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GAVIN GRIFT
Gavin Grift is currently Director of Professional Learning for Hawker Brownlow Professional
Learning Solutions. With experience as a teacher, assistant principal and educational coach,
Gavin connects with audiences on topics ranging from Cognitive Coaching and quality teacher
practice to professional learning communities, collaboration and learning-centred leadership.
Gavin is an author of numerous articles and books including Assessing the Whole Child (2007)
and Teachers as Architects of Learning (2013). As a PLC at Work™ training associate he led
the establishment of the Professional Learning Communities Network to Australian Schools,
based on the foundational work of Dr. Richard DuFour, Rebecca DuFour and Bob Eaker. He
also serves as a Global Outreach Consultant and training associate to Thinking Collaborative,
which is the home of both Cognitive Coaching (Costa, Garmston) and Adaptive Schools (Garmston, Wellman).
Gavin’s combined passion, commitment and style has led him to conduct keynote presentations, workshops,
seminars and in-school support days at the systems, school and classroom level both nationally and internationally.
All of Gavin’s work is devoted to building an educator’s capacity to build success in others.
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SESSION THREE

Professional Learning
Teams That Work!

High Impact Strategies
for your PLT

Gavin Grift

DESIRED OUTCOMES
• Gain a shared understanding of
PLC concepts and characteristics
• Developing a deep understanding of
the people, process and tasks of
high performing teams
• Discover insights into your current
collaborative team culture based on
PLC concepts

Essential Questions
• Why should we collaborate in a Professional
Learning Community?
• What is collaboration?
• What might we need to consider in relation to the
people, process and tasks of a High Performing
Professional Learning Team?
• Where are we now and where will we go from
here?
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A Definition
A professional learning community is
educators committed to working
collaboratively in ongoing processes of
inquiry and action research in order to
achieve better results for the students they
serve…
DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many

The Three Big Ideas
The professional learning community
model requires the school staff to focus
on learning rather than teaching, work
collaboratively on matters related to
learning, and hold itself accountable for
the kinds of results that fuel continual
improvement.

High Reliability Schools
Levels of Hierarchy

2
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High Reliability Schools
Leading Indicators L.1
Leading indicators are important conditions
that are known to be associated with school
improvement. They provide direction for school
leaders to work on for a continuous process of
improvement.

High Reliability Schools
Leading Indicators L.1
1.4 Teacher teams and collaborative groups
regularly interact to address common issues
regarding curriculum, assessment, instruction and
the achievement of all students.

Keys to Effective TEAMs
•

Collaboration is embedded in routine practices - Process

•

Time for collaboration is built in the school day and school
calendar - Process

•

Teams focus on key questions – Process/Products

•

Products are made explicit – Products

•

Team norms guide collaboration - People

•

Teams pursue specific and measurable performance goals –
Process/Products

•

Teams have access to relevant information - Process
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What is Collaboration?

A systematic process in which we work
together, interdependently to analyse and
impact professional practice in order to
improve our individual and collective results
DuFour, Eaker & DuFour

What is a Team?
A group of people working
interdependently to achieve
a common goal for which members are held
mutually accountable.
Collaborative teams are the building blocks
of PLCs.
DuFour, Eaker & DuFour

Patrick Lencioni,
The Five Dysfunctions of a Team

Inattention to

RESULTS
Avoidance of

ACCOUNTABILITY
Lack of

COMMITMENT
Fear of

CONFLICT
Absence of

TRUST
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Inattention to Results

Status and Ego

Avoidance
of Accountability

Low Standards

Lack of Commitment

Ambiguity

Fear of Conflict

Artificial Harmony

Absence of Trust

Invulnerability

SESSION THREE

(Patrick Lencioni, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team)

Compass Points Activity
North
Acting – Let’s do it likes to act, try things, plunge in

West
Paying attention to detail – likes to
know that who, what, when, where, why
before acting

ũ

tĞ

East
Speculating – likes to look at the big
picture, the possibilities, before
acting

South
Caring - likes to know that everyone’s
feeling have been taken into
consideration; that their voices have
been heard, before acting

 What are the strengths of your style?
(4 adjectives)
 What are the limitations of your style?
(4 adjectives)
 What style do you find the most difficult to work
with?
 What do other people need to know about you
so that we can work together more effectively?
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Collaborate on what???
The Four Critical Questions….
What do we want students to learn?
How do we know if they have learned it?
What do we do if they don’t learn?
What do we do if they already know it?

