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1

PLC Defined

Have you ever wondered . . .

 • Why is teacher professional development often ineffective?
 • What would it take to improve teacher professional development?
 • What would it take to improve student learning?
 • What does professional learning look like that is contextually specific?
 • Why can’t professional development be more closely related to the 

problems or dilemmas I face in my classroom?

Have you ever thought . . .

 • Why did I just sit in a three-day workshop about something I already 
know?

 • Why did I just sit in a three-day workshop about something that is 
too difficult to do in my classroom?

Have you ever asked a colleague . . .

 • How did you do that?
 • Can I have a copy of your . . .?
 • What can I do about . . .?

Finally, have you ever looked at an exemplary teacher and wondered why 
others didn’t know the same strategies? If you answered yes to any of 
these questions, then a professional learning community (PLC) is likely a 
place for you.
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WHAT IS A PLC?

In schools today, teachers seem constantly challenged to solve problems 
that someone else identifies and implement endless changes advocated by 
those outside the four walls of the classroom—administrators, politicians, 
consultants, federal and state departments of education, researchers, and 
the list goes on and on. While teachers have gained insights into their 
practices from these groups, teacher voices have typically been absent 
from these larger conversations about how to approach solving persisting 
teaching and student learning problems. PLCs, when well done, allow 
teachers to collaboratively untangle some of the complexities associated 
with student learning that occur within their school buildings and class-
rooms. The approach allows educators to proactively solve their own 
dilemmas rather than waiting for others to mandate solutions to these 
problems that may or may not be effective or appropriate. In sum, a PLC 
can be defined as a group of educators who are collaboratively engaged in 
contextually specific learning by raising questions that are relevant to 
their local context and working together to answer those questions.

To better understand what a PLC is, it’s often useful to start with what 
a PLC is not. First and foremost, a PLC cannot be delivered as a workshop. 
For many years, educators have learned what effective professional learn-
ing does and does not look like. The research has clearly demonstrated 
that the “sit and get” workshop model of professional development still 
exists. In the workshop model, outside experts introduce new strategies, 
approaches, and pedagogy, and then teachers are expected to return to 
their classrooms and independently implement the new knowledge. The 
workshop model, when used in isolation, is not effective in changing class-
room practice (Desimone, 2009; Showers & Joyce, 1995). 

In contrast, PLCs situate the focus on professional learning within an 
ongoing community of support. The PLC honors the expertise within the 
school community. Just like the name entails, PLCs bring groups of educa-
tors together to learn. Over 40 years ago, Goldhammer (1969) emphasized 
the need for opportunities to help teachers understand what they are 
doing and why, by changing schools from places where teachers just act 
out “age old rituals” to places where teachers participate fully in the learn-
ing process for their own professional growth. Nolan and Huber (1989) 
described successful professional development programs as “making a 
difference in the lives and instruction of teachers who participate in them, 
as well as the lives of the students they teach” (p. 143). More recently, in 
the Journal of Staff Development, educators from across the country put forth 
their vision for “The Road Ahead” for professional learning. These ideas 
included the importance of creating activities, tools, and contexts that 
blend theory and practice (Darling-Hammond, 2007); supporting collab-
orative learning structures that deepen innovation implementation efforts 
(DuFour & DuFour, 2007); strengthening professionalism by recognizing 
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the complexity and importance of teacher professional knowledge (Elmore, 
2007; Hord, 2007; Schlechty, 2007); and making professional learning a part 
of the work of each teacher in every classroom (Fullan, 2007). Each of these 
ideas reflects the type of learning that can occur in or from a PLC.

Secondly, a PLC is not a replacement name for a committee meeting, 
staff meeting, department meeting, team meeting, or the like. In schools, 
committee meetings, staff meetings, department meetings, and team meet-
ings all serve a purpose and can be an important part of work and life in 
schools. However, unlike PLCs, these types of meetings do not have a 
laser-like focus on teacher professional development and student learning 
as their primary goal and reason for being. Rather, a committee might be 
formed to accomplish a particular task, such as reviewing and selecting a 
new textbook series for the school or district, whereas staff, department, 
and team meetings often function in order to work through logistical 
aspects of teaching and to ensure the smooth running of a school, depart-
ment, or grade level. 

Unfortunately, in many places across the nation, schools and districts 
have “jumped on the PLC bandwagon” too quickly and in their haste to 
actualize the promise PLCs hold have ended up simply renaming already 
existing structures such as committee, staff, department, and team meet-
ings as “PLCs.” When this happens, teachers don’t experience the benefits 
of PLCs and become disenchanted with this mechanism for professional 
learning. Sadly, in some schools and districts, we have even seen PLC be 
referred to by teachers as a “three-letter dirty word.” 

