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1

I n t r o d u c t i o n

C O N N E C T I N G  YO U R  
P L C  C O M M U N I T Y

Most of us have heard the widely used African proverb, “It takes a village to 
raise a child.” This saying articulates the importance of having a network of 
adults working together to raise and educate a nation’s children. It connotes 

a sense of self-sacrifice and communal partnership in taking care of the most pre-
cious resource we have as human beings—our children. Since the beginning of time, 
communities around the world have created frameworks for caring for and educating 
children. Doing so provides children with a high level of protection and safety and 
allows the culture of the community to educate and shape them.

This proverb implies collaboration. Can you imagine a school in which every 
educator, parent, and community member actively collaborates for the well-being 
of each student? This sense of community is what this book is all about. It is about 
utilizing the effective elements and practices of the Professional Learning Communities 
at Work® (PLC at Work®) process as PLC at Work architects Richard DuFour, Robert 
Eaker, and Rebecca DuFour (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, Many, & Mattos, 2016) outline 
to enhance a school’s efforts to raise parent, family, and community involvement and 
engagement. The purpose of every PLC is to ensure all students learn at high levels. 
For this to truly happen, all adults invested in the success of our children must be a 
collaborative part of the PLC process.

It is virtually impossible for a school to have high test scores and high levels of 
student achievement without having a strong collaborative culture with involved and 
engaged parents, families, and community members. However, for many schools—
especially economically disadvantaged and culturally diverse schools struggling 
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C O M M U N I T Y  C O N N E C T I O N S  A N D  Y O U R  P L C  AT  W O R K ®2

with student achievement—fostering high levels of parent, family, and community 
involvement and engagement can often be a challenge. This was the case for the school 
I began leading as a new principal. This book will examine how the staff’s focus on 
implementing the PLC process and on family involvement and engagement helped 
turn around the school and led it to become a model PLC and the winner of the 
2019 DuFour Award (Solution Tree, n.d.).

In the spring of 2010, I had the privilege and honor of being selected to serve as 
the principal of Minnieville Elementary School in Prince William County, Virginia. 
Prior to this appointment, I served as a third-grade teacher for six amazing years 
and as an assistant principal in two different elementary schools for three years. At 
the time of my appointment, I felt I had a wealth of instructional and leadership 
experiences to prepare me for my new position. I quickly found out, however, that 
I was in over my head with the overwhelming tasks before me as the new principal 
of Minnieville Elementary.

Minnieville Elementary is in the heart of Dale City, a neighborhood in the city 
of Woodbridge, Virginia. Built in 1972, this established school has a rich history. 
In the early 1970s and 1980s, Minnieville Elementary was a predominately White, 
middle-class school. Most students had parents who commuted to Washington, DC, 
to work in various professional, government, and military occupations. Yet, as in 
most neighborhoods, demographics evolved over time. By the year 2000, Minnieville 
Elementary had become one of the most culturally and economically diverse schools 
in the United States (see table I.1). Students enrolled at Minnieville Elementary 
now represent countries from all over the world. The largest student populations 
represent Central and South American countries such as El Salvador, Honduras, 
Guatemala, Peru, and Bolivia. The school also has many students from West African 
countries such as Ghana, the Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, and Nigeria. Additionally, it 
has a rising Middle Eastern student population representing countries including Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Syria (Prince William County Public Schools, 2018). The 
relatively rapid growth of the area and changing cultural and economic conditions 
had a huge impact on the academic growth of the school.

Most Minnieville Elementary students are second-language learners (see table I.2), 
meaning English is not their first language. In addition to the cultural diversity of the 
school, over 75 percent of students are economically disadvantaged. A large percentage 
of the school’s families is immigrants, and although working to contribute to the 
betterment of themselves and their families, they often live in a state of uncertainty 
and fear of changing immigration laws and economic insecurity.
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3I n t r o d u c t i o n

Table I.1: Minnieville Elementary Student Demographics, 2017–2018

Race Percent

Hispanic of any race 50.7

American Indian or Alaskan 0.2

Asian 9.5

Black/African American 27.5

Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 0.2

White 8.7

Two or more races 3.3

Source: Adapted from Prince William County Public Schools, 2018.

Table I.2: Students Participating in Special Services as of June 2018

Program Number Percent

Economically disadvantaged 397 76.8

English learners 277 53.6

Special education 55 10.6

Title I 517 100

Source: Adapted from Prince William County Public Schools, 2018.

All these social, cultural, and economic factors impact the academic success of 
Minnieville Elementary students. When I became principal, Minnieville Elementary 
was ranked in the bottom 25th percentile on end-of-year state assessments  
(SchoolDigger, n.d.).

