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A professional learning community is a group of connected and engaged professionals 
who are responsible for driving change and improvement within, between and across 
schools that will directly benefi t learners.

– Alma Harris and Michelle Jones (2010, p. 173)

C O M M I T M E N T  1

Understand what it means to be a PLC

As more and more PLCs are established within schools across Australia, the fi rst priority of 

school leaders is to develop an understanding of why and how this approach provides the 

best results when it comes to whole-school improvement. In striving to build an understand-

ing of the process and purpose of a PLC, Australian schools can take the fi rst of many steps 

on the PLC journey towards achieving high levels of learning for all students.

KEY ACTIONS
Three key actions are essential to understanding what it means to be a PLC:

 ACTION 1.1: Understand the purpose of a PLC

 ACTION 1.2: Understand the PLC process

 ACTION 1.3: Understand where professional learning sits within the PLC context

ACTION 1.1: UNDERSTAND THE PURPOSE OF A PLC
Why? This simple but powerful question sits at the heart of courageous PLC leadership. Sinek 

(2009), who is internationally renowned for his work on leadership, shared the following in-

sight during a popular TED Talk:

Every single person, every single organization on the planet knows what they 

do, 100 per cent. Some know how they do it … But very, very few people or 

organizations know why they do what they do. By ‘why’, I mean: What’s your 

purpose? What’s your cause? What’s your belief? Why does your organization 

exist? Why do you get out of bed in the morning? And why should anyone care?

1© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760017477 • HB7477



GAVIN GRIFT THURSDAY 18 MAY 2017 SESSION ONE

2 © 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELGGT0101

Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2017

TRANSFORMATIVE COLLABORATION: Five commitments for leading a PLC

Unfortunately, many Australian educators continue to operate in school communities that 

lack a sense of purpose in relation to student learning. School leaders can become so 

preoccupied by bureaucratic and accountability concerns that they never quite fi nd the time 

to contemplate – let alone commit to – what their school’s mission and vision might be in 

relation to the students it supposedly serves. The problem with this lack of direction is vividly 

portrayed by Lewis Carroll (2014) in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland when Alice encounters 

the Cheshire Cat at a fork in the road and seeks his advice about which route to take:

‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?’

‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,’ said the Cat.

‘I don’t much care where –’ said Alice.

‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,’ said the Cat.

The point is that until Alice decides upon the purpose of her journey, she cannot know which 

road will take her in the direction she wants to go. There are many schools in Australia today 

that function like Alice in this moment: caught at the fork in the road, they are suspended in 

a holding pattern, too tentative or too distracted to make a commitment to change. Absent 

of the sense of purpose required to make informed decisions, these conventional schools 

often end up choosing the road dictated by external stakeholders, system leaders and poli-

cymakers. As a result, they remain teacher-centric, curriculum-centric and compliance-centric 

to the point of inertia. While school leaders and teachers struggle to meet the never-ending 

challenges meted out by external educational authorities, students – supposedly the heart 

and soul of the school system – are all but forgotten.

In contrast to the directionlessness that often characterises conventional schools, every PLC 

shares the same foundational purpose: high levels of learning for all students. In this way, 

PLCs place student learning at the centre of both the day-to-day operations of the school and 

its larger vision for transformative collaboration. What’s more, unlike the top-down approach 

to improvement common in conventional schools, in a PLC all participants in the school com-

munity have a role to play in making high levels of learning a reality of all students.

 SCHOOL LEADERS need to understand how to engineer supportive conditions so 

that teachers and students can focus on the core business of learning.

 TEACHERS need to understand how to engage in the collaborative enterprise of 

monitoring and improving curriculum, assessment and instruction to support stu-

dent learning.

 STUDENTS need to understand implicitly that their school will not fail them.

 PARENTS need to understand that the school is constantly reviewing practices and 

structures to ensure that all students will be successful learners.

2 HB7477 • 9781760017747 • © 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education
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Only when there is community-wide agreement about the fundamental purpose of a PLC – 

high levels of learning for all students – can there be a clear direction and agreed-upon prac-

tices that build collective capacity and collective action. As a result, the leader who commits 

to this clear purpose, communicates it to staff members, connects it to concrete actions and 

personifi es it through everyday leadership behaviours is already a step ahead on the road to 

transformative collaboration.

