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Why Should We Create Norms?

Teams improve their ability to grapple with the critical questions when they clarify the norms 

that will guide their work. These collective commitments represent the “promises we make to 

ourselves and others, promises that underpin two critical aspects of teams—commitment and trust” 

(Katzenbach & Smith, 1993, p. 60).

Explicit team norms help to increase the emotional intelligence of the group by cultivating trust, a 

sense of group identity, and belief in group efficacy (Druskat & Wolff, 2001).

“When self-management norms are explicit and practiced over time, team effectiveness improves 

dramatically, as does the experience of team members themselves. Being on the team becomes 

rewarding in itself—and those positive emotions provide energy and motivation for accomplishing 

the team’s goals” (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2004, p. 182).

Norms can help clarify expectations, promote open dialogue, and serve as a powerful tool for 

holding members accountable (Lencioni, 2005).

Referring back to the norms can help “the members of a group to ‘re-member,’ to once again take 

out membership in what the group values and stands for; to ‘remember,’ to bring the group back 

into one cooperating whole” (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, p. 194).

Inattention to establishing specific team norms is one of the major reasons teams fail (Blanchard, 

2007).

After looking at over a hundred teams for more than a year, researchers concluded that 

understanding and influencing group norms were the keys to improving teams. Researchers 

noted two norms that all good teams generally shared. First, members spoke in roughly the same 

proportion. Second, the good teams were skilled at intuiting how others felt based on their tone of 

voice, expressions, and other nonverbal cues (Duhigg, 2016).
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Culture Within Collaborative Teams
We have already mentioned the importance of schoolwide processes and norms, but for individual 

collaborative teams to operate effectively, they must also develop a specific culture within their teams. 

Michael Fullan (2008) emphasised the importance of culture when he asserted that “positive purposeful peer 

interaction” (p. 45) is most likely to occur when three specifi c conditions are in place:

(1) when the larger values of the organization and those of individuals and groups mesh; (2) 
when information and knowledge about effective practices are widely and openly shared; 
and (3) when monitoring mechanisms are in place to detect and address ineffective actions 
while also identifying and consolidating effective practices. (p. 45)

Th e fi rst two of Fullan’s three conditions – shared values and shared practices – are at the heart of eff ective 

collaborative teams. While structures (such as time to meet) and administrative support are important, 

they alone cannot create eff ective collaborative teams (AISR, 2004). A culture that promotes meaningful 

collaboration is essential.

In 2009, Hoff man and her colleagues published the results of a three-year study of fi ve PLCs. Th eir fi ndings 

shed light on the processes collaborative teams might use to establish an eff ective culture. Th e collaborative 

teams in this study all followed the same basic process: members established team functions and ground 

rules, developed trust, then focused on reading research and conducting projects relevant to their team. Th e 

researchers identifi ed the following factors as important to culture: prior planning, diversity of participants, 

Instructionally, these Year 7 teams collaborate to find cross-curricular content fi
linkages and make relevant connections for students. For example, if students are 
studying a specifi c region of the world in geography, English teachers might usefi
literature from that region in their lessons. In some cases, these cross-curricular 
connections provide common assessment opportunities as well. One example of this 
is the study of a topic in science corresponding with the writing of a research essay in 
English. Students work on fi nding source information in their science class and thenfi
organise and write the essay during their English class. Teachers use the completed 
research essay as a common assessment for both classes. The science teacher assesses 
the science content and research design, while the English teacher assesses the 
writing and organisation.