Begin with…
The Critical Question

“What knowledge and skills do
this year’s students need so
they will enter next year’s class
with confidence and readiness
for success?”
ŽƉǇƌŝŐŚƚ͗<ŝůĚĞĞƌ^ϵϲ

PLC’s Approach
Assessment Differently
We believe that assessment can do more than
merely document student achievement. We
believe that assessment, if approached
properly, can nurture the very achievement
that we are trying to document.
Judy Arter and Bill Savard

6
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Before They Can Assess,
They Must Examine Their
Curriculum
INTENDED CURRICULUM
TEXTBOOK CURRICULUM
OUR FAVORITE CURRICULUM

Clear Goals for Student Learning
• Classrooms where students understand the
learning outcomes for daily lessons see
performance rates 20 percent higher than those
where learning outcomes are unclear.
• Students can compare their own performance
• Provides immediate, concrete, on-going feedback
on the mastery of specific skills
• Assists in making self-assessment of learning
manageable for students

Center for Educational Efficacy
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They Determine What Is Essential
Endurance—Will this standard provide students with
knowledge and skills that will be of value beyond a
single test date?
Leverage—Will this provide knowledge and skills that
will be of value in multiple disciplines?
Readiness for the next level of learning—Will this
provide students with the essential knowledge and
skills that are necessary for success in the next grade
or the next level of instruction?
—Douglas Reeves, The Leader’s Guide to Standards (2002), pp. 49–52

Narrowing the Instructional Focus
KEEP

DROP

CREATE

“In the process we discovered that countless
lessons from existing units could be eliminated
because they did not address essential
learnings...Our work finally had the kind of clarity
and focus necessary to create new systems for
responsible assessment!”
William Ferriter
Sixth Grade
Teacher

Necessary, but sometimes difficult conversations
What are the
embedded
targets?
How will we
measure the
targets?
What resources
do we have to
teach this
concept?
When should we
teach this
concept?
How will we
communicate the
learning
expectations to
our students?

8
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“They never stop,
do they?”

Collaborate on what???
The Four Critical Questions….
What do we want students to learn?
How do we know if they have learned it?
What do we do if they don’t learn?
What do we do if they already know it?

“You can enhance or destroy students’
desire to succeed in school more quickly
and permanently through your use of
assessment than with any other tools
you have at your disposal.”
Richard J Stiggins
Assessment Training Institute
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Assessment for Learning
One of the most significant findings in recent
educational research is that formative
assessment is the cause of the greatest
gains in student achievement.

(Black & Wiliam, 1998)

Assessment
OF Learning =

SUMMATIVE

AS Learning =

FORMATIVE

FOR Learning = FORMATIVE

Formative assessment
Teachers refer to classroom
formative assessments as
assessments for learning and
analyse the assessment
results solely to inform
instruction

10
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Summative assessment
Inform others about the students

Formative assessment

Informs teachers and students
about the teaching and learning

Traditional instruction assessment
model
Pre-test Î Teach Î Teach Î
Teach Î Teach Î Teach Î
Post test Î
Assign results

Revised instruction assessment
model
Pre-assess Î Analyse results Î
Plan for differentiated instruction Î
Teach Î Monitor, Reflect, Adjust Î
Teach Î Post-assess
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Formative or summative?
• A balanced assessment system includes both
assessments for learning and assessments of
learning. “Although they are different, both
assessments of and for learning are important
(Stiggins, 2004).
• While they are not interchangeable, they must
be compatible” (NEA, 2003)
• By doing a good job with our assessments for
learning, the results of our assessment of
learning are likely to follow!

PLCs Create Common Formative
and Summative Assessments?
• Assessment
• Efficiency
literacy
• Fairness
• Raised
• Effective
expectations
Monitoring
• Informed practice • Team capacity
• Collective
Response
Modified from R. DuFour keynote address at
PLC Institutes

Collaborate on what???
The Four Critical Questions….
What do we want students to learn?
How do we know if they have learned it?
What do we do if they don’t learn?
What do we do if they already know it?