ACTION 1.2: UNDERSTAND THE PLC PROCESS
What PLCs advocate is the migration away from our traditionally independent, isolated, in-

dividualist paradigm towards a truly collaborative and integrated organisation with student 

learning at its heart. But how is this goal to be achieved? What does the process look like, 

and what can schools expect? If you are a school leader starting the journey of transforming 

your organisation into a PLC, the following priorities are imperative when it comes to building 

the capacity for transformation:

 create a schoolwide culture

 establish effective collaborative teams

 use evidence to improve teaching and learning

CREATE A SCHOOLWIDE CULTURE
School culture has been defi ned as ‘the deeper level of basic assumptions and beliefs that 

are shared by members of an organization, that operate unconsciously, and that defi ne in a 

basic ‘take-for-granted’ fashion an organization’s view of itself and its environment’ (Schein 

1985, p. 6). A school’s culture is the lens through which the daily work of educators is viewed 

and evaluated. Simply put, school culture is ‘the way we do things around here’.

In the past, school culture has been one of the most neglected aspects of the school im-

provement process. For many decades, it has been written off as the exclusive domain of 

the school leader or leadership team, whose responsibility it is to single-handedly create the 

culture necessary to drive improvement. When this occurs, an unhealthy mindset of isolation 

and dependency starts to infi ltrate the school. Teachers begin to perceive themselves as 

followers rather than as leaders of learning, and this perpetuates a culture of maintaining the 

status quo and discourages meaningful change.

In contrast, PLCs put culture at the heart of continuous improvement so that it becomes the 

platform on which educational innovation is anchored. PLC leaders emphasise innovation and 

renewal by prioritising interactions that build high levels of professional trust and collective 

capacity in order to have an impact on teacher practice and student achievement. As DuFour 

3© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760017477 • HB7477
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and Mattos (2013) recognise, the most powerful way to improve both teaching and learning 

‘is not by micromanaging instruction, but by creating the collaborative culture and collective 

responsibility of a professional learning community’. As the collective understanding of PLCs 

matures within a school, the school continually sharpens its focus on learning to improve 

student achievement.

In Australia, the importance of school culture is recognised by the Australian Institute of 

Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL 2012) in its Australian charter for professional learn-
ing of teachers and school leaders. AITSL states that a high-quality school culture has the 

following elements:

 a high degree of leadership support for ongoing adult learning and 

risk taking

 collective responsibility for improving practice

 disciplined collaboration aimed at specifi c and relevant goals that 

relate to the learning needs of students

 high levels of trust, interaction and interdependence

 support for professional learning through school structures, explicit 

planning and the allocation of time

 a focus on the professional learning that is most likely to be effective 

in improving professional practice and student outcomes (p. 3)

These elements serve as useful markers in a PLC leader’s efforts to monitor the evolution of 

the school’s collaborative culture.

ESTABLISH EFFECTIVE COLLABORATIVE TEAMS
A key tenet of PLCs is the establishment of collaborative teams. Educators within a PLC 

form smaller collaborative teams, which then meet on a regular basis to share knowledge, 

analyse data and generate new ways of functioning in order to best support the learning of 

students they serve. Collaborative teams ‘may be various sizes, include members with simi-

lar or different roles or responsibilities, and meet frequently face-to-face, virtually, or through 

a combination’ (Learning Forward 2015), but they are always guided by the premise that only 

through sustained collaborative work can schools achieve their mission of high levels of 

learning for all.

In conventional schools, teacher teams have traditionally operated based on a combination of 

two styles of interpersonal engagement: coordination and collegiality. To coordinate as a team 

is to organise diverse elements together in a congruous operation. Teacher teams coordinate 

in school communities to achieve valuable goals, as in the staging of a sports carnival or 

arts festival. When coordination is the dominant approach, each teacher has an allocated 

and specifi c role that is performed in isolation but contributes to the success of the event.