During my first year at Minnieville Elementary, the assistant principal and I spent 
time throughout each day talking to teachers about the school’s culture, students’ 
instructional needs, school- and community-related problems, and so on. When asked 
about the needs of the school, teachers would usually articulate the need for more 
collaboration, structure, support, and administrative guidance. There was very little 
sense of urgency for them to address the fact that their school was performing in the 
bottom quartile of all schools in the state. It was almost as though the entire staff 
had settled on mediocrity and, because of its challenging demographics, there was a 
feeling that nothing really could be done. An apathetic teacher culture had created 
an apathetic parent culture, and perhaps vice versa. It’s a very sobering feeling to be 
a turnaround school principal tasked with having to rebuild a culture from the ground 
up; this means reinvigorating the school’s soul and implementing strong frameworks, 
processes, and systems to revitalize the school community.
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C O M M U N I T Y  C O N N E C T I O N S  A N D  Y O U R  P L C  AT  W O R K ®4

I was introduced to the PLC process as an assistant principal; I knew the tenets of 
the process would provide the structure for growth Minnieville Elementary needed. 
I knew if my entire staff could carefully align its efforts with the three big ideas of 
PLCs (a focus on learning, a focus on collaboration, and a focus on results [DuFour 
et al., 2016]), the school could begin to experience success. I also knew that a strong 
PLC culture has a collaboratively developed vision and mission, which the staff uses 
to maintain a laser-like focus on learning for all.

Teams in a PLC use four critical questions as vital tools to structure and enhance 
their collaboration and engage in a cycle of continuous improvement (DuFour et 
al., 2016).

1. What do we want our students to learn?

2. How will we know when students have learned it?

3. How will we respond when students haven’t learned it?

4. How will we extend and enrich the learning for students who have
learned it?

I thought if my staff could keep their focus on these attributes—the big ideas and 
the four critical questions of a PLC—then the school would begin to see incremental 
growth in student achievement, year after year. Since implementing the PLC process 
in 2010, Minnieville Elementary became a Prince William County School of 
Excellence, a 2016 Virginia Distinguished Title I School, and, in 2019, the winner 
of the prestigious DuFour Award.

Although as a school, we are tremendously proud of our efforts to improve student 
academic achievement using the PLC process, this book is actually about how staff 
utilize the PLC process beyond the walls of the school building. The goal of this book 
is to give administrators and other leaders in an established PLC school culture a road 
map for enhancing parent, family, and community involvement and engagement 
utilizing foundational elements of PLCs.

As staff moved from the initiating stage to the sustaining stage in its PLC 
development, parent, family, and community involvement and engagement grew 
as well. This growth was not by chance! Minnieville Elementary leaders and all staff 
systematically focus on this area. The research fully supports the fact that the more 
parents, family, and community members connect and invest in their neighborhood 
school, the higher the school will perform. Parent involvement in education is crucial 
(Chen, 2020; National Coalition for Parent Involvement in Education, 2006). No 
matter their income or background, students with involved parents are more likely 
to have higher grades and test scores, attend school regularly, have better social skills, 
show improved behavior, and adapt well to school. This book outlines how Minnieville 
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5I n t r o d u c t i o n

Elementary is disrupting this narrative and growing its parent, family, and community 
involvement and engagement.

In This Book
This book takes research-based elements of the PLC process and overlays them with 

a strategic plan to enhance a school’s parent, family, and community engagement. 
It is not intended to cover every aspect of the PLC process; rather, it highlights 
those elements and structures of a PLC that the staff and I utilized at Minnieville 
Elementary to expand our PLC to frame and improve interactions with parents, 
families, and community members to further support the mission of learning for all.

Chapter 1 provides a brief overview of the PLC process and how elements relate 
to parent, family, and community involvement. Chapter 1 also explores mission 
and vision, and how to create ownership and buy-in among parents, families, and 
community members. Chapter 2 introduces the concept of a family-engagement 
guiding coalition. Chapter 3 examines how to include a family focus in the school 
mission and vision. Chapter 4 looks at the importance of having a customer-centric 
culture in your PLC. Chapter 5 discusses creating a focus on learning with families. 
Chapter 6 applies the PLC big idea of collaboration to a school’s work with parents 
and families. Chapter 7 looks at how to keep the focus on results for parents and 
families. The appendix features activities and strategies to help guide your work.

Throughout this book, you will find several repeating features. Each chapter 
contains Parent Voices, which are views from parents of Minnieville Elementary 
students who have experienced firsthand how the PLC process can transform the 
relationship between a school and families. There are also Administrator Voices and 
Community Partner Voices throughout. Each chapter concludes with Next Steps 
and reproducible forms with questions school leaders and staff can consider when 
implementing these processes in their own schools.

