaughlin, 1994), they may 

affirm shared performance expectations (Elmore, 2004), and finally they may enable joint work 

among teachers as colleagues (Little, 1990). Scholarly and practitioner sources on characteristics 

of professional learning communities (PLC) are vast, see for example the digest compiled by 

Blankstein (2004). But despite the wide appeal of the idea, in reality, well-functioning teacher 

learning communities are not common (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006:113).  

An exhaustive review of the research literature on teacher collaboration (Stoll et al., 

2006) suggests a number of factors that may explain the difficulties in forming well-functioning 

PLCs. These factors relate to organizational structures, resources, time economies, organizational 

culture, and normative traditions of teacher autonomy. Stoll et al. note that while research 

knowledge on teacher collaboration or professional community has accumulated to a 

considerable extent, actual group formation or group development studies are rare. But these 

kinds of studies are needed if we want to better understand the dynamic nature of collegial 

relationships and to develop interventions that help group members, consultants, or school 

leaders make teacher work teams stable and productive in the midst of the ebb and flow of 

school life. Group formation or group development studies might render more realistic scenarios 

for practitioners than the kinds of step-by-step models popular in the practitioner literature (see 

Blankstein, 2004) which, while providing useful orientations, sometimes suggest a rather linear 

form of group development (e.g., forming a vision, agreeing on a mission, establishing ground 
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rules, assigning roles, following protocols, etc.). While the majority of the studies conducted on 

the topic are point-in-time case studies or cross-sectional studies of on-going groups (Stoll et al.,  

2006), some capture group formation and development, for example Hipp and Huffman (2007), 

Little (2003), Louis and Kruse (1995), Achinstein (2002), and especially Grossman and 

Wineburg (2000). These studies serve as leads into the theorizing on group formation. 

By group formation or development we mean a dynamic of unfolding interpersonal 

relationships among group members for the purpose of producing sufficiently successful task 

accomplishment and social integration of the work group. The grain size of group formation 

brings into focus the “human side” of school change (Evans, 1996) -  how actors with their 

unique understandings, hopes, fears, motives, and capacities interact with each other. It may be 

this “human side” that explains why efforts of PLC development often fail, and some succeed 

despite the odds. Understanding group formation dynamics is most needed for schools serving 

disadvantaged populations. These types of schools may benefit the most from well-functioning 

professional community (Reynolds et al., 2014), but may have a harder time developing them 

given the often adverse conditions under which teachers and administrators work in these 

settings (Louis & Kruse, 1995). To increase the likelihood that educators succeed in creating 

functioning and productive PLCs, we need systematic design development studies that result in 

interventions and design principles that practitioners can apply when their attempts at creating 

PLCs run into trouble.  

Design based or design development research is iterative (Bryk et al., 2015; Mintrop in 

press; Plomp 2010; Reeves, 2006; van den Akker 1999;). It begins with a focal problem of 

practice and launches from an intuitive theory of action.  Design development most often 

originates from a “messy state” in which problem awareness, practical experience, and 
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professional knowledge go hand in hand towards formulating a more robust theory of action that 

guides further iterative trial and error (Argyris, 1996) of planned interventions. Formative and 

summative evaluations ascertain the design’s effectiveness. The purpose of this paper is to report 

on the initial stage of a design development effort, the “messy state,” when the designers 

immerse themselves in their focal problem of practice on the ground and put their intuitive 

understandings of the problem onto a more solid theoretical footing by consulting the research 

and professional knowledge base and applying their insights as interpretive lenses to observed 

behaviors of participants and their own actions. 

We formulated our design challenge as: how to foster productive and stable PLCs under 

conditions of adversity and distress in schools laboring under the pall of “low performance.”  In 

order to understand our design challenge more clearly, we engaged in a year-long school-

university partnership around PLC formation. We were a team of three researchers, all of us with 

long practical experience in schools. One of us is a professor and director of a doctoral program 

for school and district leaders that has as its signature pedagogy design development studies 

(Mintrop, in press). One of us had been involved in charter school start-ups in urban settings, one 

is an acclaimed “turn-around” principal. We began consulting the literature on teacher 

collaboration and professional learning community and expanded into other relevant bodies of 

knowledge that we came to believe were needed. We aimed at a theory of action from which we 

could derive principles for effective interventions in social contexts that potentially could 

produce distress for educators working in them. The term ‘distress’ characterizes work places in 

which teachers encounter challenges that may severely tax their social and psychological 

resources and sense of well-being (Hart, 1994). We partnered with a grade-level team in an 

urban middle school with a history of low performance. We began working with this grade-level 
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team when it constituted itself at the beginning of the school year with the charge of improving 

the rampant disorder and behavior management problems that had plagued the school in the 

previous school year. We spent the year as reflective partners working with school practitioners 

in order to gain a better ‘feel’ on the ground for the theoretical categories and concepts that we 

developed in parallel.  

The data for this paper were generated following action research methodology and 

procedures (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005; Anderson, Herr& Nihlen, 2007. We carefully observed 

the group’s meetings, documented group members’ interactions, and intervened with help and 

assistance whenever appropriate. We applied an observation protocol that followed the leads 

gained from our theorizing (see appendix). We regularly collected group members’ reflections 

on their work after each meeting. We conducted open-ended interviews and informal 

conversations with group members between meetings. And we regularly reflected on our 

observations and produced memos of our discussions and insights that were reviewed by a group 

of three critical friends who were not directly involved in the research, but were working on 

another project in the same school. But we do not have auditory records of interviews and group 

meetings. We initially intended to produce these auditory records, but the volatility of the group 

that set in early in the school year suggested a less intrusive approach that allowed us to remain 

participant observers, and occasional interveners, without adding the stress for teachers to have 

their struggles and stumbles exposed on tape.      

The working theory, or ‘intuitive theory of action’ (Mintrop, in press) that guided our 

search for sources from the knowledge base were that, over the course of the school year, groups 

or work teams would have to come to terms with the tasks and challenges of getting organized, 

developing community, processing tasks, producing results related to behavior management 
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improvements, clarifying values, integrating diverse views, and withstanding highly stressful 

situations. We examined various strands of research and theory in the sociology of organizations 

and social psychology of groups, mainly on work team effectiveness, professional communities, 

group development, group identity, and psychological coping with adversity.  

  The paper is organized as follows. We present the exploration of the research and 

professional knowledge base in five blocks: clarification of PLCs as effective work teams and 

communities; review of two process models of group formation or development that might be 

usefully applied to understand the ongoing dynamics of work groups; challenge of diversity and 

conflict; centrality of problem-solving capacity for a work group’s success, and role of 

defensiveness and resilience under adverse conditions. In a next step, we try out the usefulness of 

these theoretical insights as interpretive lenses for behavior observed on the ground. In a third 

step, we try to formulate a more robust, theoretically grounded theory of action that may serve as 

a guide for a first iteration of an intervention design that meets the initially stated design 

challenge.    

Effective Work Teams and Professional Communities 

Up to this point we have used the terms teacher collaboration, work team, work group, 

teacher community, and professional learning community interchangeably, but they connote 

different aspects of teachers working together. Going forward, we use collaboration to indicate 

the process of two or more workers relating to each other to accomplish a work-related goal, 

without making further assumptions about the quality of interaction. A work team, following 

Hackman et al. (Hackman, 2002; Hackman, Wageman, Ruddy & Ray, 2000), is a bounded social 

system constituted by members that inhabit differentiated roles and act interdependently. Central 

to the work team is the pursuit of a common task for which members share collective 
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responsibility and for which they are evaluated in some form (for example, by clients or by the 

management of the organization in which the task is embedded). According to Hackman et al.’s 

(2000) definition, work teams are effective when they deliver according to external client 

standards, enhance collective capacity applicable to future group tasks, and contribute to the 

members’ learning and wellbeing (pp. 111-112). Effective groups, in this model, exert necessary 

effort, have the requisite knowledge and skills to complete the task, and select appropriate 

strategies. Teamwork is enabled by clear direction, basic norms of conduct, feedback 

information on performance, and rewards for a job well done (see also the review by Cohen & 

Bailey, 1997).  

