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Abstract  

This qualitative case study examined how campus contextual factors influenced teacher belief 

processing during a professional learning community (PLC) reform, using the Cognitive 

Affective Model of Conceptual Change (CAMCC). Through constant comparative analysis, four 

themes emerged: administrative leadership, collegial relationships, effective use of time and 

resources, and student achievement data. These themes were mapped onto CAMCC stages to 

illustrate how environmental conditions shaped belief change pathways. Findings offer practical 

insights for campus and district leaders seeking to support teacher engagement with reform 

initiatives. 
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The Critical Role of Campus Context During Teacher Belief Change 

 

Introduction 

Effective professional development (PD) aims to enhance teaching quality and student 

achievement, yet its impact is often mediated by the deeply ingrained beliefs teachers bring to 

these learning experiences (Opfer et al., 2011). According to Smylie (1988) teachers’ perceptions 

and beliefs are “the most significant predictors of individual change” (p. 23). These belief 

systems, encompassing everything from pedagogical approaches to perceptions of student 

capabilities (Pajares, 1992), act as powerful filters influencing how teachers engage with new 

ideas and translate them into practice (Nespor, 1987; Smylie, 1988). Biesta (2015) explains that 

while beliefs originate from our past experiences, they motivate action, and influence how 

teachers interact with the environment to determine action.  Consequently, any effort to foster 

teacher change must first acknowledge and address these foundational beliefs.  Studies of teacher 

change models for over 50 years have indicated that teacher beliefs serve as a catalyst for teacher 

practice (Basckin et al., 2021; Fives & Gill, 2015 Green, 1971; Guskey, 2002). 

 Literature Review 

Several models and studies have established environmental factors as important 

contributors to the belief change process (Biesta et al., 2015; Fazio, 1986; Gregoire, 2003; Opfer 

et al., 2011). Such sources include PD leaders, campus administrators (Herrington et al., 2016; 

Turner et al., 2011), colleagues (Magos, 2006; Patton & Griffin, 2008), classroom factors 

(Fitzgerald, 2012; Powers et al., 2006), student needs (Nishino, 2012), student demographics 

(Rubie-Davies et al., 2012; Severiens, 2025), school culture (Plaku and Leka, 2025) and 

characteristics of PD (Amemasor et al., 2025; Lakshmanan et al., 2011; Meirink et al., 2009). 

Biesta et al. (2015) categorize such environmental factors as social, cultural, and material 

resources, further explaining that such resources (or lack thereof) influence the ability of teachers 

to achieve agency.  Teacher’s perceptions about the social, cultural, and material resources  

resources become their reality, shaping their future actions.  Therefore, school administrators and 

professional development leaders have many factors to consider when creating environments that 

invite teachers to evaluate their own beliefs and practices. Indeed, effective administrative 

leadership, through intentionally designed organizational structures and a keen awareness of the 

campus environment, significantly influences teacher beliefs and perceptions, thereby enabling 

or hindering the systematic adoption and integration of new educational practices (Ebert & 

Crippen, 2010; Hochberg, 2014; Opfer et al., 2011).  

To explore the interaction between these environmental factors and teachers' internal 

processing, this study used Gregoire’s (2003) Cognitive-Affective Model of Conceptual Change 

(CAMCC) as an interpretive framework. The CAMCC provides a model for understanding how 

teachers process reform messages through one of two pathways: a deeper, systematic processing 

path, or a more superficial, heuristic path. The model posits that a teacher's initial appraisal of a 
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reform message and their perceptions of their own motivation and ability determine which 

pathway they follow. While the CAMCC outlines these internal pathways, a gap remains in 

precisely identifying the external, environmental conditions that influence them, which this study 

aims to illuminate. 

The CAMCC is grounded in previous models of conceptual change, namely Posner et 

al.’s (1982) and Pintrich et al.’s (1993) Conceptual Change Models, Chaiken’s (1980) Heuristic-

Systematic Model of information processing, and Fazio’s (1986) Model of the Relationship 

Between Attitude and Behavior. The CAMCC aims to demonstrate two possible ways in which 

teachers respond to reform messages embedded in professional development. When confronted 

with a reform message, teachers either process the potential new belief systematically (i.e. deep 

processing) or by using a heuristic (i.e. shallow processing). Systematic processing of a reform 

message involves the analysis of message characteristics such as the number of arguments, the 

relation of those arguments to the message’s conclusion, and evaluating these arguments against 

currently held beliefs (Chaiken, 1980). Heuristic processing involves the use of rules which 

avoids expending cognitive attention to make a decision. For example, a teacher may assimilate a 

new belief based on the rule that the district administration always knows best. 