12
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“Focus on Learning”
Assessment Practices
How will we know if they have learned it?

• Develop and use common formative and
summative assessments
• Use data from assessments to examine
best practices, drive instruction and
determine interventions
• Align assessment grading practices to
support continuous learning

Assess Your Response to Kids
Who Are Not Learning

• Are students assured extra time and
support for learning?
• Is our focus prompt intervention rather
than sluggish remediation?
• Is our response timely and directive
rather than invitational?
• Is our response systematic?

Common Assessment
• Agreement on essential skills
• Agreement on the method of assessing
those skills (knowledge, reasoning, performance,
product)

• Agreement on standard of measurement
• Agreement on level of proficiency
• Created in collaboration with team
members
• Agreement to examine results to form
instruction and design interventions for
mastery.
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Together
But Only if You Want To
We cannot waste another quarter century inviting or encouraging
educators to collaborate.

Thinkstock/iStockphoto

By Rick DuFour

Teachers work in isolation from one another. They view their classrooms as their personal domains, have
little access to the ideas or strategies of their colleagues, and prefer to be left alone rather than engage with
their colleagues or principals. Their professional practice is shrouded in a veil of privacy and personal autonomy and is not a subject for collective discussion or analysis. Their schools offer no infrastructure to supRICK DuFOUR is an education author and consultant on the implementation of the professional learning community concept in districts and schools. © 2011, Rick DuFour.
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port collaboration or continuous improvement, and,
in fact, the very structure of their schools serves as a
powerful force for preserving the status quo. This
situation will not change by merely encouraging
teachers to collaborate, but will instead require embedding professional collaboration in the routine
practice of the school.
Sound familiar? These were the conclusions of
John Goodlad’s study of schooling published in Phi
Delta Kappan in 1983. Unfortunately, these findings
have been reiterated in countless studies from that
date to the present. The reason for the persistence
of this professional isolation — not merely of teach-

Deepen your
understanding of
this article with
questions and
activities on page
PD 13 of this
month’s Kappan
Professional
Development
Discussion Guide
by Lois Brown
Easton, free to
members in the
digital edition at
kappanmagazine
.org.
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to stay current in the practices of the field. I see references to expertise and to an expectation that members will adhere to certain standards and an ethical
code of conduct. I simply cannot find any dictionary
that defines a professional as someone who can do
whatever he or she pleases.
PROFESSIONAL DOESN’T MEAN AUTONOMOUS

Time spent in collaboration with colleagues is
considered essential to success in most professions.
When professional airline pilots prepare to take off,
they coordinate their work with air traffic control. If
the tower informs a pilot that he or she is to move
to runway 24L and be fourth
in line for takeoff, the pilot
does not, as a professional, have
the autonomy to declare, “I
prefer runway 25 and I refuse
I simply cannot find any
to wait.” He or she is not
dictionary that defines a
merely expected, but is actually
required to work interdependprofessional as someone who
ently with others to achieve the
can do whatever he or she
common goal of a safe takeoff.
The law firm that reprepleases.
sented our school district when
I was superintendent required
all of its attorneys to meet on
a weekly basis to review the issues and strategies of various
ers, but of educators in general — is relatively sim- cases assigned to individual members. Each attorney
ple. The structure and culture of the organizations presented the facts of the case and his or her thoughts
in which they work haven’t supported, required, or on how to proceed. The others offered advice, suggested relevant precedents, and shared their experieven expected them to collaborate.
Attempts to promote collaboration among edu- ence and insights. Attending the meetings was not
cators inevitably collide with this tradition of isola- optional. One might say this law firm coerced its memtion. Defenders of this tradition argue that profes- bers to attend. The firm, however, believed that all
sional autonomy gives each educator the freedom to of its clients should have the benefit of the collective
opt in or out of any collaborative process. Requiring expertise of the entire firm, not merely the single ateducators to work together violates their right as torney to whom the case had been assigned.
When our school district underwent a major conprofessionals to work in isolation and can result only
in “contrived congeniality” rather than a true col- struction project, the professionals engaged in the
laborative culture (Hargreaves 1991). Some critics project always worked as a team. Each week, archiof systematic collaboration even offer a conspiracy tects, engineers, and the construction manager contheory, arguing that any effort to embed collabora- vened in a collaborative meeting to make certain they
tive processes into the school day represents an ad- were pursuing a common objective according to their
ministrative ploy to compel teachers to do the bid- established plan. They monitored progress toward
ding of others and demonstrates a lack of commit- clearly defined benchmarks and observed agreed-on
ment to empowering teachers. Thus proponents of protocols for identifying and solving problems. The
volunteerism greet any attempt to ensure that edu- meetings were not optional, and it might be said that
cators work together with the addendum, “but only members were compelled to be there.
When I went for a comprehensive physical examif they want to.”
I’ve searched for the dictionary that defines “pro- ination, a doctor who reviewed one of the tests inifessional” as one who is free to do as he or she tially recommended that I undergo an immediate anchooses. I can’t find it. I see references to occupa- gioplasty. The hospital protocol, however, demanded
tions in which people must engage in specialized that his recommendation be reviewed by two spetraining in order to enter the field and are expected cialists. Those specialists examined the data from the

