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Introduction to the
Third Edition

The first edition of this book began with a simple sentence: “We learn best by doing.” @

This axiom certainly applies to our own work. Since the publication of the first editi

of Learning by Doing: A Handbook for Professional Learning Communities ar W §
2006, we have made presentations to more than one hundred thousand ed@rs,

served on dozens of panels, worked with several districts on a long-term #asis to aSsist

with their implementation of the Professional Learning Communltles at (P ;C)

process, and participated in ongoing dialogue with educators on

.allthingsplc.info). This continuing work with teachers, princi and cenefdlsoffice
staff from schools and districts throughout North America on c@s given us We le‘i"’” best
a deeper understanding of the challenges they face as the ement the by doing.

PLC process in their organizations. v
In 2010, we shared our deeper understandi se nd edition of Learning

by Doing. That edition addressed such key SuL cal accountability, dis-
trictwide implementation of the PLC p%h ous detours and seductive
shortcuts that undermine effective j nd a detailed five-point con-
tinuum of each element of the P educators assess their progress on

the PLC journey.

What’s Nib h|s Edltlon

We remain proud e second edition of Learning by Doing, but since it was

extensively a e PLC process. As we reflected on our learning, we soon recognized
severa%o the second edition that needed updating and a few significant issues
th ad®not adequately addressed. In this third edition, we address those issues

published, WE haWg, lgrned a lot, individually and collectively, and we have written

and\€xpghd on others. New additions and expanded topics to this revised edition
include the following.

* We have added two new chapters: One new chapter focuses on the impor-
tance of team-developed common formative assessments. In our work with
schools and educators, we have come to recognize that developing assess-
ments is a fork in the road for many schools on their PLC journey. The
path that educators take determines in large part whether their schools will
become high-performing PLCs or settle for “PLC lite.” The new material on
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creating common formative assessments in this edition will help you travel

the right path.

We have also added a chapter on staffing issues in PLCs. We have heard
educators express their frustration with the disruption of the collaborative
team process that occurs when colleagues leave the team and they must
bring new members on board. In this edition, we address keys to hiring staff
members who will be a good fit for the PLC process, how to provide effec-

tive orientation for them, and how to do a better job of retainiq‘cators.
o d

common mistakes: We now have a deeper understandi how

* We include more information about successful implemegfit.

to implement the PLC process successfully districtwide affdjthe common
mistakes districts make when implementation hagdigtle ¥ffpact on student
achievement. In this edition, we compare an niglst the strategies that
high-impact and low-impact districts use.

*  We address proficiency: We have cofie 0 rgcognize that clarifying essen-

tial standards demands developl an a d o@nderstandmg of what

proficient work looks like. Tt n teams leave the issue of
proficiency unaddressed s of the kind of clarity regard-
ing proficiency that is 1 1te to guaranteed and viable curriculum.

*  We offer suggestlo Q«hg deeper knowledge into the curricu-
lum and teac e ass ents- The Common Core State Standards
Initiative has cfle tten to the fact that state assessments have typically
relied on lowgleve ’ ns that primarily focus on recall of information
rath deeper knowledge. Whether or not a state adopts

’c educators must focus on requiring deeper learning on
f students and on creating assessments that will allow stu-
n onstrate that deeper knowledge.

We comprehensively address the issue of systematic intervention: We
are thrilled that Mike Mattos, one of the leading experts on intervention,
has become an integral part of our team. Although we addressed the issue
of systematic intervention in previous editions, Mike addresses the issue of
systematic intervention more fully in this edition.

* We provide even more tools for your work: It has become evident to us
that educators benefit from having explicit protocols and tools to guide
their work as they move through the various steps on the PLC journey.
Throughout this edition, we include proven protocols, tools, and sample

products from high-performing PLCs and districts.

* We provide a broader research base: In this edition, we have updated the
research base that supports the PLC process with more than one hundred
new references.

*  We focus on immediate steps: In previous editions, we attempted to pres-
ent a compelling rationale for why schools should operate as PLCs. The
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PLC process has become so widely accepted as the best strategy for improv-
ing schools that in this edition, we place a much greater emphasis on taking
immediate steps to begin implementation of the process itself.

