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Power 
of PLCs 
at Work.
 
St Therese’s Catholic 
School

New Lambton
14 October 2014

Words on Change 
To improve is to change. To be perfect, is to 
change often.    Winston Churchill 

A great wind is blowing, and that gives you either 
imagination or a headache.          
Catherine the Great 

Faced with changing one’s mind, or proving 
there is no need to do so, most people get busy 
on the proof.         
John Kenneth Galbraith 
 

When you’re finished changing, you’re finished. 
!     Benjamin Franklin 
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What? 

Goal 2:  
All young Australians 
become: 
 
 

Successful 
learners

Confident and 
creative individuals

Active and 
informed citizens 
 
Melbourne Declaration
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What is a Growth Mindset? 

Carol Dweek 

What do you want from 
today? 

Desired Outcomes

Develop a school-wide understanding of a 
learning team’s concepts & characteristics.

Introduce the 3 BIG Ideas and 4 Critical 
Questions. 


Commit to the essential culture needed to grow 
a PLC at St Raphael’s Catholic School. 
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0459 122 280 




Session 1:

WHAT? 
What is a PLC? 
What are the 3 Big Ideas? 
What are the 4 Critical Questions? 
Session 2: 

SO WHAT?  
So What are the 12 prerequisites of a PLC? 
Session 3: 

NOW WHAT? 
Making the shift? 
The 5 Disciplines of Leading a PLC 
Learning by Doing 





St Pius X’s Journey so far? 
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Adult Learning Norms


The standards and 
behaviours by which we 
agree to operate while 
we are in this group.
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Our Norms
q Conscious of the learning needs and 

styles of others
q Complete sentence not paragraph
q Turn mobile phones on silent/ vibrate
q Thinking how to apply your learning to 

other new situations
q Pay attention to the “Ah Ha” moments
q Turn “Yeah buts..” into “What ifs...”

Its hard enough to explain what a 
complex idea means for action 
when you understand it... Its 
impossible when you use terms that 
sound impressive but you don’t 
really understand what they mean.


Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, p52

Clarity precedes Competence

Student 
learning & 

success 

Changes in 
thinking & 
practice 

Professional LEARNING: 

A permanent change in 
thinking or behaviour 

Why Does Professional Learning Matter So Much? 
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The Three BIG Ideas

A focus on LEARNING

A Focus on Learning
 	

	


   The very essence of a 
learning community is a 

focus on and a commitment 
to the learning of each 
student to high levels.
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A Focus on RESULTS

A Focus on Results   



Members of a PLC continually 
assess their effectiveness on the 

basis of results: tangible evidence 
their students are acquiring the 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
essential to their future success.

 

A Focus on COLLABORATION
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A Focus on 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.

Compass Points Activity
 

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

 
 

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

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

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

We know teachers make a 
difference…but WHAT makes the 
difference in teachers?

© 2014 HBPLS • HA1298 • PLC at Work: St Thereses Primary School- New Lambton 11



29/09/2014	  

10	  

Top 50 Factors Influencing Student 
Achievement

1  Self-reported grades and student expectations

2 Piagetian Programs

3 Response To Intervention

4 Teacher Credibility

5 Providing formative evaluation

6 Microteaching

7 Classroom discussion

8 Comprehensive interventions for learning-disabled 
students

9 Teacher clarity

10 Feedback

HRS Critical Commitments

To what extent have teacher teams interacted to 
address common issues such as curriculum, 
assessment, instruction or student achievement?

Quick Conversation
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High Reliability Schools
Level 5  Competency- Based Education

Level 4 Standards-Referenced Reporting

Level 3 Guaranteed and Viable Curriculum

Level 2 Effective Teaching in Every Classroom

Level 1 Safe and Collaborative Culture

HRS Critical Commitments
Level 5  Get rid of time requirements.

Adjust reporting systems accordingly.

Level 4 Develop proficiency scales for essential content.
Report status and growth on the student report using 
proficiency scales.

Level 3 Continually monitor the viability of the curriculum.
Create a comprehensive  vocabulary program.
Use DI for knowledge application and metacognative skills.


Level 2 Create an evaluation system whose primary purpose is teacher 
development. The system is:
•  Comprehensive and specific
•  Includes a developmental scale.
•  Acknowledges and supports growth.

Level 1 Implement Professional Learning Teams

Definition of a PLC

A professional Learning Community is educators 
committed to working collaboratively in an ongoing 
process of inquiry and action research in order to 
achieve better results for the students they serve.....