February 2011
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test, but they also sought additional information.
Based on that information, the team concluded that
the procedure was not necessary as long as I engaged
in alternative treatments.
In each of these instances, the professional is expected to collaborate with others. In fact, collaborating effectively with others is a condition for membership in their profession. Certainly, they will spend
a great deal of their time working individually and
autonomously. The pilot will work in isolation during some portions of a flight. A lawyer in the courtroom must be able to respond to the immediate situation. The engineers, architects, and construction
managers return to their individual realms to work
at their respective tasks in the joint effort to complete their project. And the cardiologist will make
decisions based on his or her individual judgment

opt out, because the entire structure of the school
will be designed to ensure that they collaborate with
their colleagues.
THE WEIGHT OF THE EVIDENCE

Professionals make decisions based on the evidence of the most promising strategy for meeting
the needs of those they serve. In a profession, evidence trumps appeals to mindless precedent (“This
is how I have always done it”) or personal preference
(“This is how I like to do it”). So, let’s apply the standard of the “weight of the evidence” to the question,
“Do schools best serve their students when educators work collaboratively or when each educator can
elect to work in isolation?”
Professional organizations. Almost all of the professional organizations in education, including the Na-

There is abundant research linking
higher levels of student achievement
to educators who work in the
collaborative culture of a professional
learning community.

when in the operating room. In every case, however,
these professionals are required to work with others
on a regular basis, and a structure is created to ensure that they do so.
When schools are organized to support the collaborative culture of a professional learning community, classroom teachers continue to have tremendous latitude. Throughout most of their workday
and work week they labor in their individual classrooms as they attempt to meet the needs of each student. But the school will also embed processes into
the routine practice of its professionals to ensure that
they co-labor in a coordinated and systematic effort
to support the students they serve. Like the professionals described above, they work interdependently
in the pursuit of common purposes and goals. They
share their expertise with one another and make that
expertise available to all of the students served by the
team. They establish clear benchmarks and agreedon measures to monitor progress. They gather and
jointly examine information regarding student learning to make more informed decisions and to enhance
their practice. They will not have the opportunity to

tional Education Association and the American Federation of Teachers, have specifically endorsed the
premise that educators should work collaboratively.
In addition, advocacy organizations, such as the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF), also call on educators to work as
members of a professional learning community.
NCTAF’s president wrote:
Quality teaching is not an individual accomplishment, it is the result of a collaborative culture that
empowers teachers to team up to improve student
learning beyond what any of them can achieve alone.
. . . The idea that a single teacher, working alone,
can know and do everything to meet the diverse
learning needs of 30 students every day throughout
the school year has rarely worked, and it certainly
won’t meet the needs of learners in years to come.
(Carroll 2009: 13)