A Move From Interest to Commitment

It has been gratifying to witness the growing interest in the PLC at Work process
since Rick and Bob published their groundbreaking book on PLCs in 1998, Professional
Learning Communities ar Work: Best Practices for Enhancing Student Achievement. It
has been frustrating, however, that more educators have not moved from interest to
commitment. As Art Turock, the author of several books on self-motivation, observes,
“There is a difference between interest and commitment. When you are interested

9
¥

in something, you do it only when it is convenient. When you are commltted:

something, you accept no excuses, only results” (A. Turock, personal communic
September 30, 2015). Q

Our colleagues Ken Williams and Tom Hierck (2015) frame the issn%her way.
yae

To paraphrase their approach, they observe that many educators are “ g
PLCs, observing the process from afar but not taking positive st. Vre ggrd.
Other educators are “dating” PLCs. They are dabbling in the ‘Qnd Qi about
ak 8 when the
next hot thing comes along. Still other educators are “en @PLC process

its potential, but they leave their options open so that they

because they have made a commitment to engage full ,g‘ d are striving to
se ed

get better at it. As Williams and Hierck (2015) ors have “put a ring

on it” (p. 96). Finally, we would extend thejr ana at some educators are
“married” to the PLC process. This is the hfe th e chosen and they would
never return to their old way of d01 ols continue to flourish even
if key leaders leave because the P - 5S 1 eply embedded in the culture of
their school it has become ° the e . o round here.”
It is time for educators t m an 1nterest in the PLC process to a commitment

progress from flirti LCs to marrying the process. It is time to move from
thinking about talking about PLCs to doing what PLCs actually do and

getting bett<§ e moral imperative for engaging fully in this process has never

to the process whefg ¢ no excuses for failing to move forward. It is time to

been stro e do not apologize for presenting this book as what it is intended
to be; aydeant for action from educators at all levels.

@t edition supported schools and teams engaged in the PLC process by

providing helpful tools and templates in two formats—within the pages of the book
and on a compact disc that was included with the book. In the second edition, we
moved many of the tools and templates online so that we could revise, update, and
add to them on an ongoing basis. This edition features the most up-to-date online
resources along with some new tools and templates. Please visit go.SolutionTree
.com/PLCbooks to download the free reproducibles and access materials related to
this book. We also invite educators to visit AllThingsPLC (www.allthingsplc.info) to
access research, case studies, strategies, and tools and to share materials they have
created to help them in their work.

It is time for
educators to
move from an
interest in the
PLC process to
a commitment
to the process
where there are
no excuses for
Jailing to move
Jorward.
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The Format

We continue with the format that we introduced in the second edition. Starting in
chapter 2, each chapter of this handbook includes seven parts.

*  Part One: The Case Study
»  Part Two: Here’s How

*  Part Three: Here’s Why

= Part Four: Assessing Your Place on the PLC Journey @6

= Part Five: Tips for Moving Forward

= Part Six: Questions to Guide the Work of Your P ional Learning

Community Q‘
= Part Seven: Dangerous Detours and &@1&: ortcuts

Part One: The Case W 6@%

Each chapter opens with a case s escriinig some of the issues and challenges
that have arisen in a school or di t is gempting to implement the PLC process.
The names of schools and S g@ in the case studies are fictional, but the

dni]

situations presented are f€ith8&f fictional nor hypothetical. They represent the very real
issues educators must @¥pple widiNand resolve if they are to bring the PLC process
to life in their schobls and dj . Readers may be tempted to skip the case studies

and move quj llt\ ¥we urge you to resist that temprtation. A critical step
1

T
in assessing ative @\ ons to any problem is to come to an understanding and
apprecj afsthe em itself. We hope you will take the time to consider each
cas& carefiflty) reflect on the issues it presents, and generate possible strategies
@re sing those issues prior to studying the rest of the chapter. Engaging in this

refiéctive process with your colleagues will further strengthen your learning.

Part Two: Here’s How

In our work with schools, we have found that sow questions come in at least two
varieties. One type represents a sincere and genuine solicitation of guidance from
inquirers who are willing to act, and the other typically comes in waves as a series of
“Yeah, but . . .” questions. For example, after listening to an explanation of the PLC
process, a teacher or administrator responds:

*  “Yeah, but. .. how are we supposed to find time to collaborate?”

*  “Yeah, but. .. how can we give students extra time and support for learning
when our schedule will not allow it?”

*  “Yeah, but. .. how can this work in a school this big (or small, or poor, or
urban, or rural, or suburban, or low achieving and, therefore, too despon-
dent, or high achieving and, therefore, too complacent)?”
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*  “Yeah, but. .. how can we make this happen with our ineffective principal
(or unsupportive central office, or adversarial teacher union)?”