Community relationships are less performance–centered than work team relationships, 

though, positive community relations can be quite advantageous in facilitating performance 

(Putnam et al., 1993). According to Selznick (1992: ch.13), we experience community when we 

feel rooted in a web of social relationships. Traditions, shared values, mutual support, and lived 

participation give rise to a sense of security and identity. Community relations involve the whole 

person. They have more range and significance to individuals than involvement in segmented 

functions, performances, or interests. Tradition and mutuality exact responsibilities, shared 

commitments, and obligations that bind individuals to the group. Community is not sameness; it 

can accommodate diversity and plurality as long as core norms and values are accepted as the 

basis for relational bonds. Community core commitments are more encompassing than mere 

norms of work conduct. Community relations are often bound up in societal institutions that 

reinforce taken-for-grantedness and tacit understandings of what is right conduct. Thus, inherent 

in communities is a conservative streak that may endure even in the midst of rapid technical or 

social change (Talbert & McLaughlin, 1994).   
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Traditionally, schools functioned as communities with strong institutional backing. James 

Comer (1993) describes the times past when schools were strong communities this way:  

Authority figures, because they were local, often interacted with each other and the 

general public in one way or another. …..Although the rules that governed these 

relationships were often unjust, these were intimate interactions among institutional 

authority figures – political, school, church – parents and children. (pp. 9-10).  

This kind of school community has vanished in the vortex of rapid educational, political,  and 

social change, and for good reason, but the present quest for schools to be communities keeps 

alive the yearning for cohesion, firm commitments, clear expectations, predictability of proper 

comportment, common purpose, and sense of belonging (Sergiovanni, 1994). Present day 

conceptualizations of school-wide or professional learning communities marry these yearnings 

with the new social realities (Stoll et al., 2006). They aim at more just, caring, and diverse social 

relationships and connect those to better performance and continuous adaptation to rapid change 

through learning and innovation. Talbert and McLaughlin (1994) define teacher community as 

an amalgam of cohesion, certainty of technical culture, commitment to the profession, service 

ethic towards clients, collaboration, and adult learning (Talbert & McLaughlin 1994; also; Hord, 

1997; Rosenholtz, 1991). Drawing from liberal and feminist philosophies, Westheimer (1998) 

includes support for individual difference as essential factor in his framework.   

Louis and Kruse (1995), looking at five urban restructuring schools over three years 

combine work team effectiveness with community characteristics. They explore work groups on 

multiple dimensions: dialogue, shared values and norms, collaboration, deprivatization of 

practice, and collective focus on, and responsibility for, student learning as characteristics of 

thriving, and surviving, professional communities. Structural prerequisites or necessary 
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preconditions for learning communities were sufficient time to meet, supportive leadership, but 

also group capacities and skills of individual members. De-privatization seems to be especially 

salient for collaboration in schools due to the isolating structures of teachers’ work place (Little, 

1982); and communally shared norms and values seem to be especially salient due to the type of 

teachers’ work as essentially moral.   

A concern that work groups or professional communities be ‘real’ echoes through the 

literature. Hackman (2002) notes that work teams are often not given sufficient task 

responsibility or autonomy to function. When managerial control is too high and group tasks are 

trivial or lack interdependence, group work becomes symbolic. Hargreaves (1991) has coined the 

term ‘contrived collegiality’ for this phenomenon in education. Little (1990) has developed a 

typology for depth of collaboration. In a review of qualitative studies, she found evidence of 

discrete types of collegial interaction that she named storytelling and scanning, sharing, 

assistance, and joint work. These relational patterns differ according to interdependence, 

intensity of collaboration, public scrutiny of private practices, and obligation to common 

standards. According to Little, only in joint work do teachers influence each others’ practices in   

consequential ways. But as they move from ‘easy’ storytelling to ‘difficult’ joint work, they also 

expose themselves to conflict among group members, judgments of competence, personal 

vulnerabilities, or simply wasting time in unproductive interactions (Little, 1982, 1990; also 

Hackman, 1983).  

The literature on professional learning communities in education tends to be strongly 

biased towards consensual models of community. Perhaps reflective of norms of conflict 

avoidance in traditional teacher collegiality, the literature is criticized for overlooking the 

widespread reality of conflict in groups and the necessity of dissent for meaningful and deep 
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collaboration (Achinstein, 2002; Hargreaves, 2001; de Lima, 2001). Even in ongoing and 

voluntary inquiry groups or discussion circles that are under no performance pressure, conflict 

avoidance is felt and can result in “pseudo-community” (Grossman & Wineburg, 2000). 

Consensus models of professional community hold sway in most of the how-to guides for 

practitioners that we have come across (for example, Blankstein, 2004; DuFour & Eaker, 2008; 

Eaker et al., 2002).  

Process Models of Group Development 

The picture is dramatically different when one looks at research on group development. 

This body of work captures the dynamic nature of a process in which uncertainty, fragility, and 

conflict are precursors of stable functioning. The literature on group development is fairly 

extensive (see a good review: Smith, 2001). Various models have been developed to break down 

the complexity of the dynamic into analytical chunks that make the contingency of the process 

more intelligible.  Some trace group development as endogenous maturation, others in response 

to exogenous task demand and pressure. Across these models, work groups develop in the 

interplay of socio-emotional interactions and self-organizing efforts around tasks. Groups have a 

double charge: organize an internal structure around task definition, roles, norms, and routines so 

that they can accomplish an assigned task while at the same time creating an interpersonal 

climate that solves status relationships and integrates members into the group as active and 

constructive participants.  

Researchers have developed a variety of theoretical models of group development. Some 

models stress interpersonal dynamics, others task accomplishment (Wheelan, 1994, chapter 2). 

Some models trace groups from birth to maturity, as in the famous “forming-storming-norming-

performing” sequence by Tuckman (see Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). While these models may 
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differ in specifics, they commonly distinguish among four phases that are said to occur in 

normally progressing groups. We follow Wheelan (1994) in describing these four phases.  

During an initial phase, group members, often gingerly, test the waters. They lack knowledge of 

participants’ personalities, are uncertain about their status or belonging to the group, are unclear 

about the task, and lack structures, such as defined roles, rules, norms, protocols, etc. that would 

process communication around task and interpersonal dynamics. Individuals may exhibit 

helplessness or exhibit avoidance behavior by seeking distractions, changing topics, or being 

late. Often, if a leader has been assigned to launch the group, dependency on the leader prevails.  

As group members address their charge more directly, differences of opinion with other 

group members and the leader may occur in more frequency. Flight or avoidance gives way to 

fight and conflict. As group members become more explicit in sharing their ideas about tasks and  

group structures and as status rivalries intensify, coalitions may form and personalities may 

clash. If the group progresses through this stage successfully, conflict will have lead to more task 

clarity, agreements on group structures (e.g., rules, norms, roles), status hierarchies, and 

interpersonal trust. Trust and conflict are two sides of the same coin. When individuals 

experience that, after episodes of conflict, a spirit of agreement, inclusion, and appreciation 

prevails in the group, they are more willing to invest in the group and to restrain their personal 

preferences in the interest of group consensus. When mutual benevolence becomes predictable, 

trust ensues. At this stage, the group is able to settle issues of task definition, role assignment, 

division of labor, rules, norms, and procedures. Communication becomes more rational as power 

struggles diminish and fears for personal safety abate. The group is finally ready to spend the 

bulk of its time together on work. Work gets assigned based on realistic assessments of 

competence and skills. Decisions are made, plans or reports are produced, commitments are 
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made and kept, and mutual support is sought. Efficient performance ensues. Not all models of 

group development assume this kind of linear progression from fragility to maturity. Some 

researchers have developed more fluid and contingent trajectories in which interpersonal 

dynamics and task processing continuously interact in various ways, stages follow in different 

order, and steps are repeated for groups to mature, if ever they do (Wheelan, 1994; Smith, 2001).  

A different perspective on group development is conveyed by punctured equilibrium 

models (Gersick, 1988). While in the sequential endogenous models described above 

performance is the cumulative effect of preceding cognitive-emotional maturation phases, in 

punctured equilibrium phases performance is the central pressure point that shapes group 

dynamics. Pivoting on task pressures, group development is traced as a sequence of alternating 

episodes of on-going work action and transition (Marks, Mathieu, & Zaccaro, 2001).  In 

Gersick’s research (1988), sudden spurts of self-organizing around tasks puncture phases of 

stability or stagnation. Gersick found that task groups, often acting on early suggestions of 

dominant voices within the group, can settle into a pattern of task definition and group structure 

fairly quickly and maintain this pattern until performance pressures, especially at the work period 

mid-point, force the group to revisit its assumptions. This may upset the status of group members 

as other voices are heard, and conflict may ensue over course corrections. In a dynamic of 

punctured equilibrium, it is external performance pressure, sense of timing, and the 

preoccupation of group members with task accomplishment, above all other considerations, that 

sets the group on its trajectory.  