Principals have been advised by their professional
organizations that one of their key responsibilities
and a core strategy for improving student achievement is building the capacity of staff to work as members of a collaborative professional learning commukappanmagazine.org
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nity. When advocating collaboration, neither principal nor teacher professional associations have
added the caveat, “but only if each person wants to.”
Research. There is abundant research linking
higher levels of student achievement to educators
who work in the collaborative culture of a professional learning community. A recent study of schools
and districts that doubled student achievement concluded, “it should be no surprise that one result of

able to include research indicating students learn at
higher levels when educators work in isolation, because I’m unaware of any.
If the group determines that the preponderance of
evidence indicates the school will be more successful
if its members work together rather than in isolation,
then structures should be created to support collaboration, and all members of the staff should be required to participate. An individual’s desire to work
in isolation does not trump a
professional’s obligation to apply what is considered the most
Can we agree that an
effective practice in his or her
field.
individual’s desire to work in
The fact that schools create
isolation does not trump the
the infrastructure to ensure edwork as members of colprofessional’s obligation to apply ucators
laborative teams does not preclude those educators from formwhat is considered the most
ing additional, voluntary collabeffective practice in his or her
orative communities. Many educators use technology to form
field?
virtual communities based on
common interests. However,
these voluntary communities
the multiplicity of activities was a collaborative, pro- should not substitute for school structures and culfessional school culture. . . what is commonly called tures in which working together interdependently is
a ‘professional learning community’ today” (Odden the norm.
and Archibald 2009: 78). A study of the best school
systems in the world found that schools in those sys- ONLY ON WHAT WE WANT
A corollary to the volunteerism argument is that
tems focused on providing the “high-quality, collaborative, job-focused professional development” char- if educators work in collaborative teams, each team
acteristic of “professional learning communities” in must have the autonomy to determine the focus of
which teachers work together to help each other im- its work. The issue is presented as a question of power
— who will have the authority to decide what we will
prove classroom practice (Barber and Mourshed 2009:
30). The most comprehensive study of factors affect- collaborate about. In a mature profession united in
ing schooling ever conducted concluded that the a joint effort to best meet the needs of those it serves,
most powerful strategy for helping students learn at the more relevant questions are: Can we agree that
higher levels was ensuring that teachers work col- the purpose of our collaboration is to improve our
laboratively in teams to establish the essential learn- professional practice and the learning of our stuings all students must acquire, to gather evidence of dents? Do we recognize that we must resolve certain
student learning through an ongoing assessment critical questions if we are to accomplish that purprocess, and to use the evidence of student learning pose? Can we demonstrate the discipline to focus on
to discuss, evaluate, plan, and improve their instruc- the right work?
tion (Hattie 2009).
A useful exercise for a school or district that claims FOCUSING ON THE RIGHT WORK
Collaboration is a means to an end. Collaboraits purpose and priority is to help students learn at
high levels is to gather all the evidence faculty can tion alone will not improve a school, and in a toxic
find that supports the idea that students learn better school culture, providing educators with time to colif educators work in isolation. At the same time, laborate is likely to reinforce the negative aspects of
gather all the evidence that students learn at higher the culture and deteriorate into complaint sessions.
levels when educators work as members of collabo- Team meetings that focus on the deficiencies of sturative teams. The web site www.allthingsplc.info dents, better strategies for punishing students who
provides specific quotes from organizations and re- wear hats, or determining who will pick up the field
searchers who have concluded that a collaborative trip forms will not improve student achievement;
school culture raises student achievement. I’m un- however, in many schools topics like these dominate
60 Kappan
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the discussion. Providing educators with structures
and time to support collaboration will not improve
schools unless that time is focused on the right work.
What is the right work? As members of collaborative teams, educators in a PLC work collectively
to develop a guaranteed and viable curriculum to ensure that students have access to the same essential
knowledge and skills regardless of the teacher to
whom they are assigned. The team gathers ongoing
information regarding the learning of their students
through a comprehensive, balanced assessment process
that includes common formative assessments developed by the team. The team then jointly analyzes the
evidence of student learning from the assessments
and uses the information to improve the professional
practice of individual members and collective effectiveness of the team. As members look at actual evidence of student proficiency in the knowledge and
skills the team has deemed essential, on an assessment the team has agreed is valid, they are able to
learn from one another and continually enhance
their ability to meet the needs of their students.
Finally, in a professional learning community, the
school creates a systematic process that ensures that
students who are struggling receive additional time
and support for learning. Rather than continuing
with the education lottery, where what happens when
a student experiences difficulty will depend almost
solely on the individual teacher to whom that student is assigned, the school will create a multi-tiered,
coordinated, and collective response to support that
student.
Schools committed to higher levels of learning for
both students and adults will not be content with the
fact that a structure is in place to ensure that educators meet on a regular basis. They will recognize that
the question, “What will we collaborate about,” is so
vital that it cannot be left to the discretion of each
team. Educators in these schools will collectively
identify the right work and then create processes to
support teams as they focus their efforts on those
matters that improve student learning.