As represented in Figure 1 teacher’s appraisal of their attitude toward the Reform 

Message (whether the reform message induces a Stress Appraisal or a Benign-Positive 

Appraisal) determines whether a teacher begins down the systematic processing path or the 

heuristic processing path. Teachers who make a Stress Appraisal must determine their level of 

Motivation and Ability. Teachers that perceive they possess the self-efficacy (Motivation) and the 

knowledge, supportive others, resources, and time (Ability) to process the reform message, will 

make a Challenge Appraisal and subsequently process the message systematically. On the other 

hand, teachers who make a Benign-Positive Appraisal at the onset of the reform message fail to 

experience any level of cognitive dissonance and, therefore, simply use a heuristic to process the 

reform message. Lastly, a teacher who initially makes a Stress Appraisal but either perceives a 

lack of Motivation or Ability will make a Threat Appraisal followed by heuristic processing. 
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Figure 1: The Cognitive-Affective Model of Conceptual Change (Gregoire, 2003) 

 
This study explores how campus contextual factors influenced teachers’ belief change 

pathways during a PLC reform initiative, using the CAMCC as an interpretive framework. The 

introduction of mandatory, regular professional learning community (PLC) meetings served as 
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the central reform message in the current study. These PLCs, designed to support the campus 

implementation of new reading intervention programs and routines, necessitated considerable 

changes to teachers' existing schedules and collaborative approaches. The PLCs provided 

teachers with an opportunity to engage with colleagues about reading intervention best practices, 

to analyze student data, and to make instructional decisions for individual students. Therefore, 

the current study sought to answer the following research question: Which campus contextual 

factors do teachers within each pathway of belief change regard as pertinent to the 

implementation of professional learning communities? 

Background: Professional Learning Communities 

Two years prior to the onset of the study, the campus administration announced the 

implementation of PLCs as the structure by which data would be analyzed and used for 

instructional decision making, particularly the placement of students within homogeneous 

reading intervention groups. PLCs consisted of all teachers within a grade level and subject, e.g.  

e.g. 5th Grade ELA or 4th Grade Math. All the researcher’s observations of PLCs were of 4th 

Grade ELA and 5th Grade ELA, although two of the participants attended special education 

PLCs that the researcher could not observe due to scheduling. At the time of the study, teachers 

were entering into year 2 of their PLC campus reform. PLC meetings consisted of general 

education teachers, exceptional education teachers, and campus administration.  Exceptional 

education and campus administrative staff also attended these grade level PLC meetings. 

Method 

 

This instrumental case study explored teachers’ belief change during PLC 

implementation at a rural Title I school. This article reports on the campus contextual factors 

influencing professional development reform. A companion paper analyzes the same dataset to 

explore the specific cognitive and affective pathways of teacher belief change (Marvel, in 

preparation). 

Participants 

Participants included teachers from a rural, Title 1 elementary school in a Georgia school 

district. Teacher participants must a) have been employed with the district for the duration of the 

school year, and b) have been directly affected by the campus reform message including training 

and implementation. The researcher strove for diversity of gender, experience, and ethnicity 

when selecting participants for this study.  

To further achieve maximum variation sampling, 31 potential participants were asked to 

write two metaphors about their campus’ approach to PD and their responses to PD. Metaphors 

were used to avoid disturbance of teacher thinking while providing access to the teachers’ tacit 

beliefs about campus professional development (Munby, 1990; Munby and Russell, 1990). 

Information gained from the metaphors helped the researcher select potential participants to 

establish maximum variation sampling (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) based on tacit opinions about 

PD. The researcher also pursued variation based on years experience, years experience in Title 1, 

and years experience at the campus site. Of the 20 selected participants, 8 accepted the invitation 
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to join the study. The demographics of the final 8 participants are reflected in Table 1 and their 

metaphors in Table 2.  

Table 1 

Participant Demographics 

Teacher  Gender Content Years 

Experience 

Years 

Experience in 

Title 1 

Years 

Experience at 

Campus Site 

Amber Female Self-

Contained 

Autism 

Classroom 

7 7 4 

Donna Female ESOL 18 1 18 

Beverly Female Speech and 

Language, 

and Self 

Contained 

Multiple-

handicapped 

39 15 4 

Taylor Female 4th Grade 

ELA 

15 15 14 

Lauren Female 5th Grade 

ELA 

32 25 20 

Shirley Female 5th Grade 

ELA 

23 23 1 

Leslie Female Instructional 

Lead 

Teacher 

29 25 25 



 

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 9 Spring 2025 Issue                                  7 

 

Karen Female 5th Grade 

ExEd: Pull 

Out and 

Inclusion 

11 9 1 

 

Table 2 

Summary of each Participant’s Belief Decision 

Name Type of 

Processing 

Belief 

Change? 

Heuristic (if applicable) Stress Appraisal (if applicable) 

Amber Systematic No  It is likely that PLCs will be 

irrelevant to me as a teacher of 

students with mild to moderate 

autism. 

Donna Both No Staff members on her campus 

are not ready to consider 

ESOL input in PLCs 

The PLC meetings will 

interfere with ESOL instruction 

of the students at my other 

campuses. 