These questions are less of a search for answers on how to implement the PLC pro-
cess successfully and more of a search for a reason to avoid implementation. As Peter
Block (2003) says, “Asking ‘How?’ is a favorite defense against taking action” (p. 11).
Block (2003) goes on to say, “We act like we are confused, like we don’t understand.
The reality is that we do understand—we get it, but we don’t like it” (pp. 47-48).
Our own work with schools has confirmed that a group that is determined not to act
can always find a justification for inaction. Questions about Aow can have a positive
impact only if those asking are willing to act on the answers. We challenge you as you
read this book to begin with the attitude that you are seeking a solution for every
obstacle instead of looking for an obstacle in every solution.

Therefore, the Here’s How sections in this book are written for those who seek. a?
T

1d

of schools. Part Two of each chapter describes how educators bring a pasficular RLC

insights, and information regarding how the PLC process comes alive in the re

element to life in their school. It presents exemplars for schools to use del as

they work through the challenges of moving from concept to actiow

We fully recognize that there is no precise recipe for schoold vem ‘&%ﬂding

two parts collaboration with one part formative assessmgqt
understand that even the most promising strategies m
specific context of each district and each school. T%t
models are those that staff have adapred to ﬁ% ti

|
a u array of strategies and
*

communities. In these schools and districts “le
tactics to accommodate the contextual i in v& ey operate” (Mourshed,
Chijioke, & Barber, 2010, p. 62). Therefe he I—R\’ ow sections do not presume

ot wotk). We also

c@ized for the
)ﬁtl&t e improvement
n 1

ua their schools and
s

to present the answer to problem Q t study, because it is the dialogue
about and the struggle with thofe prable th€ school and district levels that result
in the deepest learning and gredtgst co ment for teachers and administrators.

Our hope is that this boo erve as a tool that educators can use to initiate the
dialogue and to engage Mythe struggle.

Part MHere’s Why

Informi ers about how something can be done does not ensure they will be
pers do it. In fact, we are convinced that one of the most common mistakes
sc administrators make in the implementation of improvement initiatives is to

focus%kclusively on how while being inattentive to why. Leaders at all levels must
be prepared to anticipate and respond to the inevitable questions and concerns that
arise when educators are called on to engage in new practices. We have included Part
Three in each chapter to offer useful tools—research, reasoning, and rationale—to
help clarify why the initiative should be undertaken.

Throughout the book we have provided a concise summary of research to assist in
the consideration of the why question for a specific recommended action. Our review
of research draws on, but is not limited to, the research base on education. We examine
findings from studies in organizational development, change processes, leadership,

9
¥

Even the most
promising
strategies must
be customized
Jor the specific
context of each
district and each
school.
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effective communication, and psychology because the challenges facing contemporary
leaders demand that they look outside the narrow scope of their professional field for
answers. We recommend that staff members be encouraged to review the summaries
of research and to identify any research that refutes or contradicts it. In every case, the
weight of the evidence should be apparent to all who consider it.

Part Four: Assessing Your Place on the

PLC Journey
In each chapter of this handbook, we'll ask you to reflect on the cug€n %tions in
your school or district and assess the alignment of those condit@ e principles

and practices of a PLC.
The assessment will present a five-point continuum.

1. Pre-initiating stage: The school has not yetp€gun to address this PLC

principle or practice. @

2. Initiating stage: The school hasymade eﬁé@a address this principle or
practice, but the effort has Mn pact a critical mass of staff
members. Q\

3. Implementing stage: cal égvof staff members is participating in
implementing the iple &Q tice, but many approach the task with
a sense of cogflpli rather than commitment. There is some uncertainty

regarding what s b@done and why it should be done.
N

4. Developi “tructures are being altered to support the changes, and
g @ s dre devoted to moving them forward. Members are becom-

b SaadTe r%bnve to the principle, practice, or process because they have
&x ri some of its benefits. The focus has shifted from “Why are we
this?”

oing to “How can we do this more effectively?”

ture of the school. It is a driving force in the daily work of staff. It is deeply
internalized, and staff would resist attempts to abandon the principle or

0 E 5. Sustaining stage: The principle or practice is deeply embedded in the cul-

v
&

practice.

The continuum in each chapter is based on the premise that it is easier to get from
point A to point B if you know where point B is and can recognize it when you
get there. The sustaining stage of the continuum explains point B in vivid terms.
It describes the better future your school is moving toward on its PLC journey. A
journey from A to B, however, also requires some clarity regarding the starting point.
The continuum is also a tool to help educators assess the current position of their
school or team so that they can move forward purposefully rather than fitfully.