while failing to provide the time, support, parameters, resources, and clarity that are crucial to the success of teams.
Creating a PLC is fraught with difficulty, but that
doesn’t mean educators should reject the concept or
allow individuals to opt out. If they are to be members of a profession, educators must work together in
good faith to develop their collective capacity to implement this powerful concept effectively.
More than a quarter century has passed since
Goodlad warned that overcoming the tradition of
teacher isolation will require more than an invitation.
We must do more than exhort people to work together. In order to establish schools in which interdependence and collaboration are the new norm, we
must create the structures and cultures that embed collaboration in the routine practice of our schools, ensure that the collaborative efforts focus on the right
work, and support educators as they build their caK
pacity to work together rather than alone.
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POWERFUL CONCEPTS CAN BE APPLIED BADLY

The concept of a collaborative culture of a professional learning community is powerful, but like
all powerful concepts, it can be applied badly. Schools
can create artificial, rather than meaningful and relevant, teams. Educators can make excuses for low
student achievement rather than develop strategies
to improve student learning. Teams can concentrate
on matters unrelated to student learning. Getting
along can be a greater priority than getting results.
Administrators can micro-manage the process in
ways that do not build collective capacity, or they can
attempt to hold teams accountable for collaborating

“Daydreaming is a serious problem in my classroom. I can’t
stop thinking about retirement, summer vacation, winter
break, snow days . . .”
kappanmagazine.org
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Available from Hawker Brownlow Education
Qty Code

Title

Price

HB0426

Assessing the Whole Child: Creating Powerful
Portfolios + CD

$59.95

HB8806

Teachers as Architects of Learning

$35.95

HB1734

Transformative Talk

$32.95

Total (plus freight) $
HB0426

Attention ................................................................ Order Number ......................
Name of School .......................................................................................................
Address ...................................................................................................................
.................................................................... State ....................P/Code ..............
Country ..................................................................................................................
Email: .....................................................................................................................
Yes, I would like to receive emails from Hawker Brownlow Education about
future workshops, conferences and the latest publications.

HB8806

HB1734

Terms of Trade
• Prices are quoted in Australian dollars ($AUD) and include GST
• All prices are subject to change without notice.
• For New Zealand customers, at the time of invoice, we will convert the amount into New
Zealand dollars ($NZD) so that you can pay by cheque or credit card in New Zealand
dollars ($NZD).
• Full money-back guarantee.
• We do realise it is difﬁcult to order sight unseen. To assist you in your selection, please
visit our website <www.hbe.com.au>. Go to ‘Browse Books’ and most titles will give you
the option to view the ﬁrst few pages of the book. Click ‘View Contents’ on your selected
book page.
• We will supply our books on approval, and if they do not suit your requirements we will
accept undamaged returns for full credit or refund. Posters are for ﬁrm sale only and will
not be sent on approval. Please be aware that delivery and return postage is the responsibility of the customer.
• Freight costs are determined at Australia Post rates, with a minimum delivery charge of
$9.50 within Australia and $15.00 for New Zealand for each order.
• Please provide your street address for delivery purposes.

To place an order, request a catalogue or find out more about our resources:
Call
1800 334 603
(03) 8558 2444

Fax
1800 150 445
(03) 8558 2400

Online
www.hbe.com.au

Mail
Hawker Brownlow Education
PO Box 580,
Moorabbin, VIC 3189

Do you want to know all about the latest professional development events in your area? Be the ﬁrst to ﬁnd out about new releases from world-renowned
and local authors with the HBE e-newsletter! Upcoming titles will feature authentic assessment and digital media, along with a strong focus on success
in mathematics and literacy. Sign up to our FREE e-newsletter at www.hbe.com.au.
Online ‘On Account’ ordering now available!
If you have a pre-existing account with Hawker Brownlow Education, you can now order online and pay using that account.