The second collaborative team structure this school uses involves teachers who all 
teach the same courses, such as Year 11 English, physics or mathematics. These teams 
also focus on student achievement but with a greater emphasis on the development 
of common formative assessments and common interventions based on assessment 
results. Each of these teams also establishes student achievement goals related 
to the school’s overall improvement goals. For example, a Year 11 mathematics
collaborative team develops the following student achievement goal: achieve an 
overall passing rate of at least 80 per cent on the state test given in November.
This goal supports the schoolwide improvement goal of increasing overall student 
performance in all areas of maths by 5 per cent as measured by state testing. To
monitor progress towards this goal, the team uses common formative assessments to 
measure students’ passing rates throughout the school year. When these results show 
it to be necessary, they collaborate on intervention and extension lessons.
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shared leadership, respect, team norms and responsiveness to questions and issues. Establishing these factors 

was an important fi rst step for the teams, one that had to take place before they could engage in meaningful 

work.

Establishing the culture of a collaborative team is also an ongoing process. Collaborative teams always have 

the potential for success and for dysfunction, simply because they are made up of human beings (Lencioni, 

2002). A successful collaborative team is not self-sustaining; it requires continuous care and attention: 

“Indeed, any complacency and slackening of eff ort might jeopardise the collective operation of the PLC that 

had been achieved. Th e promotional and sustaining eff ort could never cease because both the contexts and 

the PLCs themselves never ceased evolving” (Bolam et al., 2005, p. 73). Once norms and cultural practices 

are in place, they must be monitored for adherence and the need for adaptation.

Under the umbrella of culture, we suggest three elements that should be continually monitored.

1. Team norms

2. Trust and relationships

3. Productive collaboration

Th e following sections address each of these facets in more detail.

Team Norms
Similar to schoolwide norms, team norms are the guiding principles by which a collaborative team governs 

itself and its work. Norms help validate the purposes of the team and provide a reminder of how team 

members have agreed to work with one another. Norms serve not only to inspire teams but also to keep them 

focused (Mindich & Lieberman, 2012). Examples of norms established by collaborative teams include the 

following.

• Expect all teachers to contribute to the team.

• Handle problems when they are still small.

• Recognise eff ort, not just results.

• Listen fully with the intention to understand.

• Share “air space” – give everyone the chance to contribute.

• Support the decisions of the team, even if the outcome was not your fi rst choice.

• Respect the privacy of team members by asking before you share something beyond the team.

• Have courageous conversations! Don’t be afraid to speak your mind.

One of the fi rst tasks that a newly established collaborative team should undertake is to generate a set of 

their own norms. It is important that each collaborative team generate their own norms. To do so, the team 

might hold a brainstorming session. Team members suggest various team norms, perhaps drawing inspiration 

from other teams of which they have been a part. Th e team might consider specifi c questions, such as the 

following.

• What behaviours do we expect to see frequently?

• What behaviours are unacceptable?

• How do we want to handle problems when they arise?
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Teams should also consider norms that address emotional, social and physical safety. Emotional safety norms 

might include “Know everyone’s names,” “Be willing to take others’ perspectives” and “Listen actively.” Social 

safety norms might govern issues like confi dentiality, open discussions and decision-making, and gossip. 

While true physical safety is likely covered in a school’s employee handbook, a team might decide to enhance 

their physical environment by creating norms around the cleanliness, organisation and suffi  ciency of their 

meeting space.

Another powerful strategy that teams can use to come up with norms is to identify behaviours that are 

undesirable or counterproductive to collaboration. Once the team has described these behaviours, the team 

can fl ip them to create positively stated norms. For example, a team may recognise that being late to meetings 

is an issue. Th e norm to discourage this would simply become “We will be punctual.” As another example, 

a team might decide that using one’s mobile phone, laptop or tablet for personal reasons during a meeting 

is disrespectful. When fl ipped, the norm becomes “We will only use technology to support the goals of the 

meeting.”

As the team brainstorms, one member should record all suggestions, ideally on poster paper or a display 

board so the whole team can see and review the suggestions. If there are many suggestions, the team might 

work together to combine related options and create a more manageable list of norms. The team then 

collaborates to agree on the most important norms, which will become the adopted set of norms. Th ere are 

many ways to go about this, such as engaging in a simple discussion, having members vote on their top three 

norms, or distributing stickers and having members indicate their votes on the poster paper. At the end of 

this process, the team should have between four and 10 agreed-upon norms. Once they establish the fi nal list 

of norms, the team should create a description of each one, perhaps using “looks like” and “sounds like” to 

describe how the norm will manifest. As a last step, the team should take the time to discuss how they will 

hold one another accountable for the norms. For example, how will they celebrate when their team abides 

by the norms for a designated period of time? Contrastingly, how will they solve the problem if norms are 

disregarded?