4 HB7477 • 9781760017747 • © 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education
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As an example, consider the following scenario highlighting a coordination approach:

A year-level collaborative team is meeting to devise a new set of assessment 

tasks. There are fi ve teachers in the team, and each teacher designs one 

question to contribute to the formative assessment task. Because this team 

tends towards a coordination-based engagement style, the teachers design 

their contributions in isolation, and then the fi ve discrete assessment activi-

ties are collected and combined into one long assessment task. The task is 

completed, but there is only a minimum of common understanding as to the 

learning targets, criteria and marking rubric.

The collegial style of engagement prioritises strong professional relationships between fellow 

educators. Collegiality is conducive to a friendly and respectful environment that promotes 

goodwill among colleagues. However, it can also be counterproductive, as in this scenario:

A year-level collaborative team is meeting to devise a new set of assessment 

tasks. Vanesh, an experienced teacher, presents a task from the previous 

year’s paper without any adjustments. The task does not relate to the new 

learning targets or success criteria. The other members of the team recog-

nise it as one of Vanesh’s recycled favourite tasks, which he has included 

many times previously because it is quick to mark and keeps the students 

busy. The other team members accept Vanesh’s assessment task despite 

its lack of relevance because they do not want to jeopardise their personal 

and professional relationships with him and the other members of the team.

Needless to say, there will be many times when teachers still need to coordinate and act 

collegially in order to successfully provide the services required of them. In a conventional 

school, however, these forms of interaction may perpetuate isolated, solution-driven profes-

sional practices that offer the promise of a quick fi x but cannot provide sustained solutions. 

In contrast, PLCs explicitly focus on creating the conditions for positive collective inquiry 

through collaboration: an intentional way of interacting with the aim of improving professional 

practice in order to achieve and sustain better outcomes for learners. DuFour et al. (2007) 

explain that

in a PLC, collaboration represents a systematic process in which teachers 

work together interdependently in order to impact their classroom practice 

in ways that will lead to better results for their students, for their team, and 

for their school. (p. 3)

5© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760017477 • HB7477
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The practice of collaboration dictates that to have a transformative impact on learning, edu-

cational professionals need to work together in new ways, using new skills and new under-

standings to move beyond coordination and collegiality into the collaborative construction of 

new learning. The following scenario shows how this might look:

A year-level collaborative team is meeting to devise a new set of assessment 

tasks. Because their school has recently embarked on the journey towards 

becoming a PLC, the teachers in the team are aware of how important it is 

to gather useful formative data about what students are learning. They begin 

their task by collectively revisiting the curriculum in order to refresh their 

understanding of the knowledge and skills that their students need to learn. 

They identify the key learning goals that the assessment tasks will measure 

and work together to create a set of integrated tasks based on the learning 

goals. At their next meeting, a week later, the teachers set aside time to 

revisit their assessment tasks and establish a common marking rubric that 

they will each use to guide the marking process. When the team collates 

the data from each team member, they are able to establish clear areas of 

strength and weakness that they can use for future collaborative planning.

Collaborative teams that set realistic, evidence-based learning goals and work continually 

to improve student learning become the living embodiment of the school improvement plan 

(DuFour & Fullan 2013). In order to make this transformation a reality, however, teams must 

attend to a third aspect of the PLC process: using evidence to improve teaching and learning.

USE EVIDENCE TO IMPROVE TEACHING AND LEARNING
To transform an existing teacher team into a high-functioning collaborative team, the team 

must begin the powerful process of using evidence to improve learning. According to Dinham 

(2008), ‘professional learning needs to be built upon an evidential foundation of what works 

in teaching, not fad, fantasy, idealism, ideology or rhetoric’.

The evidence collaborative teams collect on an ongoing basis provides the impetus for teach-

ers to inquire into best practice. This evidence centres on student learning achievement 

without exception.
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In schools where PLCs thrive, teams adopt a results-orientated approach to achieve their 

purpose of ensuring high levels of learning for all students. Consequently, collaborative team 

meetings in a PLC routinely involve discussion of questions such as those recommended 

by Harris and Jones (2012) in an AITSL document on collaboration in professional learning, 

which is central to a PLC:

 What is the evidence telling us about the new strategies we are 

using?

 Does the feedback require that we make some adjustment or refi ne-

ment to the strategies?

 Does the feedback fi t what we anticipated or what we already know, 

or are there some challenges to our thinking?