DuFour, DuFour and Eaker
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The 3 BIG Ideas

Require school staff to 
focus on learning rather 
than teaching. 

Work collaboratively on 
matters related to learning

Hold itself accountable for 
the kinds of results that 
fuel continual improvement.

Making a Shift in SchoolsFrom To

A focus on teaching A focus on learning

What was taught What was learned

Isolation Collaboration

These are my kids These are our kids

Decision made on the basis of 
individual preferences

Decision made collectively by 
building shared knowledge of best 

practices
Infrequent summative assessments Frequent formative assessments

Assessments used to reward and 
punish students

Assessments used to inform and 
motivate students

Teachers as followers Teachers as leaders

Six Characteristics of a PLC
1. Shared Mission, Vision & Values that focus on 
learning

2. A collaborative culture with a focus on learning 
for all.

3. Collective inquiry into best practice and current 
reality.
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Six Characteristics of a PLC:

4. Action orientation. Learning By Doing.

5. A commitment to continuous improvement.

6. A results orientation.

“The idea that a single teacher, 
working alone, can know and do 
everything to meet the diverse 
needs of 30 students every day 
throughout the whole school year 
has rarely worked, and it certainly 
wont meet the needs of learners in 
the years to come.”

Carroll, 2009:13

	   	   	  

	   	  

HPE Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

MATHS Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

HSIE Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

MATHS/
SCIENCE 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

ENGLISH Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

LANGUAG
ES 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

CREATIVE 
ARTS 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 

Individual 
Kingdoms 
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LANGUAGE groups 

MATHS/SCIENCE groups 

HSIE groups 

PDHPE groups 

CREATIVE ARTS groups 

ENGLISH groups 

Structure & Culture 

Norms, 
values, 
and 
beliefs, 
rituals and 
ceremoni
es, 
symbols 
and stories 

Organized 
teams, 
collaborative 
time, 
common  
assessments, 
data,  
technology,  
professional 
development  
 

We accept learning as the 
fundamental purpose of our school 
and therefore are willing to examine 
all practices in light of their impact 
on learning.
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Domain 1.

Professional Knowledge: Know 
The Content and How to Teach It.
What is it we want each student to learn? 
(Curriculum)  

Domain 2:

Professional Practice: Assess, 
provide feedback and report on 
student learning.
How will we know when each student has  
learned?(Assessment)  

  



Professional Practice: Provide 
feedback and report on student 
learning. 
How will we respond when a student experiences 
difficulty in learning? (Teaching) 
How will we enrich the learning for students who are 
proficient? (Teaching) 

 
 
 
 
Domain 2. 
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Domain 3:

Professional Engagement: Engage in 
professional learning.
Engage professionally with colleagues.
 

Four Critical Questions are the guiding force for 
collective inquiry in learning teams.  
 

Another thing……

Or just the way we do business?
Or just a way of being?
Or just a way of living?

Essential questions about the 
culture of your school

 Do we believe all kids can learn?
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10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Where would your post-it note go?

Do we believe all kids can learn at 
expected high levels?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Where would your post-it note go?

Do we believe we can make a 
difference to the lives of our kids?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
Where would your post-it note go?

Do we believe that we can make a 
bigger difference to the lives of our kids 

if we all work together? 

© 2014 HBPLS • HA1298 • PLC at Work: St Thereses Primary School- New Lambton 19
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Do we believe that educators are the 
key contributors to learning during 

the contracted day? 

10             20          30              40               50          60        70       80         90         
100 

Do we believe that educators are the 
key contributors to learning during the 

contracted day?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 
Where would your post-it note go?

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Where would your post-it note go?

Do we treat the critical nature of 
education with the urgency it deserves? 
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How important is it that we all have a 
shared belief system?

 

10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Where would your post-it note go?

 

      An analysis of research 
conducted over a 35 year 
period demonstrates that 
schools that are highly 
effective produce results 
that almost entirely 
overcome the effects of 
student backgrounds.


  Robert Marzano (2003)
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Which school in our system is our 
desired one?

All children can learn based on innate ability or 
aptitude

All children can learn if they put forth the necessary 
effort

All children can learn and our responsibility to that 
learning is providing a warm and loving environment

All children can and must learn at high levels of 
achievement
 

We believe that all students can learn, but the extent 
of their learning is determined by their innate ability or 
aptitude. This aptitude is relatively fixed and, as 
teachers, we have little influence over the extent of 
student learning. It is our job to create multiple 
programs or tracks that address the different abilities 
of students, and then guide students to the 
appropriate program. This ensures that students have 
access to the proper curriculum and an optimum 
opportunity to master material appropriate to their 
ability.