After norms have been established, it is important to monitor adherence to them over time. Th is might 

be accomplished by having members periodically rate the team’s adherence to norms (for example, on a 1–4 

scale). Figure 2.1 shows an example of what a norm-monitoring form might look like.

Norm Example Nonexample Rating

Demonstrate respect 
for one another and our 
mutual learning.

Team members are 
supportive of others trying 
new instructional strategies.

Team members are 
disrespectful of the team by 
resisting new ideas.

Listen fully with the 
intention to understand.

Team members practise 
active listening skills, such 
as attending to the speaker, 
rephrasing for clarity and 
asking questions.

Team members engage in 
side conversations while 
others are speaking.

Participate and contribute 
actively.

All team members take 
part in discussions, offering 
ideas and reacting to 
others’ thoughts.

One or more team members 
often disengage from the 
conversation.
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Enter discussions with an 
open mind.

Team members fairly 
consider the merit of all 
proposed ideas.

Team members refuse to 
consider certain ideas.

Share air space. All team members 
participate somewhat 
equally in discussion.

One or two people 
dominate the conversation.

Maintain confi dentiality. Team members only discuss 
student and/or teacher data 
within team meetings.

A teacher distributes 
student data or information 
about another team 
member outside the team.

Follow time allocations. The team focuses on each 
topic for the amount of time 
specifi ed on the agenda.

Discussions of specifi c 
topics often run too long; 
as a result, other topics are 
ignored.

Make decisions by 
consensus.

The team takes a vote on 
specifi c issues.

One team member imposes 
their decisions on the rest.

Support decisions. All team members accept 
the team’s consensus, even 
if it was not their fi rst 
choice.

Team members who 
disagree with the team’s 
consensus refuse to take 
part.

Have courageous 
conversations.

The team proactively 
discusses diffi cult topics 
before they become larger 
problems.

The team does not talk 
about things that are 
bothering them.

Figure 2.1: Example norm-monitoring chart.

The rating scale shown in figure 2.1 allows individuals to evaluate how well the team has been abiding 

by specifi c norms. It allows the team to look at trends in the scores to identify areas for celebration and 

improvement. Lower scores like 1 or 2 would suggest that the team should either review a norm’s importance or 

revisit the need for it. Refl ection upon the pre-existing norms and how they are working is essential for effi  cient 

and eff ective team operations. Such scrutiny can be a reminder to modify, add or delete norms so that they 

are more representative of the needs of the team. Th e power of norms is not in creating them, but in following 

them. Appendix B (page 121) contains resources teams can use to create and monitor norms.

Trust and Relationships
For collaborative teams (and, indeed, entire schools) to function optimally, team members must trust 

each other. One might describe trust by saying, “I can show you my true self and know that you won’t take 

advantage of me” (Eurich, 2013, p. 24). It is sometimes easier to identify the absence of trust than it is to 

identify the presence of trust.

When collaborative teams do not have trust, team members tend to blame each other when problems 

occur instead of working together to fi x them. Nontrusting team members waste energy worrying or trying 

to position themselves to look good relative to their peers. Th ey are often anxious about speaking up, feeling 

unable to share their honest opinions. On the other hand, when trust is present, it can positively aff ect team 
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performance. A study by Kurt T. Dirks (1999) found that “trust appeared to infl uence how motivation was 

translated into group process and performance. Th at is, in high-trust groups, motivation was transformed into 

joint eff orts and hence higher performance, in low-trust groups, motivation was transformed into individual 

eff orts” (Dirks, 1999, p. 453). Stated diff erently, when people trust each other, they can collaborate more 

eff ectively. Tasha Eurich (2013) described two types of trust that can be helpful for teams: competence-based 

trust and motive-based trust. Competence-based trust refers to people regarding each other as competent and 

reliable. Th ey are knowledgeable about relevant topics and follow through on stated tasks. Motive-based trust 

refers to a person’s belief that someone has positive intentions. Clearly, both these elements are essential for 

trusting relationships.