Beverly Systematic Yes  It is likely that PLCs will be 

irrelevant to me as a speech 

therapist. 

Taylor Heuristic Yes Past collaborative learning 

experiences have proven that 

PLC type meetings are 

effective. 

 

Lauren Systematic Yes  The weekly PLC meetings will 

require me to give precious 

time that I use to complete 

other important duties. 

Shirley Heuristic Yes My administration believes 

PLCs will work and I trust my 

administration, therefore, I 

believe in PLCs. 

 

Leslie Heuristic Yes My administration believes 

PLCs will work and I trust my 

administration, therefore, I 

believe in PLCs. 
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Karen Heuristic Yes These PLCs are teacher led 

and scheduled during the 

school day making for better 

PLCs than my previous 

campus. 

 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

The researcher used reflexive responses, semi-structured interviews, and observations of 

PLC meetings and classroom intervention (Creswell, 2013). All but two teachers were observed 

at least once during a PLC meeting. Data were analyzed using the constant comparative analysis 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to identify emergent themes. The analysis began with an open coding 

process, where data were fractured into discrete parts and codes were assigned to capture 

concepts related to the campus environment and the PLC implementation. As coding progressed, 

these initial codes were compared and grouped into more defined categories based on their 

properties. In the final stage of analysis, these categories were organized into the four 

overarching, emergent themes that form the findings of this paper.  

To establish trustworthiness of findings, the researcher gathered data from several 

sources and used a reflective journal to remain cognizant of personal biases (Lincoln & Guba, 

1995). Lastly, all participants were emailed a list of the titles and rules of each category for an 

opportunity to verify, emend, or extend their thinking based on the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). No participants contested the list of categories.  

Findings 

Analyzing transcripts and observation field notes for campus contextual factors that teachers 

within each pathway of belief change regarded as pertinent to the implementation of professional 

learning communities resulted in 19 categories further classified into four themes. These four 

themes have also been mapped onto the various phases of the CAMCC.  

 

Themes  

To better understand how campus context influenced teachers’ belief change during the 

implementation of professional learning communities (PLCs), this study identified four emergent 

themes that shaped teachers’ engagement with the reform. Administrative Leadership, Collegial 

Relationships, Effective Use of Time and Resources, and Student Achievement Data reflect the 

environmental conditions that either enabled or constrained belief processing. 

Theme 1: Administrative Leadership.  

Administrative actions were pivotal in shaping teachers' engagement with PLCs, 

influencing initial appraisals, ownership, and perceived success (see Table 3). The 
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administration’s initial enthusiasm served as a catalyst, with leader excitement initially engaging 

staff and prompting belief processing. This influenced some towards Benign-Positive Appraisals 

(trusting the administration's judgment) and others' sense of Motivation and Ability to engage. 

How teachers reacted to the perceptions of forced change varied; Donna’s resistance to 

scheduling changes contrasted with Beverly’s acceptance, both highlighting how the effects of 

support on campus climate (or its absence) impacted views. Supportive administrative actions 

included providing a clear organizational structure for PLCs (e.g., agendas, norms, shared data 

tools) and ensuring scheduling enables action by making PLCs a non-negotiable priority. The 

administration’s willingness to listen and act on teacher feedback, such as abandoning math 

interventions based on their concerns, was crucial for building trust. Finally, the gradual release 

of responsibility for PLC leadership from administrators to teachers fostered a sense of 

ownership and positive reception among staff. 

Table 3 

Theme 1 and Subsuming Categories 

Theme Description: Administrative decisions and operations open the door to opportunities 

for teachers to process beliefs. 

Essence Rule 

The Perceptions of Forced Change Teachers react differently to the directions 

administrators use to force change. 

Effects of Support on Campus Climate Support from administration and colleagues 

during challenges can have a positive impact 

or lack thereof can create disgruntled 

employees. 

Organizational Structure Administration provides an organizational 

structure within which to work in the PLCs. 

Scheduling Enables Action Purposeful scheduling enables teachers to 

engage in necessary behaviors. 

Gradual Release of Responsibility Administration released control of the PLCs to 

teachers. 

Excitement Leads to Belief Processing Leader excitement initially engages staff in 

actions aligned to the new belief message and 

processing of the new belief. 
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Administration Willing to Listen and Act The administration seeks out, considers, and 

utilizes input from teachers. 

 

Theme 2: Collegial Relationships.  

The school motto, "Better Together," underscored the profound impact of interpersonal 

dynamics on PLC success, as detailed in Table 4. Specifically, teachers not only seek 

encouraging and inclusive relationships, but also relationships that share common goals. For 

example, Beverly was initially skeptical that PLCs would benefit her instruction due to perceived 

incongruities between Speech Therapy and general education but eventually found 

commonalities in instructional practices. Conversely, Donna perceived that neither her ESOL 

perspective nor data was valued in her PLCs, leading her to conclude that she did not have the 

Ability to process the reform message systematically. 