 Are we able to agree a shared and clear view of what the trial is telling 

us?

 Can we agree on a way forward? (p. 20)

Ultimately, if data indicates that the team’s collaboration efforts have not resulted in im-

proved outcomes for students, then the team has to question whether it was focused on the 

right instruction, assessment or intervention to begin with. The below scenario illustrates how 

this situation might play out in a PLC:

Lena, the experienced deputy principal of a large secondary school, has long 

been the school’s designated point of contact for external standardised as-

sessments. Each year, she ensures that the standardised assessments are 

administered correctly to each cohort, and then she waits to receive the fi nal 

results of state and national tests. Within her annual schedule, she assigns 

blocks of undisturbed time to meticulously unpack and analyse the data. The 

analysis is a lengthy process, but Lena takes pleasure in it because mathe-

matics is her specialist teaching area. She prioritises this responsibility and 

feels highly accountable in her role as interpreter of the data for the school 

community.

continued
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GAVIN GRIFT THURSDAY 18 MAY 2017 SESSION ONE

8 © 2017 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELGGT0101

Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 14th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 18–20 May 2017

TRANSFORMATIVE COLLABORATION: Five commitments for leading a PLC

Once the standardised assessment data has been scrutinised, Lena calls 

a meeting of the heads of department to inform them about the academic 

trends revealed by the data and share her professional insights. The heads 

of department then return to their departmental teams and communicate 

the data trends to their teaching staff. Students who have scored below the 

minimum standard are identifi ed and assigned to a remediation group for the 

next semester, then they are monitored every term for improvement.

Lena has been disseminating data in this manner for many years. She be-

lieves her method to be quick and effi cient, and it meets her accountability 

requirements at a system level. Heads of department are appreciative of 

Lena’s expertise in data literacy, as they feel that they lack the skills to inter-

pret the data accurately.

As time goes by, this culture of data dissemination – in which information is 

passed from Lena to the heads of department and then from department 

heads to the teaching staff – becomes deeply embedded in the school. At 

the same time, however, it becomes increasingly apparent that despite Le-

na’s hard work and dedication, the students’ results show no improvement. 

In fact, student performance is noticeably declining in certain learning areas, 

including Lena’s own mathematics department. What’s more, the students 

identifi ed to receive remediation are the same students year after year, in 

what appears to be an eternal cycle of intervention.

Anxious about how to turn this predicament around, the school’s leadership 

team begins to investigate the possibility of developing a set of questions 

designed to support each collaborative team to analyse their own formative 

and summative assessment data. Many staff members are hesitant, but two 

departmental teams agree to trial the set of data questions, which include 

inquiry into assessment design, delivery and relevance.

The teams agree to focus on sharing wisdom rather than making judgements 

about the data. As they become more confi dent in using the questions, 

they begin to share insights about the data with their colleagues in other 

departments. Over time, they build on their understanding of the data by

swapping teaching strategies and ideas about instruction, differentiation and 

formative assessment practices. When members of one team start to ob-

serve one another’s instruction in the classroom environment, a few other 

departments recognise this as a good idea and also begin to observe each 

other’s practice in their area of instruction.

continued
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Although the new method is a success when it comes to fostering col-

laboration between teachers, it soon becomes apparent that professional 

learning is required to improve data literacy skills across the middle-man-

agement team. To deal with this issue, Lena asks two other teachers of 

mathematics to co-facilitate a series of professional learning sessions to 

help staff refi ne their skills in this area. The sessions are well-attended, 

and teachers express a sense of increased confi dence in discussing stu-

dent progress because they now share a common understanding of the 

evidence. Meanwhile, as each department begins to spend more common 

planning time unwrapping student data, they start to generate some sim-

ple but manageable forms of intervention targeted at the specifi c needs of 

these students, maximising the additional time and support they are being 

given.

Lena initially fi nds it extremely challenging to release the school’s data to 

other teachers. As she observes the progress of the collaborative teams, 

however, she is excited to see the difference it makes in terms of the con-

versations that she hears about learning. Increasingly, she notices that the 

teachers are discussing student learning growth with a heightened sense 

of positivity and encouragement. As Lena no longer has to invest signifi cant 

time in analysing whole-school data, she chooses to use that time to visit 

departmental team meetings. To keep her fi nger on the data pulse, she at-

tends at least one meeting a fortnight and engages in data conversations 

with that team. It does not take long before student achievement begins 

noticeably to increase.