In their book Trust in Schools, Anthony S. Bryk and Barbara Schneider (2002) posited a model of relational 

trust (that is, trust between people based on both beliefs and observations) in which people discern the 

trustworthiness of others based on four factors.

1. Respect: Does this person acknowledge that I also have an important role to play here?

2. Competence: Can this person do their job eff ectively?

3. Personal regard for others: Does this person care about the people around them?

4. Integrity: Does this person follow through on what they say?

Th e degree to which each of these factors is present in a collaborative team makes up the overall atmosphere of 

trust. If one element is signifi cantly lacking, no amount of the others can entirely make up for it.

One simple tactic for building trust and good relationships between team members is for each person to 

share some details about themself. When colleagues know each other as people, rather than just as co-workers, 

they are more inclined to trust each other. Another method is to conduct short team-building activities on a 

regular basis. Quick, engaging activities can instill the team with shared purpose, appreciation for diff erences 

and an element of enjoyment. Additionally, each team member should strive to demonstrate trustworthiness 

and qualities such as those identifi ed by Eurich (2013) and by Bryk and Schneider (2002). For example, 

teachers might focus on the following recommendations.

• Take responsibility for your own words and actions. Do not make excuses; apologise when 

necessary.

• Arrive on time to meetings, and respond to email and other correspondence in a timely manner.

• Share relevant information candidly and transparently with the entire team.

Developing trust is a process, but it is essential for eff ective teamwork. Teams that use the strategies described 

in this section can put aside individual diff erences and focus on team accomplishments that serve students.

Productive Collaboration
Productive collaboration refers to the quality and depth of interactions between team members:

All teacher interactions are not the same; professional discussions vary greatly in their 
degree of depth. Prior research suggests that typical conversations in teachers’ professional 
communities are of low depth, characterized by story swapping, sharing materials, and 
providing discrete bits of information or advice … In contrast, high depth interactions 
focused on the pedagogical principles underlying instructional approaches [and] the nature 
of students’ … thinking. (Coburn & Russell, 2008, pp. 1–2)
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Clearly, the majority of collaborative team work should fall into the category of high-depth interactions: 

discussing research-based instructional strategies, planning lessons, reviewing assessment data, and so 

on. To ensure this, protocols for productive collaboration should be set up from the beginning and their 

implementation monitored over time. Appendix B (page 121) includes resources to help teams focus on the 

right work.

In the course of PLC work, teams will necessarily discuss sensitive issues. Productive collaboration does not 

mean that everyone agrees all the time. In fact, it often means the opposite – frequent respectful disagreement 

is necessary. Teams that avoid healthy confl ict cannot fully discuss an issue, and faked agreement can lead 

to superfi ciality. Robert J. Garmston and Bruce M. Wellman (2009) promoted the concept of cognitive 

confl ict. Th ey explained that “meetings must be safe but not necessarily comfortable … Cognitive confl ict – 

disagreements among group members about substantive issues … – tend[s] to improve team eff ectiveness, lead 

to better decisions, and increase commitment, cohesiveness, empathy, and understanding” (p. 68). Cognitive 

confl ict is diff erent from personal confl ict. Team members should argue about ideas, rather than with each 

other.