Table 4 

Theme 2 and Subsuming Categories 

Theme Description: The qualities of multi-level relationships influences individual mental 

engagement and participation in events pertaining to the campus reform. 

Essence Rule 

The Necessity of a Degree of Commonality The teacher goals within a PLC must have a 

degree of commonality so teachers can 

mutually contribute to each person's 

professional goals. 

Better Together Teachers consider one another as professional 

resources when in collaborative settings. 

Incongruous Values Frustration builds when actions from the 

majority are consistently incongruous with 

individual values. Conversely, shared values 

create a connection between an individual and 

the group. 

Reducing Variability of Practices Active sharing and listening based on results 

reduces variability in knowledge and practice 

within a team. 
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The Great Unifier Active listening and sharing of practices based 

on results creates a team orientation. 

Relationships Lead to Learning Collaboration founded on professional 

relationships leads to learning. 

 

Theme 3: Effective Use of Time and Resources.  

Given the myriad demands on their schedules, teachers critically evaluated PLCs based 

on their perceived utility and efficiency (see Table 5). The primary expectation was that PLCs 

would involve relevant tasks that directly contributed to improving student achievement. The 

constraints of time were a significant factor; teachers experienced frustration when PLC 

meetings felt inconsequential or detracted from other essential duties, as Donna noted when 

expressing her concern that PLCs would disrupt her itinerant schedule. Engagement, however, 

increased markedly when the relevance was clear, such as when Amber's PLC focused on 

planning community-based instruction. Additionally, for PLCs to be successful, resources are 

vital. These included dedicated meeting times, effective organizational tools like shared 

spreadsheets, necessary training, appropriate intervention curricula, and, critically, the collective 

knowledge and expertise of their colleagues. 

Table 5 

Theme 3 and Subsuming Categories 

Theme Description: Teachers expect an effective and efficient use of time and resources. 

Essence Rule 

Relevant Tasks Teachers want to spend their time on relevant 

tasks. 

Constraints of Time Losing time frustrates teachers when it takes 

away from other tasks. 

Resources as an Enabler Resources enable teachers and students to 

engage in learning activities to be successful. 

 

Theme 4: Student Achievement Data.  
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Tangible evidence of positive student impact was a powerful driver for teacher belief 

change (see Table 6). Teachers consistently made decisions about adopting new practices by 

considering what would best serve student learning and well-being. Observable positive results 

played a key role in helping teachers recognize the importance and effectiveness of new 

educational initiatives, leading to a disruption to current belief systems about best practices. This 

was often operationalized by using student data to make decisions within the collaborative PLC 

setting, providing concrete "proof" of PLC effectiveness. As Beverly, Leslie, and Karen attested, 

witnessing student progress firsthand motivated continued engagement, solidified belief in the 

PLC process, and validated the worth of specific interventions, demonstrating that positive 

student outcomes were a potent stimulus for processing and accommodating new professional 

beliefs. 

Table 6 

Theme 4 and Subsuming Categories 

Theme Description: Results that impact student achievement become a stimulus for the 

processing of new beliefs. 

Essence Rule 

Results as a Disruptor Results help teachers see the importance of an 

educational practice. 

Kids as a Litmus Test What is best for kids becomes the litmus for 

decision making. 

Data based Decision Making Data becomes the basis by which decisions 

are made for students. 

 

Impact of Themes on Belief Processing 

By examining both systematic and heuristic processing pathways, the analysis highlights 

how administrative leadership, collegial relationships, time and resource constraints, and student 

achievement data shaped teachers’ engagement with the reform. This walkthrough offers 

practical insights for district and campus administrators by illustrating how different types of 

contextual factors exert influence at distinct phases of belief processing, ultimately affecting 

whether teachers accommodate or reject reform initiatives. 
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Implicating Self 

After the initial presentation of the PLC reform message, participants engaged in the first 

stage of the Cognitive-Affective Model of Conceptual Change (CAMCC) by evaluating whether 

the reform posed a personal challenge to their existing beliefs or practices, a process referred to 

as the Implicates Self appraisal. This initial judgment determines whether a teacher perceives the 

reform as relevant to their role and worthy of further cognitive engagement. Participants 

responded in two distinct ways: Amber, Donna, Beverly, and Lauren made Stress Appraisals, 

perceiving the reform as potentially disruptive, while Taylor, Shirley, Karen, and Leslie made 

Benign-Positive Appraisals, indicating a more neutral or optimistic stance. These divergent 

responses were shaped primarily by two contextual factors: participants’ perceptions of time and 

resource demands (Theme 3) and the administration’s tone and communication surrounding the 

initiative (Theme 1). 