Select Entry High
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We believe that all students can learn if they elect to 
put forth the necessary effort. It is our job to provide 
all students with the opportunity to learn, and we fulfill 
our responsibility when we attempt to present 
lessons that are both clear and engaging. In the final 
analysis, however, while it is our job to teach, it is the 
student’s job to learn. We should invite students to 
learn but honor their decision if they elect not to do 
so.

Effort Middle School

We believe that all students can learn and that it is 
our responsibility to help each student demonstrate 
some growth in a learning environment that is warm 
and inviting. The extent of the growth will be 
determined by a combination of the student’s innate 
ability and effort. It is our job to encourage all 
students to learn as much as possible, but the extent 
of their learning is dependent on factors over which 
we have little control. 

Self Esteem Primary School

We believe that all students can learn and must learn 
at relatively high levels of achievement. It is our job to 
create an environment in our classrooms that results 
in this high level of performance. We are confident 
that, with our support and help, students can master 
challenging academic material and we expect them 
to do so. We are prepared to work collaboratively with 
colleagues, students, and parents to achieve this 
shared educational purpose.

Guarantee College 

© 2014 HBPLS • HA1298 • PLC at Work: St Thereses Primary School- New Lambton 23



29/09/2014	  

22	  

Questions to consider?
 
Which school did you attend?

In which school do you currently work?

In which school do you want to work?

In which school do you want your children to 
attend?

Which school would your students say they 
attend? 

Work Together- 
But Only if You Want To. (p.49)  

24 PLC at Work: St Thereses Primary School- New Lambton • HA1298 • © 2014 HBPLS



29/09/2014	  

2 	  

	  
	  

The Professional Learning Community concept is 
enormously popular. There is near unanimous 

agreement among researchers and practitioners: The 
Power o  schools.

Carl Glickman Douglas Reeves 

Linda Darling 
Hammond 

Richard Elmore 

Michael Fullan Shirley Hord 

Mike Schmoker 

Robert Mazano 

Helen Timperley 

Richard Dufour 

OECD Top 5 

1. Shanghai China 
2. Singapore 
3. Hong Kong China 
4. Korea 
5. Japan 
6. Switzerland 
7. Finland 
 

It’s as easy as 
3, 4, 6
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Messages of Hope 

What we are doing here is important
You can do it!
I am not going to give up on you – even if you give 
up on yourself. 

Jonathon Saphier. On Common Ground




 



Table Talk
 To what degree are these 
messages being received by your 

students at this time? 
 
 
 
 












Instruction        +              Time       =        Learning

(Fixed)               +             (Fixed)    =     Traditional 

(Variable)          +            (Variable) =          PLC 
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Four Critical Questions:
What do we want the students to learn?
How will we know if they have learned 
it? 




What do we do if they have not?
What do we do if they already knew it?






Highly effective teams have:
! High levels of trust
! Open communication
! Mutual respect for people
! Willingness to participate
 

Dukewits & Gowin 1996 
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The 4 Cs of team 

Coordination 
Cooperation 
Collegiality 
Collaboration 
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Formative Assessment is to 
summative assessment what 
a physical examination is to 
an autopsy.
 

Traditional instruction 
assessment model:



Pre-test !  Teach  ! Teach  !
Teach  ! Teach  ! Teach  !
Post test  !  Assign results

 

Revised instruction assessment model:


Pre-assess !  Analyse results ! 
Plan for differentiated instruction  
!
Teach  ! Monitor, Reflect, Adjust  
! Teach  ! Post-assess  
 

© 2014 HBPLS • HA1298 • PLC at Work: St Thereses Primary School- New Lambton 29
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When building a Results-
Oriented Culture, 
leaders must find a 
balance between the 
attainable goals teams 
feel they can achieve in 
the short term and the 
stretch goals.

SMART GOALS
! SMART Goals

! Specific and strategic
! Measurable
! Attainable
! Results oriented
! Time bound


! All students by the end of semester 1 will 

effectively use compare and contrast as 
evidenced through the use of graphic 
organizers.

Response To Intervention 
Pyramid

Tier 1: Core Program

Tier 2: Supplemental 
Interventions 

Tier 3: Intensive 
Intervention
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! All students are screened to find
   students at risk (universal screening).
! All students receive core program 

which includes differentiated 
instruction.

! Responsive students remain in Tier 1.
! Unresponsive students move to Tier 2.