Diversity and Conflict  

Today’s work places are increasingly characterized by diversity. Diversity in 

demographics, ideologies, values, and life experiences is probably the norm rather than the 
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exception in American urban schools. Forming effective work groups or communities in the 

midst of these differences may engender conflict. The kind of enduring local ties and tacit 

community consensus of which James Comer spoke have long been eroded. Likewise, the kind 

of institutional stability and status-quo that buffered schools from disruption have given way to 

contestation and turbulence, but also to a quest for just and caring relationships (Campbell, 1998, 

2008; Shields, 2010) and a demand for ever higher performance (Carnoy, Elmore, & Siskin, 

2003; Mintrop, 2004).  

Researchers have analyzed the role of diversity and conflict for the functioning (Pelled, 

Eisenhardt, & Xin, 1999) and development  (Jehn & Mannix, 2001; Jehn, Northcraft, & Neale, 

1999) of work groups. A group can be diverse in a variety of ways and the types of diversity that 

get played out may engender different types of conflict with varying effects on performance. 

According to this research, job-related or functional diversity, such as expertise or work 

experience, seems to have a different effect on conflict than demographic, ideological or value 

diversity, not directly related to the job. Functional diversity tends to lead to task-related conflict, 

for example around the use of resources, assignment of duties, or production of reports, 

programs and the like. Diversity of the non-functional sort is more closely related to emotional 

conflict that occurs when group members relate to each other with anger, frustration, irritation, or 

anxiety, often due to unwarranted categorizations, stereotyping, and hidden agendas. Anger and 

anxiety distract from the task and narrow the field of cognitive processing. Emotional conflict 

has been found to be detrimental to group performance while task-related conflict has the 

potential to bring diverse perspectives to the table and raise the quality of decision making or 

problem solving.   
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The relationship between conflict and group performance is not straightforward (De 

Dreu, 2006; De Dreu & Van Vianen, 2001). Jehn and Mannix (2001) argue that the timing of the 

conflict in the work process may be key. Following Gersick’s longitudinal punctured equilibrium 

approach, they found in their study of 51 work teams that effective groups had low levels of 

relationship conflict with high value consensus, but a fairly high level of task conflict at about 

the mid-point of the groups’ period of interaction. Less effective groups by comparison exhibited 

low task conflict for most of the duration, but intense levels of all types of conflict, including 

task conflict, at the end when deadlines were near and performance pressure at its highest.  Often 

times, task conflict and interpersonal conflict interact with each other, for example when 

differences of opinion about tasks become personal or when preconceived assumptions about 

personal attributes mute expert perspectives and voices (Pelled, Eisenhardt & Xin, 1999). Task 

routine, group longevity, a basic level of trust, and value consensus may enhance the positive 

effect of task conflict, as does a medium intensity of task conflict (DeDreu, 2006).  

According to DeDreu, innovation in groups is less likely when task conflict is too low for 

dissonance and subsequent learning to be stimulated. High conflict intensity, however, reduces 

the ability to process information. Thus conflict is a double-edged sword. It is necessary for 

deeper learning, as Achinstein (2002) and de Lima (2001) have found, but it is counterproductive 

when its intensity is too high or when it is fuelled by far-reaching value conflicts, personal 

animosity, or other non-task related differences. While diversity of all sorts is a reality in today’s 

schools, value conflicts are reduced to the degree that ideological or value commitments tightly 

define membership in the group or organization.  Westheimer (1998), as well as Achinstein 

(2002), show that collegial groups with strong ideological cohesion tend to also be more 
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exclusionary towards non-conforming members. More fragmented work groups, however, would 

hardly be able to deal with value conflicts in this way.        

Problem-solving Capacity 

A sense of shared responsibility, cohesion, and consensus are necessary for productive 

collaboration, but are not sufficient underpinnings of good problem solving (Jonassen, 1997). 

Problems in education according to Timperley and Robinson (1998) are frequently ill-structured. 

They lack “clear solution criteria, definable procedures for reaching the solution, and specifiable 

information requirements.” (p. 610). Ill-structured problems are difficult to solve  because 

searches for information can take place in many areas and “constraints” on solutions are 

multiple. Unless collegial groups acknowledge unaddressed aspects of a problem, allow for 

multiple framings of the problem, and search for confirming and disconfirming evidence of its 

solution, unacknowledged theories-in-use may undermine the espoused problem solution 

constraints, for example when the commitment to an adopted strategy that is recognized as 

effective overtaxes unacknowledged restrictions on teachers’ motivation to expend energy.  

Challenges increase to the degree that the groups’ problems need to be answered with 

complex strategies that surpass available knowledge and skills in the group and require more 

coordination than the group is used to, for example Little’s “joint work.”  Strategies that are high 

in investment of time, energy, and coordination also require more consensus and more durable 

commitments. Thus to the degree that the group is asked to solve ill-structured problems, the 

group’s interpersonal resources are also put to the test (Argyris, 1985). 

Problem solving complexity is related to the educational substance of the task of our 

focal work group: creating a safe, orderly, and caring learning environment in a school that has 

been challenged in this area in the past. In the ordinary organization of middle schools in the 
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United States, student discipline issues may actually bypass grade-level teams altogether. 

Teachers deal with simple rule infractions and emotional problems individually and refer more 

severe cases administratively to counselors or deans. When grade-level teams get involved, as 

they often do in schools with behavior management problems, territories need to be staked anew 

and tasks and duties rearranged. Especially when the school administration is weak and the 

counseling office overloaded as often happens in challenged schools, involvement of teacher 

teams becomes pertinent.  But it is well within the organizational tradition of American public 

schools for teacher teams to abrogate responsibility and roll the problem over to the 

administrative structure.  

The literature on school discipline and student behavior management is vast. Suffice it 

here to highlight the five main tasks a grade-level team might tackle: (1) school-wide or team-

wide consistency in behavioral rules and consequences for infractions that are within the bounds 

of team capacity (Sugai, Horner, & Gresham, 2002) ; (2) positive behavior support for student 

groups and assistance for high-need individuals (Sprague & Golly 2004, Sprague et al., 2002);  

(3) helping students internalize norms and facilitating self-control, for example through positive 

incentives (Osher et al., 2008); (4) creating a climate in which poor, immigrant, and ethnic 

minority students are treated with dignity and respect (Shields, 2004); (5) creating well-managed 

classrooms through motivating and fast-paced instruction (Doyle, 2006). Naturally, not all of 

these tasks can be tackled by the group in its first year, but the main activities it chooses will 

most probably fall under these rubrics. Task number five is in all likelihood outside of the 

purview of typical grade-level teams.  

Behavior management can be a daunting problem for individual teachers, especially for 

novices (Corcoran, 1981). As group tasks, the five tasks enumerated above differ with respect to 
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technical and social complexity, interdependence, certainty and urgency (Thompson, 2003). 

Establishing consistency of norms, rules, and sanctions is technically simple, but asks of group 

members to establish clarity, forge agreements, accommodate individual differences within the 

bounds of team consensus, and stick to commitments. Likewise, positive behavior support 

interventions, such as reward programs, require for the most part relatively simple pedagogical 

and coordination actions and skills. In most instances, accomplishing these tasks may be a matter 

of clarity, planning, coordination, and commitment.  

Dealing with more serious cases of disruptive and emotionally needy students is more 

challenging to a collaborative group, both technically and relationally (Talbert & Scharff, 2010). 

Group responses need to be crafted and individual cases need to be analyzed, appropriate 

strategies need to be found, and teachers need to be assigned to them based on access to the child 

and expertise. Teachers are called to expose their difficulties to the scrutiny of the team without 

premature problem attribution to students or the administration.  The default in these cases, 

administrative processing, which abdicates pedagogical responsibility of the team, needs to be 

countermanded. Student behavior regulation and emotional needs may be interpreted through a 

variety of lenses, for example personal fault, deficiency, or institutional oppression. This opens 

the group up to considerations of broader worldviews or ideologies that may activate deeper 

value conflicts.  Task complexity is heightened when task accomplishment is time-dependent. 