Th e ability to disagree respectfully is obviously related to trust: if team members do not trust each other, 

they may not speak honestly in order to avoid vulnerability or potential ridicule (Lencioni, 2002). To ensure 

discussions remain respectfully productive, it is useful to establish guidelines for interaction. Teams should 

avoid “unproductive patterns of listening, responding, and inquiring” (Garmston & Wellman, 2009, p. 28), 

which include autobiographical patterns (telling personal stories around a topic), inquisitive patterns (focusing 

too closely on non-critical issues) and solution patterns (jumping to a solution too quickly) (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009). Th ese negative discussion practices derail the conversation and inhibit good decision-

making. Other common but destructive discussion practices include assuming that silence means agreement, 

allowing a few people to dominate and engaging in side conversations (Mackin, 2007).

It can be diffi  cult for people to raise concerns or confl icting viewpoints about an idea without seeming 

combative or shutting down the person who posed the original idea. Discussion participants can use the 

following strategies (Davey, 2013) to disagree politely and without abruptly terminating the conversation.

• Use and rather than but when expressing contradiction. Employ this technique to 

acknowledge that, when two people express opinions, it is not necessarily true that one is right 

and one is wrong. For example, “I hear you saying that we should try this hands-on experiment 

with our students, and I wonder if we have enough materials for every class.”

• Express opposing viewpoints in hypothetical terms. Ask teammates to imagine the eff ects 

or consequences of a particular situation. For example, “What if we could get an expert 

from the community to come in? What would be the best way to structure the lesson in that 

situation?”

• Raise the question of impact. Ask open-ended questions about how a course of action might 

turn out. For example, “We’re discussing the option of having students work in groups on this; 

how will that impact their learning?”

• Elicit underlying reasons. Seek to better understand an opinion by asking questions that 

drive at the reasons, goals or rationale behind it. For example, “Your suggestion to have 

students take assessments on the computer is interesting; can you explain your reasons for 

suggesting that?”
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 COLLABORATIVE TEAMS THAT TRANSFORM SCHOOLS

Appendix B (page 121) contains additional resources that can help teams engage in polite yet honest and 

in-depth discussions.

As with other aspects of culture, productive collaboration should be monitored regularly. One way to address 

this is through a survey. Each member of the team completes the survey individually and anonymously. 

Example survey items might include the following.

• I feel valued as a part of this team.

• My teammates listen to one another, even when ideas are contrary.

• I enjoy being a part of my collaborative team.

• My collaborative team addresses our agenda items in an effi  cient and eff ective manner.

Once all members of the team have completed the survey, the data can be reviewed to determine what the 

collaborative team is doing well and which issues must be addressed.

In addition to directly addressing these three aspects of team culture (team norms, trust and relationships, 

and productive collaboration), it is important for teams to be aware of the diffi  culties of the PLC process. 

In particular, teams should anticipate common frustrations and the possibility of resistant team members.

Common Frustrations
Transitioning to and working in a collaborative team structure can be a frustrating process. It is unwise

for educators to expect otherwise; rather, they should be aware of common difficulties so as not to becomeffi

discouraged when such difficulties arise. Parry Graham and William M. Ferriter (2010) identifi ed threeffi

general causes of frustrations during the transition into the PLC process. The fiTh  rst is time. Already in shortfi

supply in schools, time constraints can become even tighter in a PLC and in collaborative teams. Decision-

making in a group naturally takes longer than individual decision-making. Graham and Ferriter (2010)

explained:

As organizations become more collaborative, there is a trade-off between effi ciency andfi
effectiveness. Hierarchical organizations, in which a few people at the top make decisions 
that everyone else follows, are highly effi cient … but, they also allow little room for creativity fi
and organizational learning. Collaborative organizations in which people work together to
make decisions and learn from each other produce more effective decisions but are much 
less efficient. (p. 129)fi

However, it is worth noting that PLCs can also save time through common planning and materials.

Th e second common cause of frustration is social and philosophical friction. When people work closely Th

together to make and implement decisions, their diff ering personalities, perspectives and philosophies canffff

create potential conflict. Additionally, decisions made in a collaborative team afffl ect the entire team (that is,ffff

members cannot simply ignore the decision), so individuals are more likely to speak up when they disagree.