Among those who made Stress Appraisals, Beverly and Lauren shared similar concerns 

about the PLC requirements. Beverly, a speech therapist, worried that the meetings would not be 

relevant to her specialized role, reflecting a perceived misalignment between the reform and her 

instructional context (Theme 3). Lauren viewed PLCs as a threat to her limited time for grading, 

lesson planning, and parent communication, approaching the reform through a cost-benefit lens, 

where the cost of time outweighed the perceived benefit. Similarly, Amber, a self-contained 

special education teacher, feared the irrelevance of PLCs to her context, mentioning the word 

“relevance” 21 times in a 65-minute interview, which reflected a long-standing perception that 

professional development often overlooks self-contained teachers (Theme 3). Donna, an itinerant 

ESL instructor, immediately saw PLCs as a disruption to her schedule and a barrier to serving 

her students across multiple campuses. Her stress was compounded by a perceived lack of 

administrative responsiveness (Theme 1) when both her supervisor and principal denied her 

request to be excused from the meetings, forcing her to adjust her schedule and reduce 

instructional time (Theme 3). 

In contrast, Karen, Leslie, Taylor, and Shirley all made Benign-Positive Appraisals, 

though for different reasons. Karen, Leslie, and Taylor had all previously participated in PLC-

type meetings. For these participants, their initial appraisals were filtered through episodic 

memory (Pajares, 1992), allowing them to make quick, heuristic judgments about the reform’s  

relevance and potential success. This filtering process was shaped by their perceptions of 

administrative leadership (Theme 1) and the anticipated use of time and resources (Theme 3). 

Karen and Leslie reported PLCs on previous campuses as unfocused, inefficient, and ineffective. 

Karen noted that the meetings were “more of, like, their faculty meeting time each, each week,” 

held after school until 5:00, and led by administrators. Despite these negative experiences, both 

made positive appraisals of the new initiative by comparing it to their past experiences and 

recognizing that allowing meetings to be teacher-led and scheduled during the school day 

reflected more intentional administrative planning (Theme 1) and a more efficient use of their 

time (Theme 3). When Karen realized the PLCs would be scheduled during the day instead of 

after school and that they would be teacher-led, she “was fine with PLCs.” Leslie came to a 
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similar conclusion: “I was excited about it because it was going to be during the day, and it was 

going to be specific. It was going to be 45 minutes. Period.” 

Taylor also had prior experience with collaborative meetings, but unlike Karen and 

Leslie, hers had been positive. When the administration announced the new PLC initiative, she 

responded enthusiastically: “Thrilled, literally. So excited.” Her appraisal was shaped by her 

belief that the administration’s excitement signaled a well-supported and purposeful initiative 

(Theme 1), and by her confidence that the meetings would be a productive use of time (Theme 

3). 

Shirley, in contrast, had no prior experience with PLCs. Although she initially found the 

reform message “broad and vague,” her trust in the school’s leadership played a central role in 

her benign-positive appraisal. “I felt like with the two of them we had good leadership that I 

could trust… they were excited about it, and, um, not pushy, but encouraging it. So, um, I didn’t 

feel negatively about it.” Her response reflects the influence of Theme 1, particularly the role of 

administrative tone and trust.  

Motivation and Ability 

Following a Stress Appraisal, teachers must determine whether they possess the 

Motivation and Ability to engage with the reform message. If either is lacking, the teacher is 

likely to make a Threat Appraisal, disengaging from deeper processing. In this study, of the four 

participants who made Stress Appraisals, three (Beverly, Lauren, and Amber) made Challenge 

Appraisals, indicating they believed they had the capacity and reason to engage with the reform. 

Donna, however, made a Threat Appraisal, ultimately rejecting the reform message.  

For Beverly and Lauren, the decision to move forward with a Challenge Appraisal was 

shaped by a combination of administrative encouragement (Theme 1), collegial support (Theme 

2), and perceptions of time and resource availability (Theme 3). The campus administration’s 

display of encouragement and excitement led Beverly and Lauren to believe in the prospect of 

PLCs, prompting initial engagement in the PLCs to some level (Theme 1). Lauren’s comment 

further reveals the impact of Theme 1: Administrative Leadership. “Their attitude toward it, for 

me, colored my attitude toward it.” This reflects the importance of administrative tone and 

modeling (Theme 1) in shaping teachers’ motivation.  

Beverly, serving in a specialized role as a speech therapist, initially lacked shared 

instructional goals with grade-level teachers. Despite this, her colleagues welcomed her 

contributions, signaling that her expertise was valued within the group. This sense of inclusion 

helped Beverly feel professionally validated and encouraged her to continue engaging with the 

PLC process. Reflecting on her experience, she shared, “Even though I am a Speech Therapist, I 

do have things that I can offer. I have a wealth of information and experiences.” While 

administrative enthusiasm (Theme 1) initially motivated her, it was the collegial support that 

reinforced her decision to make a Challenge Appraisal and pursue systematic processing of the 

reform message. 
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Lauren similarly experienced the power of collegial relationships, particularly through 

the transparency fostered by sharing classroom data. She described the shift in group dynamics: 

“I was looking forward to ‘em. And it was nice to, you know, be with other adults, and off my 

other islands. We became a country. We all joined together like Pangea.” For Lauren, this 

collaborative environment not only affirmed her ability to contribute meaningfully but also 

provided the motivation to engage more deeply with the PLC initiative. The presence of 

supportive peers thus played a critical role in her decision to systematically process the reform 

message. 