What works in September may no longer work in December when the group permits behavioral 

problems to ‘get out of hand.’ Alternatively, if the group successfully ‘sets the tone’ in 

September, December interventions may be much easier. When the needs of a child surpasses the 

intervention capacity of the team and neither school nor district provide adequate intervention 

support and at the same time pre-empt exclusion (e.g., suspension or transfer), the team needs 
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serious psychological coping strategies. Thus, dealing with serious cases of children with high 

emotional needs and behavioral problems demands of the group to mobilize social and 

psychological resources that may give rise to a sense of crisis and adversity.    

Adversity and Resilience 

In stressful environments, performance demands may be challenging relative to available 

knowledge, skill, self-organizing capabilities, and interpersonal glue within the group. Work 

flow and task accomplishment may be disrupted by organizational disorder, external 

interference, and unforeseen disruptions of core work functions. Under these conditions, groups 

face adversity for their functioning and forming. Conditions of adversity (Hart, 1994) threaten 

group members with serious loss, for example harm to personal dignity, loss of control, or doubts 

about core competencies associated with mastering the work, and they challenge the work group 

in both the task and interpersonal dimensions.  

The literature on groups functioning in adversity is surprisingly sparse (Turner & 

Horvitz, 2001). We discuss three models or conceptualizations that seem especially useful for the 

understanding of group formation processes. Threat-rigidity models (Staw, Sandelands, & 

Dutton, 1981; see Mintrop, 2004, for an application to education) predict that when a group 

encounters threats to vital interests, it will become more hierarchical and centralize leadership, 

restrict information processing and learning, and rely on well-learned routines. If these routines 

prove to be an inadequate adaptive response to the threat, strife will ensue and the group will 

fragment. Social identity maintenance models (Turner & Horvitz, 2001) place less emphasis on 

task accomplishment and more on social-psychological dynamics of group maintenance. When 

threats seriously impair a group’s sense of worth or collective self-image, according to this 

model, the group defensively upholds a positive self-image by categorizing itself as an in-group 
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with positive attributes against the threatening external environment. Categorization presupposes 

a certain level of internal cohesion and enhances it further. Threats to individual members are not 

sufficient to elicit this response. The group must appraise the threat as collective (Turner and 

Horvitz, 2001). Defensiveness of this sort (see also Argyris, 1985, and Schein, 2010) may foster 

groupthink (Janis, 1982) with consequences for impaired awareness of the situation and 

inadequate problem-solving.  

The literature is even more sparse on positive group responses to threats and adversit . 

Resilience is a well researched construct (Masten, 1994; Masten, Best & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter 

2000) that explains how individuals bounce back, or rather forward, from adversity. Less 

developed than the individual level construct is the notion of collective resilience (Gu & Day, 

2007). It has been used to delineate pro-active social responses to adversity. Work in the field of 

family resilience (Antonovsky & Sourani 1988; Walsh, 2003) or human rights groups resilience 

(Hernandez, 2002) have treated resilience as a transformational process during which threat, 

adversity, crisis, or trauma give occasion to new understandings, regeneration, and new vitality.  

Stressors may be short-term or may continuously “pile up” (Walsh, 2003, p. 79) in the life cycle 

of the group. Walsh, drawing from Antonovsky’s Sense of Coherence concept developed 

through research with Holocaust survivors in Israel, posits that group beliefs, group organization, 

and group communication are decisive factors in producing collective resilience. Resilient 

groups make meaning of the stressful event. They recognize the event as comprehensible and 

manageable. They maintain a hopeful outlook and connect the event to larger purposes that 

transcend present reality. They respond with flexibility, mobilize available resources, and 

communicate with openness and clarity. They air emotions and seek out shared approaches to 

problem-solving. Hernandez (2002), applying Walsh’s model to the human rights struggle in 
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Colombia, uses the term solidarity for the process of converting individual suffering into shared 

meanings that make violations comprehensible. Shared meanings foster mutual support. 

Together they enliven collective struggle. In all these conceptualizations, collective resilience 

appears as an emergent state, not of task-oriented groups, but of communities.   

Summary 

Examining the literatures on work teams, professional communities, group development, 

and groups coping with conflict and adversity has identified a number of key concepts that 

should or could guide the development of a robust theory of action for the design of effective 

supports for PLCs under adverse conditions. In the tension between creating work team 

effectiveness and community, it seems clear from the literature on group development that 

teacher collaboration ‘for real’ requires groups to go through phases during which members sort 

out what they want from the group, how they moderate individual preferences in favor of the 

group’s wishes, and how much vulnerability they risk in light of collective judgment and 

unpredictable personal chemistry. Conflict, with often overlapping personal and task-oriented 

agendas, seems to be modal during this phase. Subsequently, accommodations need to emerge 

that facilitate personal agendas to fade into the background in favor of productive conflict around 

tasks. These dynamics may unfold as endogenous stages of progressive maturity or episodic 

realignments in alternating phases of work and exogenously induced transitions. With increasing 

problem complexity, group members need to surface the full scope of the problem, embrace 

dissent, and engage in multiple perspectives on solutions. Complex solution strategies demand 

higher investment of individual members’ time, energy, and resources. Higher investments 

require firmer commitments. When groups face adverse conditions, stresses are added that the 
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group may manage with defensiveness (e.g., rigidity, fragmentation, identity or image 

maintenance) or convert into collective resilience and solidarity.  

Theoretical Insights in Light of Experiences on the Ground 

The work with the focal grade level team began in September and faded out by the end of 

March in the 2009-10 school year when precipitating conflicts between the team and the 

administration made our role increasingly precarious (see below). All in all, during this period, 

the group met 15 times. We lack observation protocols for 3 meetings because we could not 

accommodate last-minute rescheduling of group meetings. In this case we filled in information 

gaps from the team leader’s notes who communicated his summaries via e-mail. About half of 

the meetings were attended by two members of the university-based team, one who observed and 

one who was involved in the group proceedings. For the other half of the meetings, one member 

of the research team doubled up as observer and occasional intervener. The team meetings were 

discussed among members of the university team at bi-monthly critical reflection sessions. The 

reflection sessions typically proceeded in four steps: (1) the observation notes were shared 

(usually read ahead of time); (2) one person would recount low-inference events at the previous 

one or two grade level meetings, using the notes from the first section of the meeting protocol;  

(3) unfolding events were interpreted, applying relevant dimensions of the theoretical framework 

to the event narrative and being guided by the interpretations noted in the second part of the 

observation protocol; (4) next steps were envisaged and possible support and assistance on our 

part were identified. Team members recorded the results of these discussions as memos in 

reflective journals that were kept throughout the process.  

Data analysis for this paper repeated this reflection cycle, now with the benefit of 

hindsight. Drawing from the first part of the meeting observation notes, we reconstructed a 
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narrative of unfolding events from one meeting to the next lasting from September to March, 

occasionally filling gaps from e-mail communication and journal notes. Then we revisited our 

primary interpretations noted in the second part of the observation protocol and our secondary 

interpretations from the reflective team discussions. We finally reassessed our interpretations in 

light of the whole story. Since our empirical material was already pre-structured by observation 

and reflection guides, we did not need coding schemes to handle data. The strength of this work, 

in our view, is the formulation of an exploratory theory of action in the messy stage of incipient 

design development.  

The Case  

 Following the structure of our data, we report our case in three steps. We first 

characterize briefly who participated in the grade-level team. We then produce a low-inference 

narrative of the sequence of events with a focus on milestones that were of subsequent impact for 

the flow of the group’s work.  In a third step, we investigate the explanatory power of our 

theoretical concepts for the case narrative by grouping events around cross-cutting themes that 

follow these concepts.     

Members  

 The grade-level team first convened in September 2009.  It consisted of nine teachers 

covering the various subjects in the school’s instructional program. Three of the teachers were 

new to the school. The other six knew each other from previous years, but had not worked 

together in this constellation. Three English Language Development teachers, previously part of 

a separate department, were integrated into the grade-level team. At least two of the teachers had 

been members of the previous grade-level team from the year before. Even though the group was 
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new in its constellation, some group members came with ‘personal baggage’ that may have 

stemmed from past collaborations or other faculty interactions.   

 Somewhat unusual for middle schools, only three of the nine members were women. The 

group was ethnically diverse with four Hispanics, three Whites, one African American, and one 

Asian American. But, as we will see, the group’s major fault lines and conflicts did not follow 

these markers of diversity. By contrast, certain personal characteristics, work experience, 

ideology, and the classes teachers taught had a strong impact.  Two experienced teachers, Mr. D 

and Ms. A, both Hispanic, taught mainly newcomer classes. They presented themselves as 

knowledgeable, were vocal, exuded confidence, and fulfilled leadership functions in the school. 