Final Thoughts
An African proverb states, “A family is like a forest. When you are outside, it is 

dense. When you are inside, you see that each tree has its place.” In a PLC culture, 
every student, teacher, staff member, parent, and family and community member has 
a place and is vital to the operation of the school. Schools and districts that are well 
versed and knowledgeable on the PLC process will find that integrating elements of 
the process to enhance family engagement in schools may be as seamless as any effort 
to raise results in any content area. Schools and districts that are new to the PLC 
process and are interested in seeking out practical and tangible steps in addressing 
family engagement will still find this book exceptionally helpful. My goal for this book 
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C h a p t e r  1

S E T T I N G  T H E  S TA G E

Let us put our minds together and see what 
life we can make for our children.

—Sitting Bull

In 2011 I had the opportunity to take a team of school-based leaders to Richmond, 
Virginia, to attend an all-day conference on PLCs. As a school, we were in the early 
initiating stage in our PLC development; this workshop was a chance to bring our 

school leaders up to speed on the most current practices related to the PLC process. 
I remember sitting in the audience, mesmerized by the knowledge and insights of 
Richard and Rebecca DuFour, architects of the PLC at Work process. Their pragmatic, 
common-sense approach, stories, lessons, and sense of urgency to utilize the PLC 
process were overwhelmingly inspiring for our team. By the end of the day, it was clear 
to our team that the PLC process would become our framework for excellence as a 
school, and in the years since, PLC has become the lens through which Minnieville 
leaders and staff members examine every potential action.  

Many schools claim to be PLCs; in reality, however, they might just be what PLC 
at Work experts Richard DuFour, Rebecca DuFour, Robert Eaker, Thomas W. Many, 
and Mike Mattos (2016) call PLC lite—implementing some elements of the process 
at a surface level, but never addressing the deep transformation schools must undergo 
to become PLCs. In fact, schools operating in the sustaining stage of the PLC process 
often say they will never truly arrive because they are on a journey of continuous 
improvement. There is always more improvement to be done!

PLCs are more than having a catchy mission, holding structured meetings, and 
occasionally talking about data; PLCs are about sustaining a culture of improvement. 
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C O M M U N I T Y  C O N N E C T I O N S  A N D  Y O U R  P L C  AT  W O R K ®8

As DuFour and colleagues (2016) explain in Learning by Doing: A Handbook for 
Professional Learning Communities at Work, a PLC is “an ongoing process in which 
educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action 
research to achieve better results for the students they serve” (p. 10). In the definition, 
educators are the adults in a school—leaders, teachers, staff members, and so on.

In this definition, recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research means to 
actively work in a pattern of continuous improvement. So, teachers and collaborative 
teams are feverishly working to find ways a student can improve his or her academic 
success and meet learning goals. In teams, teachers talk through ideas, share strategies, 
and look at data to seek a root cause of either why a student isn’t meeting the standard 
or how a student can work to exceed the standard. Finally, the term results is key in 
this definition of a PLC. The efforts of a PLC are not about the intentions of the 
adults, but about the results they achieve.

At Minnieville Elementary, success in improving student achievement using the 
PLC process led the staff and I to undertake a bold re-examination of this definition 
and apply it to parents, families, and community members. What if parents, families, 
and community members are educators? We know students’ first educators are their 
parents and family members. Regardless of a family’s economic situation or cultural 
background, all families have a wealth of knowledge that schools can tap into and 
utilize when developing relationships and partnerships. Some parents and family 
members actively volunteer and share their input with teachers. However, teachers 
must ask others to provide input and suggestions about their children’s education. 
Still others may never set foot on school grounds. Regardless of how involved parents 
and family members are at the school level, at the end of the day, the student will 
still go home to his or her family and learn the lessons they teach, whether academic, 
cultural, social, or emotional. Parents and family members model for children what 
to do or not to do. All adults in the child’s life are educators—for better or worse.

An early step in the PLC process for parent and family involvement is to define 
exactly what the school wants to accomplish. What are parent and family involvement 
and engagement? This chapter then examines mission and vision, values and goals, 
the three big ideas of a PLC, and the four critical questions.

Involvement Versus Engagement
Author and educator Larry Ferlazzo (2011) states the following about parent and 

family involvement versus engagement:

A school striving for family involvement often leads with its mouth—
identifying projects, needs, and goals and then telling parents how they 
can contribute  A school striving for parent engagement, on the other 
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