Given that many schools are already implementing PLCs, how do you 
know if your PLC is in name only? Learning Forward (2015), the premier 
national organization for teacher professional development (formally 
National Staff Development Council [NSDC]), offers teachers a way to 
assess whether their PLC is really a PLC. This assessment criteria helps to 
further define and clarify what a PLC is and what a PLC is not. According 
to this organization, a well-functioning PLC should do the following:

 • evaluate student, teacher, and school learning needs by reviewing 
data on teacher and school performance;

 • define a clear set of educator learning goals based on analysis 
of data;

 • achieve educator learning goals by implementing coherent, sus-
tained, and evidence-based learning strategies that improve instruc-
tional effectiveness and student achievement;

 • provide job-embedded assistance to help teachers transfer new 
knowledge and skills to the classroom;

 • regularly assess the effectiveness of PLCs in relationship to ongoing 
improvements in teaching and student learning; and

 • request external expertise when the community determines it 
is needed.
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By reviewing these characteristics, you will have a better idea as to 
whether you’re really currently working in a learning community. If your 
assessment is that the group is not engaged in these activities, then it is 
time to start rethinking how your community works. This book will help 
you do that.

In this book, we take a broad and practitioner-driven definition of 
PLC—one that allows educators not only to participate in the process but 
also to have a say in the development of the PLC process at their school. 
In sum, the overarching description of a successful PLC is simple— have 
robust conversations about improving teaching and learning that includes 
research, multiple forms of data, teacher knowledge construction, support 
in between meetings, and public sharing that target and ultimately lead to 
improved student learning.

DO PLCs REALLY WORK?

At this point, you may be thinking that PLCs sound good in theory, but 
over time you have developed a healthy skepticism. The everyday work of 
teaching is already challenging, and teachers are constantly asked to do 
more and more with less and less. If teachers are to embrace PLCs, it’s 
important to know what evidence exists to show this is really worth doing.

So what evidence exists that PLCs are worth doing? Fortunately, 
evidence abounds that teachers’ participation in well-functioning PLCs is 
indeed worth the effort (Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). A comprehensive 
research report on PLCs, conducted by the Southwest Regional Educational 
Laboratory (2007), identified multiple ways the PLC has demonstrated a 
positive impact on teachers and their students. The report identifies that 
PLCs have the power to change school culture, teacher impact, and student 
achievement. In regards to culture, PLCs cultivate collective responsibility, 
as well as lead to deprivatization, reflective dialogue, and faculty empower-
ment. PLCs also have an impact on teachers. For example, Hord (1997) 
reported decreased teacher isolation and heightened commitment to shared 
goals and responsibilities. Trimble and Peterson (2000) added that teacher 
participation in PLCs identified changes in teacher classroom practice, 
including increased understanding of content taught and roles they play in 
students’ learning. Other research has noted that PLC participation 
increases teacher renewal, satisfaction, morale, and participation in change.

In addition to PLCs helping change the school’s culture and positively 
affecting teachers, evidence exists that when done right PLCs can enhance 
student achievement. In general, researchers have identified an important 
positive relationship between teacher PLCs, teacher instructional prac-
tices, and student achievement (Buffman & Hinman, 2006; Erb, 1997; 
Natkin & Jurs, 2005; Wheelan & Kesselring, 2005; Wheelan & Tilin, 1999). 
Not surprisingly, these researchers have also reported that the students of 
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teachers who participated in mature PLCs that really focus on student 
learning performed higher on standardized tests. Students also demon-
strated better attitudinal and behavioral outcomes including greater satis-
faction, increased commitment to doing school work, and more 
engagement. All of this evidence suggests the promise and possibility 
PLC work holds for transforming schools, empowering teachers, and 
enhancing student learning. 

HOW DO PLCs WORK?

PLCs are typically composed of six to twelve educators who meet on a 
regular basis to systematically and intentionally learn with and from one 
another about their own teaching practice through engagement in delib-
erative and purposeful professional dialogue. PLCs serve to connect a 
group of professionals to do just what their name entails—learn from prac-
tice. Although PLCs meet on a regular basis, just because they meet doesn’t 
mean that learning happens. Sometimes PLC members understand the 
end goal of their work to be teacher and student learning, but they may 
not know how to engage in the type of professional dialogue together that 
will get them there. 

One resource that PLC members can draw upon are protocols. 
Protocols can ensure focused, deliberate conversation and dialogue by 
teachers about student work and student learning. McDonald, Mohr, 
Dichter, and McDonald (2003) explain the importance of using protocols:

In diplomacy, protocol governs who greets whom first when the 
President and Prime Minister meet, and other such matters. In 
technology, protocols enable machines to “talk” with one another 
by precisely defining the language they use. In science and medi-
cine, protocols are regimens that ensure faithful replication of an 
experiment or treatment; they tell the scientist or doctor to do this 
first, then that, and so on. And in social science, they are the 
scripted questions that an interviewer covers, or the template for 
an observation. But in the professional education of educators? 
One could argue that elaborate etiquette, communicative precision, 
faithful replication, and scripts would prove counterproductive 
here. Don’t we best learn from each other by just talking with each 
other? No, we claim. Among educators especially, just talking may 
not be enough. The kind of talking needed to educate ourselves 
cannot rise spontaneously and unaided from just talking. It needs 
to be carefully planned and scaffolded. (p. 4)

Protocols for educators provide a script or series of timed steps for 
how a conversation among teachers on a chosen topic will develop.
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