This continuum can be administered across a district, school, or team. Many dis-
tricts have converted it to an electronic format and used simple survey tools, such as
SurveyMonkey, to gather information on staff perceptions. Whatever format you use,
we recommend that the process begins by asking each individual to make anonymous,
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independent, and candid assessments and to offer evidence and anecdotes to support
his or her conclusions on each characteristic presented.

Once members complete their individual assessments, the results should be compiled
and shared with all participants. Staff members can then analyze the results and use
them to begin dialogue to clarify the current reality of their team, school, or district.
Participants should be particularly attentive to discrepancies in responses and explore
reasons for the differences. Groups have a tendency to gloss over disagreements. One
person contends the school is in the pre-initiating stage while another contends it
is developing, and to avoid discussion, they merely compromise and settle for the
initiating stage. Avoid that temptation. Delve into one another’s thinking to see if you
can clarify discrepancies and establish common ground.

9
¥

Part Five: Tips for Moving Forward ?‘

Each chapter includes specific suggestions and strategies to assist with the
mentation of particular PLC processes. The primary purpose of this hafidbook is to
encourage people to act, to learn by doing. Random actions, however, ing to

to identify purposeful and focused actions that contribute ¢

enhance the capacity of a staff to function as a PLC. The chz;llQ cipg leadeys’is

goa! (@roved
ing Wiich actions

to take and which to avoid. It identifies tactics that o grea@ leverage for

implementing PLC processes and presents researchv ,{R titioner-proven

tips for pursuing those tactics effectively.

learning for students and staff alike. Part Five offers insight

Part Six: Questions to QVork of Your
Professional Learnl’
PLC team members engage c ve they learn how to learn together.
But only when they focus thlS collegtive 1r1 on the right questions do they develop

their capacity to improve % and adult learning.

It has been said th@ader of the past knew how to tell. The leader of the future,
however, will haye to ®ffow how to ask. Those who lead the PLC process should
not be expe Me all the answers and tell others what they must do. Leaders
should in e%repared to ask the right questions, facilitate the dialogue, and help
build Q‘k owledge. Part Six offers some of the right questions educators should
cogfider as they work to drive the PLC process deeper into the culture of their schools
an cts.

Part Seven: Dangerous Detours and Seductive
Shortcuts

It is the process of learning together that helps educators build their capacity to create
a powerful PLC. One of the most common mistakes that they make on the journey is
to seek ways to circumvent that process. This section alerts readers to some of the most
common ways educators have attempted to avoid actually doing the work of a PLC so
they won't fall victim to those mistakes.

It is the process
of learning
together that
helps educators
build their
capacity to
create a powerful
PLC.
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A Companion Book

This third edition of Learning by Doing is intended to offer a comprehensive rationale
for implementing the PLC process, the research that supports the various elements of
the process, common mistakes people make in implementation, and specific strategies
and tools for overcoming those mistakes. The key word in this description is comprehen-
sive. We recognize that there may be readers who get stuck on a specific problem who
are looking for a quick answer to help them move forward. Therefore, we have created
a companion book to this third edition, Concise Answers to Frequently Agked Questions

About Professional Learning Communities at Work (Mattos, DuFour, our, Faker, &
Many, 2016), in an effort to meet their needs as well. This guide on ide is arranged
in a question-and-answer format by topic for easy reference. For le, if you are
looking for what the research indicates is the best way tg orghaizé teams, or how a
school counselor could contribute to the PLC’s collaborativ ss, or countless other

specific questions, this book is the place to find whae§ e&d to know.

A Journey Worth Taki

We do not argue Despite the popularity of the term W/ea@ community, the practices of a

that the PLC  PLC continue to represent the roa trave public education. Many teachers
journey is an and administrators prefer the f ili of current path, even when it becomes
easy one, but ~ apparent that it will not ¢ o t esued destination. We recognize it is
we know with  difficulttopursueanun arly when itis certain to include inevitable
. bumps and potholes a We'do not argue that the PLC journey is an eas
certainty that psand p d s journey Y
e . one, but we knowsyith ¢ at it is a journey worth taking. We have seen the
it 1s a journey . .