Tier 1: Core Program

! Creative, flexible scheduling creates 
sufficient time for small group instruction.

! Personnel are used creatively.
! Thirty minutes of additional time and 

support, three to four times per week.
! Progress is monitored more frequently than 

in Tier 1.
! Responsive students return to Tier 1.
! Unresponsive students move to Tier 3.

Tier 2: Supplemental 
Interventions 

! It is more intensive, with frequent 
individualized intervention.

! Interventions are highly targeted, 
prescriptive diagnostic, and focused on 
causes, not symptoms.

! Actual interventions may be the same as in 
Tier 2, but are more frequent and longer in 
duration.

! Progress is monitored even more frequently 
than in Tier 2.

Tier 3: Intensive 
Intervention
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Response To Intervention 
Pyramid

Tier 1: Core Program

Tier 2: Supplemental 
Interventions 

Tier 3: Intensive 
Intervention

Time for a 	

Break.	


So what? 
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Season Buddies   HO39

Necessary:
Clarifying the essential knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions all students must learn

When Missing:
Teachers may have very different 
interpretations regarding the meaning and 
significance of the many standards they are 
asked to teach.
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Necessary:
Creating common pacing guides and 
curriculum maps each teacher commits to 
follow that clarify when essential skills will 
be taught
When Missing:
Some teachers may spend weeks on a 
standard that other teachers ignore. 
Effective interventions require clarity 
regarding what students must learn and 
when they will be expected to demonstrate 
their learning. 

WHY a pacing guide? 
A pacing guide provides the viable in a guaranteed 
and viable curriculum. 
 
A pacing guide prioritises the time teachers will 
commit to teaching the essential learnings. 
 
A pacing guide ensures sufficient time is given for 
students to truly understand the essential learnings. 
 
A pacing guide must be flexible in order for it to 
responsive to the needs of the learner 
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Necessary:
Developing common formative 
assessments to monitor each student’s 
acquisition of the essential knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions
When Missing:
Without common assessments, teachers 
will have no basis of comparison to 
inform them of the strengths and 
weaknesses of their teaching. Without 
formative assessments teachers may 
continue to regard assessment as a tool 
for assigning results rather than 
promoting learning. 

Classroom Performance Summary Report
Science7 - Genetics Unit Test B

Student Name Number 
Correct 

Percent 
Correct 

LS 
2.d 

LS 
2.c 

LS 
2.a 

LS 
2.b 

LS 
2.e 

Student 1 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 2 29 96.67% 100% 67% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 3 13 43.33% 33% 0% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 4 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 5 19 63.33% 33% 33% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 6 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 7 27 90% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 8 28 93.33% 67% 67% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 9 25 83.33% 67% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 10 25 83.33% 100% 33% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 11 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 12 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 13 25 83.33% 33% 67% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 14 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Student 15 30 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Averages: 26.2 87.33% 82% 78% 100% 97% 100% 

Classroom Performance Summary Report
Science7 - Genetics Unit Test B

Teacher A Teacher B Teacher C Teacher D Teacher E 

LS2.d 82% 89% 90% 90% 79% 86% 
LS2.c 100% 75% 80% 82% 71% 82% 

LS2.a 100% 100% 100% 100% 73% 95% 

LS2.b 97% 93% 96% 100% 82% 94% 

LS2.e 100% 83% 86% 91% 80% 88% 

Class 
Averages: 

96% 91% 90% 88% 77% 89% 
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Necessary:
Establishing the common standard of 
roficiency each st dent m st 

demonstrate in order to be deemed 
roficient 

When Missing:
itho t agreement regarding ho  

st dents i  demonstrate roficiency  
teachers may se ery different criteria for 
monitoring the a ity of st dent earning 
and acce t ery different e e s of 
erformance as roficient 
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Necessary:
Teams do work that is centered on 
responding to student needs through the 
4 critical questions – not on the needs of 
teachers and leaders

When Missing:
Teams may continue to work hard on 
things that may not directly impact both 
teacher and student learning and 
engagement

Necessary:
Designating a block of time for 
intervention/enrichment that will not 
require students to miss new direct 
instruction.

When Missing:
Without time dedicated to intervention/
enrichment, it will continue to fall to 
individual teachers to determine how, and 
if, that time will be provided.
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Necessary:
Acknowledging a collective responsibility 
to ensure all students learn

When Missing:
Teachers may regard the system of 
interventions as absolving them of 
responsibility for student learning rather 
than ensuring it. 