This scenario is typical of many teams. It demonstrates that increasing data literacy through 

collaboration is a high-leverage practice that improves the integrity of the assessment design 

process; the quality of teacher feedback; the effi ciency of student-data analysis; and, ulti-

mately, student results.

ACTION 1.3: UNDERSTAND PROFESSIONAL LEARNING WITHIN 
THE PLC CONTEXT
A growing body of educational research indicates that the most effective teacher learning 

activities – those that have the biggest impact on student achievement  – involve forms of 

job-embedded professional learning (Coggshall et al. 2012). Like their colleagues throughout 

the world, Australian educators are quickly recognising that the establishment and devel-

opment of effective professional learning is their best hope for sustained improvement in 

student outcomes. Collaborating on areas critical to teacher development is becoming more 

commonplace.
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While there is nothing new about teachers working together, there is a new understanding 

about the conditions necessary to support this collective engagement. Specifi cally, there is 

a visible shift in educational best practice from professional development, in which teachers 

are positioned as the passive recipients of predetermined knowledge or skills, to profes-

sional learning, which requires that teachers take an active role in the co-construction of 

professional knowledge. In a recent paper for AITSL, Mayer and Lloyd (2011) make a point of 

noting this distinction:

One issue that needs clarifi cation at the outset is the use of the terms pro-

fessional development and professional learning … Various authors have, 

for some time now, been critical of professional development conceived of 

as something that one ‘does’, or that is ‘provided’, or is ‘done to’ teachers, 

and that has promoted the notion that it must be closely tied to the context 

of teaching and the capacities of teachers … The shift in terminology away 

from professional development, as noted in jurisdictions across Australia, 

may well reside in these perceptions and the presumed ‘baggage’ asso-

ciated with poorly conceived, fragmented, one-shot and de-contextualised 

‘in-service workshops’. (p. 3)

This perspective is supported by the Canadian educational researcher Fullan (2007), who 

writes in no uncertain terms that ‘we must abandon professional development and make 

professional learning an everyday experience for all educators’ (p. 36). In Australia as else-

where, professional development is being subsumed by the more cohesive and dynamic 

approach that is professional learning.

It is well-established that the conventional approach of professional development rarely leads 

to schoolwide change. In contrast, the PLC approach of professional learning reveals the 

way in which collective capacity can be harnessed to improve teacher quality throughout the 

entire school community. Professional learning in a PLC becomes a shared enterprise that 

is generated by and belongs to the whole school community. Although school leaders remain 

necessary to coordinate professional learning and maintain enthusiasm for the work, they 

must also relinquish some control over the process by inviting all members of the community 

to assume mutual responsibility for ongoing school-based inquiry. The primary aim for lead-

ers of effective PLCs should be to empower other professionals to learn. For this reason, as 

Fullan (2011) remarks, professional learning in a PLC is a never-ending journey of continuous 

improvement.

REFLECTION
The key message in this chapter is that it takes informed, knowledgeable leadership to effect 

the changes required to become a PLC. To lead a successful PLC, a leader must grasp the 
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purpose and process of becoming a PLC as well as the role of professional learning. An ef-

fective PLC leader has a deep yet ever-evolving understanding of what it means to be a PLC 

and is able to leverage this knowledge to engineer the conditions for transformation to occur.

For leaders seeking to develop their understanding of what it means to be a PLC, it may help 

to envisage leading the PLC process as analogous to the spinning of a orb-weaver spider’s 

web. The spider must sense a change in vibration before the fi rst strand can be reeled suc-

cessfully, then this initial strand is immediately strengthened with several strong radials and 

continuously fortifi ed with circular threads. Similarly, leaders who embark on the PLC process 

do so because they are responding to identifi able gaps in student achievement. The centre 

of the web is fused together by data, and all PLC actions and interactions radiate as a direct 

response to that data. Once the fi rst elements of the PLC are in place, the leader fortifi es 

them by providing the school culture and structures necessary for success.

REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS
COMMITMENT 1: UNDERSTAND WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A PLC

As you consider each refl ective question, contemplate your response and identify the 

evidence that supports your thinking.

Action 1.1: Understand the purpose of a PLC

a. How might you explain what you do to ensure high levels of learning for all stu-

dents at your school?

b. What’s your belief on how student learning can become a central focus in your 

leadership?

Action 1.2: Understand the PLC process

a. What does a high-functioning PLC look like, feel like and sound like?

b. How can you reallocate your school’s resources to engineer the conditions for 

teachers to analyse data, plan instruction and adjust practices collaboratively?

Action 1.3: Understand professional learning within the PLC context

a. What steps can you take to ensure professional learning is job-embedded in 

your school?

b. In what ways might the collaborative teams lead the next phase of professional 

learning in your school?

c. How will you broker the resources and support for job-embedded professional 

learning to thrive?

11© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760017477 • HB7477
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I N S I G H T S  F R O M  T H E  F I E L D

I reckon the PLC process just fl ows on from team teaching. I always like to work 

with people and share ideas, and the PLC is just building on that but making it more 

formal so that it’s something you actually follow. I think collaboration arises from the 

way the teams are selected to work together, so that they’ve got different skills. It’s 

best to have people in a team with a variety of different skills and different talents, not 

only to share the responsibility but to see things from a different perspective. That we 

trust one another is the thing.

Working in a PLC has made the academic side of things more stringent. We have 

our essential standards, and all our planning comes directly from that. Before we 

would come in and go, ‘I want something pretty to put up on the wall,’ but now we make 

sure the kids are aware of the reason that we’re asking them to complete these tasks.

I am really in tune to what the kids do know and what they don’t know. It used to be 

that when we’d taught something, we’d taught it, and if the kids weren’t listening then 

bad luck – but now we’re really encouraging the children to have more ownership of 

their learning. Doing it as a whole school, everyone’s on the same wavelength.

–  J E S S I C A ,  Y E A R  6  T E A C H E R

In our PLC, we want student learning to be an ongoing developmental learning 

process that everybody has ownership of. One of the things that was important to us 

from the very early days was that it couldn’t be a top-down process and we needed 

everybody to be involved. By asking people to contribute and talk about what it is they 

did or didn’t understand, we keep the lines of communication open. The ownership had 

to come back to all of us. I think that’s really important.

Ultimately, it really isn’t about the teaching. It really has become more about the 

learning. ‘They haven’t got it, I need to do something – we need to do something so that 

these kids have learnt it.’ We used to say, ‘This is the way I’m going to do it, and bad 

luck if you don’t get it,’ but now it’s a case of, ‘Well, they didn’t get it this way, so what 

other ways can I do it?’ Teachers can try different methods and then compare the re-

sults they’ve got with results from other teachers. I think the power to become a better 

teacher is driven by the data, and driven by the collaborative team approach as well.

–  I V Y ,  A S S I S T A N T  P R I N C I P A L
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COMMITMENT 1: Understand what it means to be a PLC

We had a lot of discussions early on about the culture of the school. What was 

the background of the clientele coming to the school? What were teachers observing 

in their classrooms? What was the best way to move kids forward? Where were the 

best opportunities for kids? Every answer to these questions came back to learning. 

Learning was a pathway through poverty and disadvantage. It was a fairly big impetus 

for staff that if we wanted to help these kids, it wouldn’t be the fl uffy stuff that we 

needed to do. We needed to do the core learning stuff, because that’s actually their 

way out of poverty.

Our kids give feedback to the teachers now. They point out when the learning goals 

aren’t actually learning-focused.

–  C H R I S ,  P R I N C I P A L

The PLC transformation has been a steep learning curve. In the past, our whole 

focus was redoing the school and a lot of building stuff. That was more of a focus than 

curriculum and student learning, which was often just ad hoc. The PLC process has 

defi nitely rejuvenated me as a principal in that I now understand where we’re going, 

what we’re trying to do and why we’re trying to do it. I’ve got a greater purpose as an 

educational leader. I’m more involved in student learning than I was previously.