The third cause of frustration is increased responsibility and accountability. ThTh  e PLC process shifts a Th

school from top-down decision-making to distributed leadership. While this is generally a good thing, it does 

increase teachers’ responsibilities, which can cause stress. The PLC process requires teachers to look closely atTh

results and be more accountable for ensuring that all students learn.
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 Resources for Collaborative Teams 

Collaborative Team Rating Scales
Collaborative teams should periodically conduct formal audits of their collaboration and productivity. 

Th is scale, modelled after a profi ciency scale, is intended to help collaborative teams measure their progress 

with regard to the functionality of the team. Teams can assess what level of the scale they have reached by 

comparing their work to the descriptions and sample indicators in fi gure A.3. Teams or schools can also use 

the blank reproducible (page 134) to create a customised autonomy scale and record evidence of their work 

at each level.

Score Description Indicators

Score 4.0 Operational Autonomy

• Collective ownership of student 
achievement is evident in practice and 
products.

• Productive culture of collaboration is 
evident in practice and products.

• SMART goals are clearly defi ned and 
progress towards goals is monitored.

• The norms guide all practice and are 
evaluated for effectiveness by the team.

Critical areas such as curriculum, 
instruction, assessment and teacher 
development are the focus of meetings 
and agenda items.

Common assessment data are a key 
element of team decision-making.

SMART goal progress monitoring is in 
place.

Periodically, the team reviews the 
norms to ensure they are being 
followed.

Score 3.0 Developing Autonomy

• Collective ownership of student 
achievement is emerging in some practices 
and products.

• Collaborative culture is emerging but not 
constant in practices and products.

• SMART goals are clearly defi ned.

• The norms are established and members 
hold themselves and each other 
accountable to the norms.

Critical areas such as curriculum, 
instruction, assessment and teacher 
development are sometimes the focus 
of meetings and agenda items.

Collaboration is taking place on 
most issues within the scope of the 
collaborative team.

SMART goals are appropriate and 
clearly defi ned.

Score 2.0 Partial Autonomy

• Individual ownership of student 
achievement is the predominant practice 
among team members.

• Collaboration is occurring on specifi c issues.

• SMART goals are defi ned but may need 
revision.

• The norms are established and individuals 
hold themselves accountable to the norms.

Teachers operate with a more individual 
focus on their practice and their specifi c 
students.

Some aspects of team collaboration are 
beginning to occur.

Score 1.0 No Autonomy

• Norms have not been established.

• SMART goals have not been established.

• Collaboration is not evident.

Teachers actively avoid collaboration in 
favour of working alone.

Figure A.3: Collaborative team autonomy scale.
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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 au-
tonomy and is not a subject for collective discussion or analysis. Their schools offer no infrastructure to sup-

Work
Together
But Only if You Want To
We cannot waste another quarter century inviting or encouraging
educators to collaborate.

By Rick DuFour

kappanmagazine.org V92 N5      Kappan   57

RICK DuFOUR is an education author and consultant on the implementation of the professional learning community concept in dis-
tricts 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 em-
bedding 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-

ers, but of educators in general — is relatively sim-
ple. The structure and culture of the organizations
in which they work haven’t supported, required, or
even expected them to collaborate. 

Attempts to promote collaboration among edu-
cators inevitably collide with this tradition of isola-
tion. Defenders of this tradition argue that profes-
sional autonomy gives each educator the freedom to
opt in or out of any collaborative process. Requiring
educators to work together violates their right as
professionals to work in isolation and can result only
in “contrived congeniality” rather than a true col-
laborative culture (Hargreaves 1991). Some critics
of systematic collaboration even offer a conspiracy
theory, arguing that any effort to embed collabora-
tive processes into the school day represents an ad-
ministrative ploy to compel teachers to do the bid-
ding of others and demonstrates a lack of commit-
ment to empowering teachers. Thus proponents of
volunteerism greet any attempt to ensure that edu-
cators work together with the addendum, “but only
if they want to.”