As to student behavior, they tended to argue from a position of caring for students. By contrast, 

another male Hispanic teacher, Mr. F, tended to look at student behavior through the lens of 

order and proper conduct. Two white male novice teachers, Mr. L and Mr. N, seemed unsure of 

themselves, but kept quiet about it. They were reticent participants in group processes, but 

usually went along with prevailing sentiment. By contrast, Ms. C, a white woman with limited 

experience, was vocal in asking for support and did not mind depending on the group. The other 

two members were relatively experienced teachers and professed to be effective with their 

students. One of them, Mr. B, Asian, was only intermittently engaged in the group, preferring an 

individualistic stance. The other, Mr. H, Hispanic, was outspoken in search of pragmatic 

solutions and willing to assume leadership roles for the group.  Ms. E, a young African American 

female teacher, teaching P.E., only attended meetings occasionally and for short periods of time. 

Case Narrative 

 The school year began with a school-wide focus on student behavior. The school had 

experienced great strain around this topic in the previous school year. So the school 
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administrative team initiated school-wide workshops and conversations, specifically around clear 

rules and procedures. They expected grade-level teams to play a role, though it was left up to the 

teams to spell out details.  The teams had a regular meeting time, though keeping a regular 

schedule was a challenge. Initially they were to meet one afternoon a week for 90 minutes. This 

was curtailed to bi-weekly meetings, later extended again to weekly meetings. The designated 

time slot tended to float, duration was often shortened, and at times meetings were cancelled 

altogether, as the school was inundated with competing initiatives, some of the school’s 

choosing, some district required. Sometimes faculty members lobbied the administration to use 

the time slot for other purposes.  No question, conditions for group formation were challenging 

in an organizational environment that had few clear procedures and had not spelled out 

improvement priorities.    

 In the following, we report on proceedings of key meetings that illuminate the 

developmental mileposts for the group from the beginning of the school year to the end of our 

data collection by the end of March, focusing on the kinds of problems the group chose to tackle, 

the solutions or strategies it engaged in, and the concomitant interpersonal dynamics.  

September 10 

  When group members assembled for the first meeting, they sat at individual student desks 

that faced every which way in the classroom in which the meeting was held.  Even when the 

instructional coach and the facilitators asked the group to move into a circle, several members 

remained on the outskirts of the circle, and one member sat at the teacher’s desk several feet 

from the rest of the group.  Some group members arrived up to 30 minutes late.  Most of the first 

meeting was spent waiting for members to arrive while various teachers engaged in chitchat.  

Toward the end of the meeting, a brief discussion ensued (broached by the facilitator and a 
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member of the administrative team) about how the group would like to conduct its meetings in 

the future. It was suggested by an administrator that the group keep the school-wide norms for 

collegial interaction, instead of reinventing its own.  The group agreed to do this with little 

discussion. 

September 17 

 To accommodate various group members’ requests, the group decided, with little 

discussion, that they would ordinarily divide their meeting time in three components: a brief 

check-in, a period focused on grade-level policies, and a period focused on individual student 

cases. A protocol for identifying students with varying intervention needs, called Positive 

Behavior Intervention and Support or PBIS (Scott & Martine, 2006), was introduced by a 

member of the university team. During a brief conversation, Ms. C  brought up the problem of 

students not coming to class on time. Mr. B suggested the group adopt lunch time detention as a 

strategy for dealing with infractions. He had heard that a neighboring middle school was using it. 

The group swiftly decided to institute lunch time detention, held every day in Ms. C’s classroom, 

but supervision would rotate among group members. No further organizing occurred.  

October 8  

The meeting took place in a different room. The room belonged to Ms. A. It was warmly 

decorated with student artwork on the walls. Ms. A also had a rabbit for a classroom pet.  During 

the meeting, the rabbit was let out of its cage and hopped around on the table.  At various points 

during the meeting, the rabbit was held by individual teachers, and Ms. A had to get out of her 

seat several times to care for it. Talk about the rabbit frequently interrupted other talk during the 

meeting. During “check-in,” teachers were eager to talk and share anecdotes about student 
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behavior and share their frustrations about how the school year was going so far. Several 

members needed more than the allotted two minutes to express their concerns. 

 Ms. C reported that only two teachers had reported to supervise lunchtime detention in 

her classroom. She needed more support and appealed to group members’ previous 

commitments. This was received with little commentary. 

Mr. B asked that the group discuss implementing a grade-level homework policy, 

because his students were not completing their homework. He was emphatic that he wanted the 

group to deal with it. He wanted clarity about the grade level team’s homework policy and 

consistent enforcement.  This resonated with several group members who connected the 

homework policy to the daily planners (where students were to record their homework 

assignments). Students were mandated to use the daily planners as hall passes.  A passionate 

conversation about the merits of this system followed.  Students were losing the planners, Mr. B 

explained, and because they could not leave the classroom without their planners, they were 

stealing them from other students.  

Clearly exasperated, Mr. D interjected at this point that the group’s approach smacked of 

oppressive pedagogical practices. He asked the group to focus instead on how to improve 

relationships between teachers and students. This ignited a loud and angry debate between him 

and Mr. F, who felt students needed to be held more accountable for their behavior.  Mr. D 

strongly disagreed. Mr. F then used the analogy of national borders to make his point of the need 

for more control. Clearly, Mr. F hoped Mr. D would see the point that the national borders 

needed to be effectively guarded. Mr. D, however, pleaded for open borders. Voices were raised, 

and Mr. F angrily got up.  The rest of the group was stunned.  
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 A brief break was taken. After the break, talking about individual students was next on 

the agenda. According to plan, the group broke up into smaller groups of teachers who shared the 

same students. Mr. D and Mr. F, the antagonists of the previous clash, mostly shared newcomer 

or ELD students and as a result did not sit with the majority of the group who taught 

‘mainstream’ students. The mainstream sub-group used the PBIS pyramid to identify 15 students 

who they thought needed more intensive attention from the group. Some of the teachers 

expressed satisfaction that they had made progress.  

October 22 

The meeting began with Ms. C, one more time, complaining that she was left alone in her 

classroom to supervise students in detention. She felt it was unfair that she would give up her 

lunch for other teachers’ students. The group launched into a discussion of each teacher’s tardy 

policy. Listing different approaches on the board revealed that the rules about tardiness and the 

use of sanctions differed widely across the group, confusing the children. The activity was 

interrupted by Ms. A and Mr. D who vociferously declared that tardiness was not a problem and 

they felt they were wasting their time by discussing it. Ms. A said that if students were just five 

minutes late she would choose to keep them in class instead of sending them to the office, 

because it was more important for the students to learn than be lost in the counseling office. Mr. 

H, who had up till now supported Ms. C, then stated that he actually did not have a tardy 

problem either, except in his first period class. Nobody else spoke up. Ms. C was left alone 

insisting that this was an important problem. The group members ended that meeting with no 

consensus. Lunchtime detention was suspended for the time being. In exiting the room, group 

members voiced their worries that their meetings were pointless. 

November 5 
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 During this meeting, the antagonists from previous arguments were absent, as they would 

be for some of the subsequent meetings. Mr. H had taken it upon himself to prepare and facilitate 

the meeting.  During check-in, most members reported that student “defiance” was on the 

increase and described how this was manifesting itself in daily events.  Tardies were brought up 

again, but regained no traction. Though frustrations were shared, the tone among group members 

was quite friendly and relaxed. 

About 30 minutes into the meeting, Mr. H asked the group to look at the list of students 

that had previously been identified as needing group attention.  Mr. H walked the group through 

the list and asked teachers if there was information they would like to share about the students, or 

make suggestions about things that the group could do for these students.  Teachers shared out 

strategies they had been using for various students. The time was short, so each student was only 

briefly discussed. Mr. H did not tolerate any distraction. When off-topic comments were made, 

Mr. H reminded people repeatedly to “stick to the list.”   Thereafter, the group shifted its activity 

to practicing a protocol for the use of a single-case analysis. With much direction from Mr. H, 

the group was able to finish the protocol for one student. Teachers agreed to call home when the 

particular student acted out, to give the student academic work that she could handle, and to 

contact her mentor  (who happened to be the principal) to keep her on track.  (In written 

feedback, teachers expressed regret that they did not have time to work on more positive 

incentives for good behavior.)  