For Amber, administrative leadership (Theme 1) was experienced less through the tone or 

messaging of the reform and more through the administration’s willingness to provide structural 

support. The PLCs had been designed with the expectation that teachers would frequently 

analyze common formative assessments throughout the school year. However, in Amber’s self-

contained special education classroom, each student had individualized IEP goals and progressed 

at a slower pace, making weekly administration and analysis of common assessments 

impractical. Recognizing this misalignment, Amber approached the administration to request a 

modification to the PLC structure that would better suit the needs of the special education team. 

The administration responded supportively, allowing her team to repurpose PLC time for 

planning community-based instruction (CBI) outings. 

While this adaptation reflected responsive leadership (Theme 1), the restructured 

meetings introduced new challenges. The special education teachers in attendance served 

students with a wide range of social, behavioral, and academic needs, making meaningful data 

comparison nearly impossible (Theme 4). Additionally, two of the self-contained classrooms 

were led by first-year teachers, which placed a disproportionate share of the CBI planning 

responsibilities on Amber (Theme 2). Reflecting on the limitations of the current structure, 

Amber shared, “I wish sometimes that one of our PLCs a month could be a time that the three of 

us could collaborate because we’re the ones in there, all day, every day.” Despite the 

administration’s flexibility, Amber recognized that such collaboration was unlikely to occur due 

to the constant need for adult supervision in her classroom. 

Early in the PLC process, Donna attempted to contribute to discussions, but felt 

consistently dismissed by her colleagues. “Every time that I would try to put my insight in, I 

don’t feel like they felt I had anything… worth putting in,” she explained. Over time, she began 

to feel that her identity as an ESOL teacher led others to discount her contributions, particularly 

because her student population was smaller and often overlooked. Although she brought data 

from an online program used with English Language Learners, she was discouraged that this data 

was never acknowledged or incorporated into PLC conversations. During the observed PLC 

meeting, Donna sat quietly and spoke only once, further reflecting her sense of exclusion. 

Ultimately, the lack of collegial validation (Theme 2) and the marginalization of her student data 

(Theme 4) led Donna to believe she lacked the opportunity and support necessary to engage 

meaningfully with the reform. These conditions culminated in a Threat Appraisal, prompting her 

to disengage from the PLC initiative. 
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The CAMCC does not account for decisions related to Motivation and Ability among 

teachers who make a Benign-Positive Appraisal, as it posits that these individuals rely primarily 

on heuristics to guide their belief change. Nevertheless, participants who made Benign-Positive 

Appraisals were asked to reflect on the contextual factors that influenced their engagement with 

PLCs. Interestingly, few concerns emerged from this group, and when they did, they were 

typically brief and often reframed in a positive light. For example, Karen initially questioned the 

relevance of PLCs to her role but later expressed appreciation that general education teachers 

were gaining insight into the special education perspective. Taylor was momentarily frustrated 

when PLCs were used to disseminate logistical information, but accepted the administration’s 

explanation that this was “part of the purpose of a PLC.” 

Despite not engaging in deep cognitive processing, these participants still identified 

several contextual factors that supported their acceptance of the reform. These included a gradual 

release toward teacher-led meetings, an openness from administrators to listen and respond to 

feedback (Theme 1), and a collaborative, collegial environment (Theme 2). However, these 

factors did not appear to be consciously weighed in their decision-making processes. Instead, 

their belief change seemed to stem from trust in leadership, prior positive experiences, or a 

general sense of alignment with the reform. 

Yielding 

In the Yielding phase of the CAMCC, teachers determine whether to accommodate the 

new belief or reject it, based on the outcomes of their engagement with the reform. For those 

who made Challenge Appraisals, this phase is where the reform is either validated or dismissed. 

In this study, Theme 4 (Student Achievement Data) emerged as the most influential factor in 

shaping final belief decisions.  

For Beverly and Lauren, tangible evidence of student growth played a pivotal role in 

shifting their beliefs. Beverly initially feared that PLCs would consume valuable planning time 

and impose irrelevant tasks. However, after engaging in PLCs she began to see how 

collaborative data analysis enhanced her instruction and positively impacted her students. “And I 

can see how this can affect the, um, outcomes for all of our students, and helping that all of our 

kids can be high learners. Even my multiple handicapped kids can be high learners,” she 

reflected. The ability to see student progress firsthand disrupted her prior assumptions and led to 

belief accommodation. 