Necessary:
Teachers ask one another questions 
which lead to the analysis and 
exploration of improved teaching 
practice.

When Missing:
Without questions that support the 
‘deprivatisation’ of practice all our data 
analysis could result in little if any 
progress in student achievement. 

PROTOCOL TO PROMOTE THINKING WHEN 
EXAMINING STUDENT LEARNING DATA 

 
1. Where do our students struggle the most? 
2. What are some of our effective instructional strategies that 

are evident in the data? 
3. What resources are available for intervening to further the 

support these students in the future? 
4. What needs to be done by each of us to implement the 

strategies we plan to put in place? 
5. Are there any additional ideas to further differentiate our 

instruction? 
6. What classroom checks will we use and when? 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY MEETINGS 
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Common Assessment Protocol 
Was our assessment task valid and fair? 
Examine data, and identify areas for discussion.  
Ask: 
As a team, which targets require more attention?As a 
team, which students did not master which targets? 
As a team, which classrooms require additional 
support? 
As an individual teacher, which area was my 
strength? 
What will be your team’s action plan be to address 
the results? 
What happened during the conversation you just 
had? 
How was it helpful to teacher success? 
How was it helpful to student success? 
 
 

Necessary:
Schools develop a systematic and layered 
response to students who require 
additional time and support in the 
intended curriculum deemed highest 
priority
When Missing:
To much is left to too few and students at 
risk are left behind and slip through the 
‘cracks’. Teacher lottery prevails. 
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Necessary:
orms are de e o ed  re ected on and 

ana ysed in terms of their im act on a 
reg ar asis to increase the e e  of 
rofessiona  dia og e in schoo s 

hen issing 
o a orati e efforts may e eft to chance 

and staff mem ers remain high y 
nera e to one another  
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Necessary:
Staff see con ict as a reso rce rather than 
a road oc   he schoo  has an 
nderstood rocess for or ing ith 

con ict and a rocess for reaching 
consens s and ma ing decisions

hen issing 
he schoo  c t re i  de e o  a staff that 

can e categorised as e ie ers  eeners  
r i ors and ndamenta ists  

ro t  an  
o fort o not 
oe ist  

inni o etty  

Crucial Conversations  
! Clarify what you want and what you do not 

want to result from the conversation. 
! Attempt to find mutual purpose. 
! Create a safe environment for honest dialogue. 
! Use facts because “gathering facts is the 

homework required for crucial conversations”. 
! Share your thought process that has led to the 

conversation. 
! Encourage recipients to share their facts and 

thought process. 
       
 Patterson, 2002 
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How do we ensure  
that all voices are heard? 
 

Fist to Five Strategy 

Fist To Five Stategy 

5 fingers I love this proposal. I will champion it. 

4 fingers  I strongly agree with the proposal. 

3 fingers
  

The proposal is okay with me. I am willing to go 
along. 

2 fingers  I have reservations and am not yet ready to 
support this proposal. 

1 finger  I am opposed to this proposal. 

Fist  
  

If I were king or queen, I would veto this proposal, 
regardless of the will of the group. 

Necessary:
Leadership check in with staff on a regular 
basis to ascertain support that might be 
needed.  Coaching and collaboration 
takes precedence over evaluation when 
working with teams.

When Missing:
Staff may see the building of a PLC as 
something that is being ‘done to them’ 
rather than a genuine and exciting way to 
serve their students
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Nathan’s Timetable

Now what? 
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5 Disciplines of PLC Leaders   

 
 

   

Service and Sharing:  Demonstrating personal accountability 
to the shared vision and to all who may be affected by your 
thoughts, words, actions and inactions 

Reflection and Balance:  Intentionally and strategically 
engaging in and disengaging from high energy activities 

Vision & Values:  Developing and delivering a compelling picture 
of the school’s future that produces energy, passion, and action in 
yourself and others 

Accountability & Celebration:  Delivering specific 
improvement in student achievement results, and monitoring 
stakeholder actions that lead to those results, with consequences.  

Inspiration & Influence:  Consciously creating an enduring 
organisational legacy through the daily building of effective PLC 
practices and behaviours..  

Timothy Kanold 
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“Season Buddies”

Winter Spring

Summer Autumn
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“Season Buddies”

Winter Spring

Summer Autumn
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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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I simply cannot find any
dictionary that defines a
professional as someone who
can do whatever he or she
pleases.

Deepen your
understanding of
this article with
questions and
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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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There is abundant research linking
higher levels of student achievement
to educators who work in the
collaborative culture of a professional
learning community.
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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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