December 4 

Mr. H again facilitated the meeting.  He explained to teachers that they needed to deal 

with students who had chronic absences. The students needed to be referred to the proper district 

channels, and for that purpose paper work was needed. Lists of students had been prepared by 
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the counseling office. Teachers briefly compiled specific relevant knowledge they had about 

each student, and then Mr. H recorded it in the forms. Then Mr. H divided the stack of referral 

forms and distributed four forms to each teacher for completion. The teachers worked with 

concentration.  

Participants then discussed the positive behavior support incentive system that they had 

been eager to work on since the beginning of November.  Mr. K made the suggestion that the 

group could implement a pizza party for students with perfect attendance, and Mr. L noted that 

the system needed to be regular and the rewards achievable. It was determined that the criteria 

for getting the pizza party reward should be an aggregate of a variety of good behaviors and 

there was a process by which students could make up for bad behavior.  By the end of the 

meeting, the group had decided that an ice cream social (instead of a pizza party) would be based 

on “No absences, no tardies, no referrals,” in a two week period and that students could make up 

absences and tardies by doing good work for any teacher, whereas referrals had to be made up by 

‘restoring’ the personal relationship with the aggrieved teacher who had written the referral.  It 

was also decided that team members would determine who was eligible for the reward in a team 

meeting the day before the party. Teachers expressed their delight in having designed something 

for the purpose of rewarding positive behavior, and the mood was optimistic among the group.   

December 11 (reconstructed from e-mail communications and conversations with teachers) 

Deteriorating student behavior was the topic again. Mr. K, white, male, and relatively  

inexperienced, was absent, but the group mentioned that he was having serious behavior 

problems in his classroom. Ms. A, Hispanic, vocal, and experienced, who had rejoined the group 

at this time, suggested that the group should institute team teaching and coaching as a way for 

less experienced teachers to learn from more experienced ones, and she offered to help Mr. K.     
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********** 

 Between the middle of December and the middle of February, the group had little 

meeting time.  Winter break interceded and then a school-wide professional development 

sequence on consistency of norms and policies replaced their meetings in January.  Additionally, 

several meetings were rescheduled or canceled at the last minute for other reasons.  In mid-

January, Mr. K, having repeatedly experienced difficulty in his classroom, was assaulted by a 

student and subsequently left the school.  He was replaced by a substitute teacher, Mr. M, young, 

male, and white, who began attending grade-level meetings when they resumed.   

February 18 

The group exuded a mood of urgency.  All three ELD teachers were present after missing 

parts of meetings, or entire meetings, in the fall. The attack on Mr. K and his exit was on 

everybody’s mind. Mr. M was a new and vocal force to reckon with. After the school-wide series 

of workshops on norm consistency, the administration had assigned grade-level teams new 

functions in the management of behavior infractions. At the same time (perhaps to discourage 

the inflationary use of referrals) a statistic with the number of referrals for each teacher was 

published, much to the consternation of many teachers.  The teachers used the term  “zero 

tolerance” to describe their new stance on student misconduct.  Additionally, Ms. C, who had 

previously sought the assistance of her colleagues with tardy students and felt left alone in lunch 

time detention supervision, asked that a “burning issue” be placed on the agenda: she felt 

threatened by a student in her class.   

Mr. M, the new substitute teacher, was very vocal about student misconduct, and 

proposed a “new” discipline policy in which he would hold lunch detention in the cafeteria in 

perpetrators would be punished for bad behavior in front of other students. Students would be 
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required to write reflections during detention, as well.  He did not ask for help, but, in fact, said 

he wanted to do it on his own.  Ms. A spoke up and told him that the group had previously tried a 

similar policy that failed.  However, rather than opposing the strategy, as she had previously 

done, she went along with the proposal and offered to supervise lunchtime detention with him 

and to prepare laminated cards that would guide students’ behavioral reflections.    

March 4 

 Ms. A, one of the most experienced teachers in the group, was the facilitator. She had 

reached out to Ms. C, one of the least experienced teachers in the group, whose persistent pleas 

for help had occupied the group in previous meetings. Both women had carefully prepared an 

activity that would structure an in-depth discussion about individual students.  

During check-in, Ms. C reported that her computer had been stolen.  She had also been 

cursed by a student who had been promptly returned to class. In a similar vein, all of the teachers 

reported undesirable behavior from their students during check-in. Ms. A proceeded to launch 

into the prepared activity. Using the Positive Behavior Intervention and Support model, the two 

women had created three posters for the meeting.  One poster explained “tiers” of behavior. Each 

tier was defined by specific disruptive behaviors that escalated in scope and intensity as the tiers 

increased in number.  “Tier 3” students were thought to have the most disruptive behaviors.  

Another poster included the names of students who had been classified into each category by the 

two teachers. The third poster was a graphic organizer to be used by the teachers to create 

behavioral interventions for their most disruptive (and most needy) students.  Ms. A asked the 

teachers if they agreed with both the description of each tier’s corresponding behaviors and the 

classifications the two women had devised. A conversation first about the accuracy of the 

classifications and second about the reasons for ‘acting out’ ensued.  Teachers began to list 
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reasons such as family problems, emotional problems, and academic difficulties.  Ms. A 

reminded teachers that student conduct could be escalated or de-escalated by the manner in 

which teachers interacted with their students.  “It is the way we talk to them,” she said. 

At this moment, the substitute teacher, Mr. M, interjected.  He stood up and strongly 

voiced his opinion that it was a waste of time to continue analyzing why students behaved the 

way they did, and that the teachers’ time would be better spent trying to do something about it.  

This triggered a sharing of outrage about students acting completely out of control.  Mr. D, who 

had decried oppressive pedagogical practices previously and sparred with Mr. H at the beginning 

of the school year, suggested that the teachers take their most rowdy students on a field trip to a 

prison to scare them into behaving better.  Mr. F, who was in and out of the meeting, reiterated 

his position that the students were out of control and something needed to be done by the 

administrators.  This launched a discussion about the ways in which the administration had failed 

them. The PBIS pyramid was revisited, and it was determined that administrators must intervene 

with the Tier 3 students (six or seven students). Appropriate interventions could include giving 

the students a half-day schedule, offering them a separate program entirely, or having them work 

with a coach or counselor one-on-one. Teachers would give the administration an ultimatum: 

either intervene with these most ‘out of control’ students or the teachers would no longer 

cooperate with the administration. 

March 18 

The administrative team appeared at the grade-level team meeting. The principal 

appealed to teachers to cooperate with administrators and counselors. The vice-principal 

expressed her displeasure at what she viewed as an abdication of the teachers’ responsibility. The 

teachers, with obvious frustration, explained how difficult their job had become.  Ms. C, who 
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was normally polite, shouted her rage at the administrators.  The principal acknowledged that 

teachers were frustrated, and that teachers, administrators and counselors were all doing the best 

they could. Then the school administrators left for another grade-level team meeting.  After the 

administrators left, teachers began to discuss their plans for next year: some would look for 

employment elsewhere and some would seek a new assignment. Mr. H, in his fifth year at this 

school, intimated that this was the cycle the school experienced every year. He expected to be 

back. (Our participation in team meetings terminated at this point).  

Interpretation of the Narrative 

In interpreting the case narrative, we rearrange the sequential material according to the 

previously developed concepts and see if they help us uncover the driving forces beneath the 

surface of meeting proceedings. As researchers, we were committed to the work group’s 

progress in a difficult situation, searching for motives and actions that could potentially move the 

group forward, uncovering the obstacles that thwarted good intentions, and helping wherever we 

could.  

The Desire to Connect and Self-organizing  

 If we had studied our case at one point in time, or at the beginning, middle, and end, we 

would have had to describe a group that, according to the literature discussed above, suffered 

from the typical ailments of weak work teams or PLCs. With the literature on professional 

communities, we would diagnose that the group exhibited lack of consensus in its mission, was 

unable to develop a vision due to value differences, could not muster strong commitments to 

colleagues and clients, lacked cohesion and trust, and only feebly provided mutual support. With 

the literature on work teams, we may emphasize that the group’s collective knowledge and skill, 

chosen strategies, and interpersonal dynamics were insufficient for effective performance. We 
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would have also found that some of the structural prerequisites, for example regular and 

protected meeting time, as well as strong organizational management and external facilitation 

were absent. And we would be correct to state that this group, as so many others, is one more 

example of weak teacher collaboration. 