I’ve searched for the dictionary that defines “pro-
fessional” as one who is free to do as he or she
chooses. I can’t find it. I see references to occupa-
tions in which people must engage in specialized
training in order to enter the field and are expected

to stay current in the practices of the field. I see ref-
erences to expertise and to an expectation that mem-
bers 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
to wait.” He or she is not
merely expected, but is actually
required to work interdepend-
ently with others to achieve the
common goal of a safe takeoff.

The law firm that repre-
sented our school district when
I was superintendent required
all of its attorneys to meet on
a weekly basis to review the is-
sues and strategies of various

cases assigned to individual members. Each attorney
presented the facts of the case and his or her thoughts
on how to proceed. The others offered advice, sug-
gested relevant precedents, and shared their experi-
ence and insights. Attending the meetings was not
optional. One might say this law firm coerced its mem-
bers to attend. The firm, however, believed that all
of its clients should have the benefit of the collective
expertise of the entire firm, not merely the single at-
torney to whom the case had been assigned. 

When our school district underwent a major con-
struction project, the professionals engaged in the
project always worked as a team. Each week, archi-
tects, engineers, and the construction manager con-
vened in a collaborative meeting to make certain they
were pursuing a common objective according to their
established plan. They monitored progress toward
clearly defined benchmarks and observed agreed-on
protocols for identifying and solving problems. The
meetings were not optional, and it might be said that
members were compelled to be there.

When I went for a comprehensive physical exam-
ination, a doctor who reviewed one of the tests ini-
tially recommended that I undergo an immediate an-
gioplasty. The hospital protocol, however, demanded
that his recommendation be reviewed by two spe-
cialists. Those specialists examined the data from the
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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 ex-
pected to collaborate with others. In fact, collabo-
rating effectively with others is a condition for mem-
bership in their profession. Certainly, they will spend
a great deal of their time working individually and
autonomously. The pilot will work in isolation dur-
ing some portions of a flight. A lawyer in the court-
room must be able to respond to the immediate sit-
uation. The engineers, architects, and construction
managers return to their individual realms to work
at their respective tasks in the joint effort to com-
plete their project. And the cardiologist will make
decisions based on his or her individual judgment

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 en-
sure that they do so.

When schools are organized to support the col-
laborative culture of a professional learning commu-
nity, classroom teachers continue to have tremen-
dous latitude. Throughout most of their workday
and work week they labor in their individual class-
rooms as they attempt to meet the needs of each stu-
dent. 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 profes-
sionals 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 agreed-
on measures to monitor progress. They gather and
jointly examine information regarding student learn-
ing to make more informed decisions and to enhance
their practice. They will not have the opportunity to

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 evi-
dence of the most promising strategy for meeting
the needs of those they serve. In a profession, evi-
dence 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 stan-
dard of the “weight of the evidence” to the question,
“Do schools best serve their students when educa-
tors work collaboratively or when each educator can
elect to work in isolation?”

Professional organizations. Almost all of the profes-
sional organizations in education, including the Na-

tional Education Association and the American Fed-
eration of Teachers, have specifically endorsed the
premise that educators should work collaboratively.
In addition, advocacy organizations, such as the Na-
tional Commission on Teaching and America’s Fu-
ture (NCTAF), also call on educators to work as
members of a professional learning community.
NCTAF’s president wrote:

Quality teaching is not an individual accomplish-
ment, 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 achieve-
ment is building the capacity of staff to work as mem-
bers of a collaborative professional learning commu-
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nity. When advocating collaboration, neither prin-
cipal 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 profes-
sional learning community. A recent study of schools
and districts that doubled student achievement con-
cluded, “it should be no surprise that one result of

the multiplicity of activities was a collaborative, pro-
fessional school culture. . . what is commonly called
a ‘professional learning community’ today” (Odden
and Archibald 2009: 78). A study of the best school
systems in the world found that schools in those sys-
tems focused on providing the “high-quality, collabo-
rative, job-focused professional development” char-
acteristic of “professional learning communities” in
which teachers work together to help each other im-
prove classroom practice (Barber and Mourshed 2009:
30). The most comprehensive study of factors affect-
ing schooling ever conducted concluded that the
most powerful strategy for helping students learn at
higher levels was ensuring that teachers work col-
laboratively in teams to establish the essential learn-
ings all students must acquire, to gather evidence of
student learning through an ongoing assessment
process, and to use the evidence of student learning
to discuss, evaluate, plan, and improve their instruc-
tion (Hattie 2009).

A useful exercise for a school or district that claims
its purpose and priority is to help students learn at
high levels is to gather all the evidence faculty can
find that supports the idea that students learn better
if educators work in isolation. At the same time,
gather all the evidence that students learn at higher
levels when educators work as members of collabo-
rative teams. The web site www.allthingsplc.info
provides specific quotes from organizations and re-
searchers who have concluded that a collaborative
school culture raises student achievement. I’m un-

able to include research indicating students learn at
higher levels when educators work in isolation, be-
cause 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 collab-
oration, and all members of the staff should be re-
quired to participate. An individual’s desire to work

in isolation does not trump a
professional’s obligation to ap-
ply what is considered the most
effective practice in his or her
field.

The fact that schools create
the infrastructure to ensure ed-
ucators work as members of col-
laborative teams does not pre-
clude those educators from form-
ing additional, voluntary collab-
orative communities. Many ed-
ucators use technology to form
virtual communities based on
common interests. However,
these voluntary communities

should not substitute for school structures and cul-
tures in which working together interdependently is
the norm.

ONLY ON WHAT WE WANT

A corollary to the volunteerism argument is that
if educators work in collaborative teams, each team
must have the autonomy to determine the focus of
its work. The issue is presented as a question of power
— who will have the authority to decide what we will
collaborate about. In a mature profession united in
a joint effort to best meet the needs of those it serves,
the more relevant questions are: Can we agree that
the purpose of our collaboration is to improve our
professional practice and the learning of our stu-
dents? Do we recognize that we must resolve certain
critical questions if we are to accomplish that pur-
pose? Can we demonstrate the discipline to focus on
the right work? 

FOCUSING ON THE RIGHT WORK

Collaboration is a means to an end. Collabora-
tion alone will not improve a school, and in a toxic
school culture, providing educators with time to col-
laborate is likely to reinforce the negative aspects of
the culture and deteriorate into complaint sessions.
Team meetings that focus on the deficiencies of stu-
dents, better strategies for punishing students who
wear hats, or determining who will pick up the field
trip forms will not improve student achievement;
however, in many schools topics like these dominate
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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 collabo-
rative teams, educators in a PLC work collectively
to develop a guaranteed and viable curriculum to en-
sure 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 devel-
oped 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 effec-
tiveness of the team. As members look at actual ev-
idence of student proficiency in the knowledge and
skills the team has deemed essential, on an assess-
ment 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 stu-
dent 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 educa-
tors 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.

POWERFUL CONCEPTS CAN BE APPLIED BADLY

The concept of a collaborative culture of a pro-
fessional learning community is powerful, but like
all powerful concepts, it can be applied badly. Schools
can create artificial, rather than meaningful and rel-
evant, 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
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“Daydreaming is a serious problem in my classroom. I can’t
stop thinking about retirement, summer vacation, winter
break, snow days . . .”

while failing to provide the time, support, parame-
ters, resources, and clarity that are crucial to the suc-
cess 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 mem-
bers of a profession, educators must work together in
good faith to develop their collective capacity to im-
plement 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 to-
gether. In order to establish schools in which inter-
dependence and collaboration are the new norm, we
must create the structures and cultures that embed col-
laboration in the routine practice of our schools, en-
sure that the collaborative efforts focus on the right
work, and support educators as they build their ca-
pacity to work together rather than alone. K
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