Lauren experienced a similar transformation. Initially concerned about the time demands 

of PLCs and the vulnerability of sharing classroom data (Theme 3), she found that the 

transparency of data discussions fostered a stronger sense of team unity (Theme 2). “It wasn’t 

about Darla and the reading classroom. It was about the 5th grade as a team. And that, that 

changed my whole perspective.” As she observed the impact of data-informed instruction on 

student learning (Theme 4), her skepticism gave way to belief in the value of PLCs. 
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Amber, despite engaging in systematic processing and receiving administrative support 

(Theme 1), ultimately did not accommodate the new belief. The repurposing of her PLC time to 

plan community-based instruction removed the data analysis component that might have 

demonstrated the reform’s effectiveness (Theme 4). Additionally, the lack of shared instructional 

goals and the wide variability in student needs made meaningful collaboration difficult (Theme 

2). Without visible student outcomes or a sense of professional alignment, Amber concluded that 

PLCs, as currently structured, were not a viable practice for her context. 

Donna also rejected the reform, though her pathway differed. Unlike Amber, she did not 

experience administrative flexibility or collegial support. Her contributions were routinely 

dismissed, and her ESOL data was excluded from PLC discussions (Themes 2 and 4). These 

experiences reinforced her perception that the reform was not designed with her role in mind. As 

a result, she relied on a heuristic to justify her rejection of the reform: “Staff members on my 

campus are not ready to consider ESOL input in PLCs.” 

For participants who made Benign-Positive Appraisals, belief change occurred through 

heuristic processing rather than systematic evaluation. Taylor, Shirley, Leslie, and Karen each 

accepted the reform based on trust in leadership or prior positive experiences. Shirley and Leslie 

grounded their acceptance in confidence that their administrators would implement the reform 

effectively (Theme 1). Taylor viewed PLCs as an extension of previous successful collaborative 

practices, stating, “This wasn’t new for us.” Karen similarly contrasted the new PLC structure 

(i.e. teacher-led and scheduled during the school day) with the less effective, administrator-led 

meetings at her former campus. “We collaborated in this one, and so it was more teacher led. It 

was more collaboration,” she explained. For these participants, belief change was not the result 

of deep cognitive processing, but rather a reliance on familiar patterns and trusted leadership. 

Discussion 

This study sought to understand the campus contextual factors that teachers within each 

pathway of belief change regarded as pertinent to the implementation of the campus reform. Four 

key themes emerged, reflecting these influential conditions: (1) Administrative Leadership, (2) 

Collegial Relationships (3) Effective use of time and resources, and (4) Student Achievement 

Data. 

One of the most salient findings of this study is that the four emergent themes did not 

exert uniform influence across all stages of belief processing. Instead, certain themes were more 

prominent during specific phases of the CAMCC. For example, Theme 3 (Effective Use of Time 

and Resources) and Theme 1 (Administrative Leadership) were most influential during the 

Implicates Self phase, as teachers evaluated whether the reform was relevant to their roles and 

feasible within their existing responsibilities. In contrast, Theme 2 (Collegial Relationships)  and 

Theme 4 (Student Achievement Data) became more salient during the Motivation and Ability 

and Yielding phases, respectively. Collegial support played a critical role in affirming teachers’ 

sense of belonging and capacity to engage, while observable student outcomes served as a 

powerful catalyst for belief accommodation. This temporal variation in thematic influence 
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suggests that belief change is not only shaped by the presence of contextual factors, but also by 

when and how teachers encounter them during the change process.  

The study also revealed that while all participants considered similar campus contextual 

factors, their individual perceptions of these elements as either enabling or constraining differed 

markedly and directly correlated with their eventual acceptance or rejection of the PLC initiative. 

For instance, what Lauren and Beverly viewed as supportive administrative structures, Donna 

often perceived as hindrances, particularly concerning her role as an ESL teacher. Crucially, the 

perception of contextual factors was mediated by interactions with colleagues. Where some 

participants found support and acceptance from their colleagues and administration when 

determining their ability to process the reform message, Donna found rejection and a lack of 

support. These differing perceptions of administrative actions likely contributed directly to 

participant's appraisals of their Ability to engage with the reform; for most, supportive 

administrative structures enhanced this perception, while for Donna, they diminished it. 

Advantageously, most of the campus contextual factors identified were either directly or 

indirectly affected by the campus administration, meaning whether a teacher rejects or accepts a 

reform is not fully determined by the message characteristics or the learner characteristics 

teachers bring with them. Instead, administrators have more work to be done after a reform has 

been presented. Some of the work explicitly connects with the reform, but some is more tacit in 

nature. As administrators present reform messages and continue to work with teaching staff 

through implementation of initiatives, considering the following questions that teachers asked 

during this study may help them determine the resources and supports teachers need to 

thoroughly process a reform message. Administrators can also consider these questions in 

relation to the belief processing phase that teachers are likely experiencing, especially since 

certain contextual themes were more influential at specific stages of belief change. The following 

questions, categorized by the study’s four emergent themes, offer a framework for administrators 

to consider teacher perspectives.  