 But our more fine-grained approach of studying the formation of the group over most of a 

school year enables us to see more nuances. At several critical junctures, the group came 

together with determination, tried to consolidate, and exercise agency in managing tasks and 

keeping interpersonal divisions in check. At the interpersonal and group process level, a 

pragmatic leader took charge of the group informally (the administration had not assigned a 

formal chair); from then on, meetings were organized with agendas, minutes were taken, and the 

use of e-mail in between meetings kept communication going. Later, when group leadership 

rotated, members took great care in chairing meetings. Members who had been quiet previously 

became involved and showed their competence. At one point, the group acknowledged the 

special difficulties of some of the weaker, less experienced colleagues and offered help via team 

teaching, classroom visits etc.   At the task level, several members took it upon themselves to 

prod the group forward. A detention policy was initiated (even though it failed); a reward and 

incentive program was implemented; a ‘PBIS’ protocol was adopted, and a case analysis 

approach was carefully planned by two formerly distant group members.  

 Even the most dramatic events in the life of the group, the ‘shouting match’ between two 

ideologically opposed group members on Oct 8 and the ‘refusal’ to cooperate with the 

administration on March 8, reveal a quest for common action in their own ways. We saw that 

from the beginning the group was divided on how to perceive the task. The majority interpreted 

disruptive student behavior as a sign of lack of authority and control while a very vocal minority 
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saw it as a sign of oppression and lack of care on the part of the adults or the system. This was an 

important conversation to have, and the passion with which it was pursued by some was a sign of 

engagement. The eventual ‘refusal’ was as much an expression of the group’s inability to come 

to grips with its task as it was a forceful plea to the external powers for supporting teachers and 

students in the most difficult cases. Yet each step in getting organized was undermined by 

countervailing internal and external distractions. It is nevertheless important to note that in the 

face of exigent problems group members were willing to struggle for internal self-organizing and 

consensus, overcome personal animosities, and endure the vagaries of a chaotic organizational 

environment. Thus, had we just studied the group at a specific point in time, we may have 

overlooked this desire, or grasping as it may be, to connect that was at times overshadowed by 

the spectacular limitations of the group’s functioning.    

Maturation, Punctured Equilibrium, and Conflict 

 An attempt to divide the development of the group into main stages or episodes reveals 

dynamics that are captured by both stage models and punctured equilibrium models. The 

beginnings of the group are similar in many respects to the first two stages in the endogenous 

growth models, except that in the case of this team storming rapidly followed forming. The 

grade-level team commenced their work as a fragmented unit; on a personal level, members were 

a cast of individualistic characters with a wide range of experience working in urban schools. In 

terms of task orientation, members came to the group with diverse notions about the purpose of 

the team, and had difficulty deciding what the grade-level team ought to accomplish and how 

their time together should be structured.  Group members interacted gingerly with each other, the 

new administrators, and the unfamiliar presence of university-based persons. Crafting a team-

wide tardy policy, the group’s first attempt at task accomplishment, was formulated with few 
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questions asked and commitments easily given. This beginning phase clearly corresponded to the 

“forming” stage delineated by Tuckman, Wheelan, and others. Similarly, the group subsequently 

experienced a classic “storming” episode when the team moved more deeply into the task 

domain: student behavior problems. Group discussions revealed ideological differences that were 

presented in absolute terms and vociferous tones. These divisions were laced with interpersonal 

animosity that in all likelihood was brought into the group as baggage from previous encounters.   

However, contradicting the predictions of the staged growth model, maturity of the group 

stalled. Rather than generating consensus and trust through productive task conflict, group 

conflicts around ideologies and personalities abated or were forced underground. Difficult tasks 

(i.e. lunch time detention) were simply abandoned, problems with group member commitments 

and accountability were ignored, and ideological conflict receded to the periphery when 

antagonists stopped showing up for a while.   

From then on the dynamic of the group is better captured with a punctured equilibrium 

model. By November, the group was able to settle in, and an equilibrium emerged.  Even though 

norming around participation, accountability, and commitment was unresolved, the group began 

to work and produce some passable results. Student cases were taken up, a positive incentive 

system for students was established, amicable conduct among the adults was maintained, and 

support was offered for teachers in trouble, though not always enacted. Throughout this episode, 

group members reported on deteriorating student behavior, but overall problem perception did 

not upset the equilibrium. It was punctured when external events, most notably the student attack 

on a young male teacher, dramatized to members that the group’s performance was not up to the 

task. As a result, new goals were espoused (e.g., zero tolerance), a sense of pulling together took 

hold, and members reached across divisions to unify the group’s approach to difficult students. It 
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was repeated reaction to newly posed problems and grasping for new ways to meet them that 

moved the group to change direction. Solid norms and performance, however, eschewed the 

group’s efforts.  

Problem Solving: Lagging One Step behind the Problem  

 In the ordinary rhythm of school life, establishing an orderly and caring learning 

environment in a school happens early.  It is standard practice to put rules, consequences for 

infractions, and procedures for interventions clearly in place at the beginning of the school year 

when students are still under the spell of newness. With teacher and school authority established, 

young people settle in, habituate school norms, and experience adult support when they need 

guidance. Once students begin to test the firmness of the norms, adults are prepared to act. As 

stresses and strains mount in the course of the school year and test teachers’ and students’ 

composure, established norms, rituals, and personal relationships guard against disruptions.  

 Development in the 7th grade team was out of step with this rhythm. Having congregated 

as a group in a new constellation, but not without personal baggage from the past, the group 

needed the first two months of the school year to sort things out. The newness of the 

administrative team made the sorting out ever more challenging. While the group engaged in the 

uncertainties of forming and the vagaries of storming, with little attention being paid to the 

urgency of the task, student behavior was on the slide. Problems were most acutely felt by a 

novice teacher who did not hesitate to ask the group for help in enforcing rules. But lunchtime 

detention, hastily adopted, surpassed the group’s interpersonal and coordination capacity. It 

activated ideological conflicts about discipline and care and asked of group members to supply a 

precious resource, a lunch time break, for the benefit of the group. Particularly, the more 
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experienced teachers, less affected by problems with rule enforcement, showed themselves 

unmotivated to carry through with this commitment, but without saying so.  

Maintaining the equilibrium of passable performance, the group settled on strategies, 

such as the aforementioned positive incentive program, processing of student files, assigning 

home calls, etc. that maintained a minimal consensus and asked for modest investments and 

commitments from group members. Serious efforts at norm consistency, collective enforcement, 

values consensus, or reflection on individual student cases were either avoided or did not reach 

the required level of technical expertise. Given the developmental stage of the group, this made 

sense as it gave the group breathing room and a chance to consolidate, which is indeed what 

happened. But it was an inadequate response to the problem at hand. While the group was 

occupied with pizza parties and ice cream socials, serious disruptions mounted in the classrooms 

that finally erupted in an attack on a teacher.  

 The attack, in conjunction with additional external stressors changed the group’s pattern. 

While the mismatch between the complexity and intensity of externally generated problems and 

the simplicity of strategies chosen internally remained, the group moved to become more 

cohesive and determined. Ideological differences faded into the background and personal 

animosities subsided in the face of the challenges. But the group’s attempt at enforcing rules 

collectively was now faced with a new reality.  Order had spiraled out of control to the point that 

a number of students had become all but inured to ordinary sanctions or interventions. But 

strategies for interventions in severe cases were in short supply. Teachers’ reflection on their 

own role in producing student behavior patterns was uncommon. When at the height of felt 

external pressure one of the group members demanded to engage in such reflection (“It is the 
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way we talk to them”), the group balked. Rather than risking another period of internal strife, the 

group tilted towards projecting its problems outward.    

Defensiveness or Resilience 

 The group developed under adverse conditions. External demands were high. As 

persistently low-performing, the school was under state accountability pressures. The district 

emphasized a philosophy of joyful learning, social equity, restorative justice, and inclusion.  

Demands were complex, but support was in short supply. The new administration, though valiant 

in its effort, directed the school with an uncertain hand, though it did not hesitate to call the 

group repeatedly on its lack of performance. Student behavior posed a serious challenge to 

teachers’ sense of competence and authority.  