I enjoy seeing that we’re heading in the right direction, and I enjoy the fact that I 

think most staff are pretty committed to it. I think staff members who leave here now 

and apply for a job anywhere else are going to be much better prepared because they 

can actually talk about how you improve student learning. It gives you the ‘how’ rather 

than ‘I’ll do this and it might help’, so I think they’re better placed.

–  D R E W ,  P R I N C I P A L
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Cultural Shifts in a Professional 
Learning Community

A Shift in Fundamental Purpose

From a focus on teaching . . . to a focus on learning

From emphasis on what was taught . . . to a fixation on what students learned

From coverage of content . . . to demonstration of proficiency

From providing individual teachers with curriculum 
documents such as state standards and curriculum 
guides . . .

to engaging collaborative teams in building shared 
knowledge regarding essential curriculum

A Shift in Use of Assessments

From infrequent summative assessments . . . to frequent common formative assessments

From assessments to determine which students 
failed to learn by the deadline . . .

to assessments to identify students who need 
additional time and support

From assessments used to reward and punish 
students . . .

to assessments used to inform and motivate 
students

From assessing many things infrequently . . . to assessing a few things frequently

From individual teacher assessments . . . to collaborative team–developed assessments

From each teacher determining the criteria to use 
in assessing student work . . .

to collaborative teams clarifying the criteria and 
ensuring consistency among team members when 
assessing student work

From an over-reliance on one kind of assessment . . . to balanced assessments

From focusing on average scores . . . to monitoring each student’s proficiency in every 
essential skill

A Shift in the Response When Students Don’t Learn

From individual teachers determining the 
appropriate response . . .

to a systematic response that ensures support for 
every student

From fixed time and support for learning . . . to time and support for learning as variables

From remediation . . . to intervention

From invitational support outside of the school day . . . to directed (that is, required) support occurring 
during the school day

From one opportunity to demonstrate learning . . . to multiple opportunities to demonstrate learning

page 1 of 3
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A Shift in the Work of Teachers

From isolation . . . to collaboration

From each teacher clarifying what students must 
learn . . .

to collaborative teams building shared knowledge 
and understanding about essential learning

From each teacher assigning priority to different 
learning standards . . .

to collaborative teams establishing the priority of 
respective learning standards

From each teacher determining the pacing of the 
curriculum . . .

to collaborative teams of teachers agreeing on 
common pacing

From individual teachers attempting to discover 
ways to improve results . . .

to collaborative teams of teachers helping each 
other improve

From privatization of practice . . . to open sharing of practice

From decisions made on the basis of individual 
preferences . . .

to decisions made collectively by building shared 
knowledge of best practice

From “collaboration lite” on matters unrelated to 
student achievement . . .

to collaboration explicitly focused on issues and 
questions that most impact student achievement

From an assumption that these are “my students, 
those are your students” . . .

to an assumption that these are “our students”

A Shift in Focus

From an external focus on issues outside of the 
school . . .

to an internal focus on steps the staff can take to 
improve the school

From a focus on inputs . . . to a focus on results

From goals related to completion of projects and 
activities . . .

to SMART goals demanding evidence of student 
learning

From teachers gathering data from their 
individually constructed tests in order to assign 
grades . . .

to collaborative teams acquiring information from 
common assessments in order to inform their 
individual and collective practice and respond to 
students who need additional time and support

A Shift in School Culture

From independence . . . to interdependence

From a language of complaint . . . to a language of commitment

From long-term strategic planning . . . to planning for short-term wins

From infrequent generic recognition . . . to frequent specific recognition and a culture of 
celebration that creates many winners
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A Shift in Professional Development

From external training (workshops and courses) . . . to job-embedded learning

From the expectation that learning occurs 
infrequently (on the few days devoted to 
professional development) . . .

to an expectation that learning is ongoing and 
occurs as part of routine work practice

From presentations to entire faculties . . . to team-based action research

From learning by listening . . . to learning by doing

From learning individually through courses and 
workshops . . .

to learning collectively by working together

From assessing impact on the basis of teacher 
satisfaction (“Did you like it?”) . . .

to assessing impact on the basis of evidence of 
improved student learning

From short-term exposure to multiple concepts 
and practices . . .

to sustained commitment to limited focused 
initiatives
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