Emergent Theme 1 - Administrative Leadership 

• Will the administration provide the necessary, ongoing support and resources (e.g., 

training, materials, time) for this initiative to be successful? 

• Do I fundamentally trust the leadership promoting this initiative and their motivations? 

• Will this initiative genuinely lead to better collaboration, shared understanding, and 

improved practice among us? 

• How does this initiative compare to similar initiatives I've experienced in the past? What 

makes this one different or more likely to succeed (or fail)? 

• Will this initiative be implemented in an organized, efficient manner that respects my 

time and professionalism? 

• If I, or we as a group, have concerns or find that aspects of this initiative aren't working, 

will we genuinely be heard, and will leadership be willing to make adjustments? 
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Emergent Theme 2 – Collegial Relationships 

• Will my colleagues in this initiative be supportive, and will they genuinely value my 

opinions and contributions? 

• Are my core professional values and instructional goals compatible with those of my 

team members and the overarching aims of this initiative? 

• What norms, expectations, and systems will be established to facilitate collaborative 

efforts and transparency? 

Emergent Theme 3 - Effective Use of Time and Resources 

• Realistically, do I have the time to dedicate to this initiative alongside my existing 

commitments? 

• Are the tasks required by this initiative feasible for me to accomplish effectively Will 

engaging in this initiative prevent me from fulfilling other important duties and 

responsibilities? 

• Will I have the needed resources to do this work efficiently and successfully? 

Emergent Theme 4 – Student Achievement Data 

• How will this initiative actually impact my students and their learning? 

• How will I know if this initiative is producing results? What data will be gathered? 

• Will we base our decisions on relevant, meaningful data? 

Conclusion 

This study explored how campus contextual factors influence teacher belief change 

during the implementation of professional learning communities (PLCs), using the Cognitive-

Affective Model of Conceptual Change (CAMCC) as an interpretive framework. Four key 

themes emerged as central to teachers’ belief change processes: Administrative Leadership, 

Collegial Relationships, Effective Use of Time and Resources, and Student Achievement Data.  

These findings mirror Ehlert et al. (2025), who noted that teachers often perceive these factors as 

either catalysts or barriers. Specifically, teachers in that study identified time (88%), cooperation 

(84%), student motivation (54%), and leadership (35%) as critical influences.  These themes did 

not exert uniform influence across all stages of belief processing; rather, their impact varied 

depending on the phase of the CAMCC in which teachers found themselves. 

The findings underscore the critical role of administrators not only in initiating reform 

but also in shaping the environmental conditions that support or hinder belief change. Intentional 

leadership practices such as fostering trust, providing relevant resources, and creating space for 

teacher voice can significantly influence whether teachers engage in systematic or heuristic 

processing of reform messages. 
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For district and campus leaders, these insights offer a practical framework for designing 

and implementing reforms that are responsive to the lived realities of teachers. By attending to 

the specific contextual factors that are most salient during each phase of belief processing, 

leaders can more effectively support teachers in navigating the complexities of change. 

Future Research 

Future studies should consider longitudinal designs to better capture the evolution of 

teacher beliefs over time, particularly as reforms mature and contextual factors shift. 

Additionally, research across diverse educational settings including urban, suburban, and non-

Title I schools would enhance the generalizability of these findings. Further inquiry into how 

marginalized teaching roles (e.g., ESOL, special education, itinerant staff) experiences and 

process reform messages could also provide valuable insights into how to design more inclusive 

and equitable professional learning environments. 

Limitations 

This study presents several limitations that should be considered when interpreting its 

findings. First, the research was conducted over a relatively short period, limiting prolonged 

engagement and immersion in the field for empathic understanding (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Stake, 1995). Similarly, Hoffman & Seidel (2015) advocate for longitudinal designs to better 

capture the trajectory of belief change, which was not feasible in this study. 

Second, because the study began in the second year of the reform initiative, participants 

had to retrospectively recall their initial reactions. These recollections may have been shaped by 

evolving attitudes and experiences, potentially differing from how they would have responded 

during the early stages of implementation. Additionally, the PLC meetings observed were well 

into the reform process and may not have reflected the same dynamics present during initial 

belief processing. 

Third, two participants’ PLCs were consistently scheduled on days when the researcher 

was not present, resulting in reliance on self-reported data rather than triangulated observations. 

As Aguirre and Speer (2000) caution, professed beliefs may not always align with enacted 

practices, which introduces interpretive limitations. 

Fourth, the study was conducted at a single rural Title I elementary school with a small 

sample size, limiting the generalizability of findings to other educational contexts, particularly 

urban or non-Title I schools. 

Finally, despite efforts to maintain reflexivity through journaling and member checking, 

researcher bias may have influenced both data interpretation and participant responses. 
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