But not all members of the group felt similarly exposed. Some teachers were more 

experienced than others and had easier teaching assignments, most notably in newcomer classes, 

which some teachers said to be more compliant than regular classes. In the beginning, some of 

these experienced teachers demonstrated their mastery and ideological certainty. Subtly indicted 

as morally suspect for enforcing oppressive practices, less secure group members refrained from 

opening up and disclosing the full extent of their problems with students. Defensive denial of 

behavior problems and fears of being morally deficient forestalled a fruitful exchange with the 

ideologues. The result was that the group did not develop a shared sense of reasonable 

responsibility, an understanding of the scope of its problems, and a broader vision that could 

have given meaning to its daily struggles. When fear, guilt, and aggravation is not tempered by 

sense of purpose and efficacy, defensiveness is the likely response.   

Though the foundation for a self-defense reaction was laid early, it was not a foregone 

conclusion, but a contingent outcome. For, as was analyzed in the previous section, when 
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pressures increased, group members did reach out to each other, offered support to struggling 

colleagues, de-emphasized philosophical differences in favor of pragmatic approaches, and 

grappled with new strategies. In line with Turner and Horvitz (2001), a basic level of group 

cohesion and common perspective was needed for the group to make the radical switch from 

internal problem solving to externally projected refusal.   

The catalyst for the dramatic switch was the substitute teacher who had replaced the one 

attacked. With his entry, the group gained a new vociferous ideologue, this time one who 

espoused a ‘law and order’ approach and projected a ‘tough guy’ image. At a time of great 

distress, he turned the internal demand for self-critique into an angry denunciation of 

mistreatment by the external authorities. The group united against a common adversary and at 

the same time defended its seriously impaired sense of competence. Surprisingly, even group 

members who tended to be internal critics of the group were swept up in the emotions and joined 

the protest. This came as a collective relief at first. But when the administration summarily 

rebuffed the group as abdicating its professional responsibility, the refusal deflated immediately.   

Towards a More Solid Theory of Action  

Creating a safe, orderly and caring learning environment is an inevitably collective 

challenge for educators in distressed schools. The school improvement literature ordinarily 

advocates a scenario of strong school leadership acting in union with cohesive teacher 

professional communities for this situation. But neither is that kind of leadership in ample supply 

in the type of school we explored, nor do work groups have the luxury to develop vision, shared 

understandings, internal routines, performance benchmarks and the like in a sequential, rational, 

and consensual manner, without being beleaguered by acute needs to solve complex and thorny 

problems of the day. Work groups in this context, such as the grade-level team we studied, are 
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challenged to define their own task in direct response to the problems they are facing, to carve 

out space for internal agency, and to swiftly sort out interpersonal and group process-related 

blockages as problems pose themselves with unabated urgency.  

As is often the case in schools of the type we studied, high teacher turnover and frequent 

reassignment of faculty and administrators make the survival of traditions, routines, or 

behavioral expectations from one year to the next increasingly less likely. When a sense of “how 

things are done around here” (Schein, 2010) is only feebly present, there is no ingrained 

organizational culture that new members can be socialized into or would be compelled to 

accommodate. Likewise, institutional consensus around student behavior, as Comer noted, has 

been eroded. In the high stakes accountability environment, teachers are expected to be both 

effective and inclusive, and to assume a substantial share of responsibility for this double charge. 

With only ambiguous institutional backing, organizational instability, and unclear managerial 

directions, teacher work groups are largely on their own to deal with problem solving and value 

conflicts.  The work group in our case “failed” to develop as an effective work team under these 

conditions. But can we imagine intervening strategies or support structures that might have 

increased its chances of success?  Here we answer this question by enumerating a set of  

principles that may guide the design work. These principles are derived from both the theoretical 

discussion and the interpretation of practical experiences gained from the work with the focal 

grade level team:   

• Capitalize on the desire to connect. At the interpersonal level, there are purposes that, 

even in the midst of strong impediments for teacher collaboration, compel teachers to act 

collectively. Coping with disorder, lack of student discipline, and the suffering of being 

challenged in one’s basic competencies apparently produce such a compelling motive. 



 42 

Against norms of privacy, non-interference, and conflict avoidance, ideological rifts, and 

interfering interpersonal dynamics one needs to look for the seeds of the desire to 

connect.  

• Effective self-organizing and task processing are central, community comes later. Given 

the need for rapid problem solving and results, the lack of ‘tradition’ in high teacher 

turnover situations, and the sheer diversity of ideologies, capacities, and professional and 

life experiences that are likely to make up newly constituted teams in schools an 

immediate focus on the task, rather than vision, mission, or philosophy, seems a 

promising force of unity. The emphasis should be on work team development and task 

accomplishment.  

• Tackle problems at the appropriate level of complexity. Some problems are simple. 

Demand for collective action is low. Simple problems entail easily attainable consensus, 

minimal coordination, limited investment in energy and resources, and facile 

accountability. Organizing an ice cream social for perfect attendance is an example. More 

complex problems demand higher levels of collective action (e.g., lunch time detention, 

strategizing a ‘difficult student’). Collective solution strategies need to match the 

complexity of the problems the group is facing. Work teams need to engage in deliberate 

and systematic learning of collective strategies to guard against tackling complex 

problems with simple solutions that are in the comfort zone of a developing group.  

•  Productive, task-related conflict needs to be embraced.  Initially, group members were 

not afraid to address core value conflicts. But what may have developed into a productive 

task-related conflict around order, oppression, and care was truncated as the group 

recoiled from intense personal animosity and dominance expressed in ideological stances. 
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The more experienced teachers with the easier teaching assignments (in terms of student 

behavior) refused to acknowledge the suffering of the least experienced teachers. This 

stunted the group’s development and set it on the path to defensiveness as evidenced by 

its eventual ‘refusal to cooperate.’  Processing these kinds of conflicts productively may 

aim at dissolving the ideological frames by naming low-inference descriptions of 

behaviors that the group is called to deal with and for which collective expertise is 

sought.  

• Cultivate an arc of resilience throughout. There are various ways to do that. The most 

important base of resilience is a growing sense of efficacy that the work team collectively 

tackles problems of increased complexity with success. But a group that constitutes itself 

in the midst of adversity will have to live with many loose ends to begin with. Validating 

each others’ worry and distress and offering mutual support may assure group members 

in their belief that they can withstand challenges to core competencies. We conjecture 

from theory -- we do not have data on this point – that ideological frames connecting the 

stressful present to a better future in a meaningful way may help individuals see their 

predicament in light of structural forces of domination and solidarity. The desire to 

connect may be the soil in which resilience can grow.  

In the logic of design based research or design development studies, discussed earlier, this theory 

of action should be read as a reasonable conjecture that is rooted in the research and professional 

knowledge base and a deeper understanding of a focal problem of practice. It now will have to be 

tested out in subsequent design iterations until a satisfactory match between a defined 

problematic state and a specified desired state has been achieved.  
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APPENDIX I: MEETING RECORD 

 

MEETING RECORD 

Date:   

Type of meeting:  

Beginning:    Minutes late: none 

End:    Minutes early:  

 

Present:  Absent: 

 

Tardies:  

Early leavers:  

 

Topic(s) of the meeting: 

 

 

Lower-inference description of proceedings  

Narrative: 

 

Higher-inference interpretations: 

Group Development 

Interpersonal dynamics:  

• Motivation 
• Safety, trust,  
• Disclosure, risk 
• Participation, flow of ideas 
• Emotional intensity 
• Productive conflict 

Task processing (generic): 
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• Goal orientation  (vision, goal, agenda, plan) 
• Task assignment 
• Task clarity 
• Task completion 
• Shared responsibility/ accountability ( for group and task) 
• Agreement  
• Consistency  

Group processing: 

• Roles/ facilitating / leading / other roles 
• Following procedures/ protocols 
• Abiding by group norms 
• Clarity in communication 
• Hearing other members 
• Tolerating difference 
• Moving towards results 
• Evaluating accomplishments  

 

Task Development (grade level team specific) 

Student Support 

• Caring 

o Positive supportive tone/ articulating frustration 

o Students’ potential/ stressing shortcomings 

o Supportive / punitive strategies  

o Individualization (to the degree possible) 

o Recognizing one’s own role 

• High expectations 

o Being mindful of what are acceptable standards  

o Exercising good judgment when to stay firm and when to be lenient 

• Case analysis or diagnostic of problem 

o Understanding class, ethnic, family, peer and personal factors 

o Understanding teacher-student interactions 

• Deliberate and targeted interventions 

• Feed-back over time 
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• Efficacy (sense of internal control over problems) 

• Joint approaches and mutual support in the grade level team  

 

 

Policies or Decisions  (adopted by the group)  

 

Memo and Next Steps 
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