. evidence of im arni nd heard the testimonials of teachers and principals

worth taking. - :
who have we establishing common ground, clear purpose, effective

Q co tive processes that lead to better results. They describe a
ns@p Ofessionalism and a resurgence of energy and enthusiasm that

committed peop
n one alone. As Robert Evans (1996) writes:

monitoring

ave generated while working together to accomplish what could

0 Anyone part of such a process, or anyone who has seen first-rate
V teachers engage in reflective practice together, knows its power
AV and excitement. Opportunities to collaborate and to build knowl-

edge can enhance job satisfaction and performance. At their best,
they help schools create a self-reflective, self-renewing capacity
as learning organizations. (p. 232)

The following chapters will not eliminate the bumps and potholes of the PLC
journey, but they will offer some guidance as to how educators can maneuver their
way around and through the rough spots on the road. It has been said that the journey
of a thousand miles begins with a single step. For those of you who are new to the
PLC process, we urge you to take that step. And for those already on the journey, we
hope the content in this new edition will assist your next steps. Let us begin together.



CHAPTER 1

A Guide to Action for Professional
Learning Communities at VWork

We learn best by doing. We have known this to be true for quite some time. MQan

2,500 years ago Confucius observed, “I hear and I forget. I see and I re ber. Pdo

and I understand.” Most educators acknowledge that our deepest insigl@un er-

standings come from action, followed by reflection and the searChV
r

t @ofes—

sion—taking courses on content and pedagogy, observing hers in

After all, most educators have spent four or five years prepar.

classrooms, completing student teaching under the tutel a¥et teacher, and
so on. Yet almost without exception, they admit tha rne{@pre in their first
they

semester of zeaching than they did in the four or preparing to enter

the profession. This is not an indictment of hig cauq@t is merely evidence of
the power of learning that is embedded in t%wor \O

Our profession also attests to the ipffo e an er of learning by doing when
it comes to educating our student Q to be actively engaged in hands-on
authentic exercises that promot tialfeqriing. How odd, then, that a profession
that pays such homage to the impagtance 8l¢arning by doing is so reluctant to apply

that principle when it come eloping its collective capacity to meet students’ needs.

Why do institutions,creatgd¥for and devoted to learning not call on the professionals

within them to beco re proficient in improving the effectiveness of schools by

actually doinE tw of school improvement? Why have we been so reluctant to

learn by doi

VQZ Are Professional Learning
Cormimunities?

Since 1998, we have published many books and videos with the same two goals
in mind: (1) to persuade educators that the most promising strategy for meeting the
challenge of helping all students learn at high levels is to develop their capacity to
function as a professional learning community and (2) to offer specific strategies and
structures to help them transform their own schools and districts into PLCs.

It has been interesting to observe the growing popularity of the term professional
learning community. In fact, the term has become so commonplace and has been used
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LEARNING BY DOING

so ambiguously to describe virtually any loose coupling of individuals who share a
common interest in education that it is in danger of losing all meaning. This lack of
precision is an obstacle to implementing PLC processes because, as Mike Schmoker
(2004) observes, “clarity precedes competence” (p. 85). Thus, we begin this handbook
with an attempt to clarify our meaning of the term. To those familiar with our past
work, this step may seem redundant, but we are convinced that redundancy can be
a powerful tool in effective communication, and we prefer redundancy to ambiguity.

We have seen many instances in which educators assume that a PLC js= program.
For example, one faculty told us that each year they implemented a e%ram in
their school. In the previous year it had been PLC, the year prior@ ad been
Understanding by Design, and the current year it was differeng ifg#fuction. They

had converted the names of the various programs into verb$ and’the joke on the

faculty was that they had been “PLCed, UBDed, and Dlev

The PLC process is not a program. It cannot be@m ed, nor can it be imple-
mented by anyone other than the staff itself/Most Mmportantly, it is ongoing—
a continuous, never-ending process of con nggschooling that has a profound

impact on the structure and culture of tw an@assumptions and practices
We have seen other instances j ducatlrs assume that a PLC is a meeting—
Wig%lleagues to complete a task. It is not

]& ts Wednesdays from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00
is,wrohg on two counts. First, the PLC is the larger

of the professionals within it.

an occasional event when

uncommon for us to hear,
organization and ngt the iagdivi eams that comprise it. While collaborative teams
are an essential the P rocess, the sum is greater than the individual parts.
Much of th aPL not be done by a team but instead requires a schoolwide

Qﬁ rt%Qe believe it is helpful to think of the school or district as the

PLC ghd the varjeus edllaborative teams as the building blocks of the PLC. Second,
once agdig, the process has a pervasive and ongoing impact on the structure and
c of the school. If educators meet with peers on a regular basis only to return

usiness as usual, they are not functioning as a PLC. So the PLC process is much
ore than a meeting.

Other educators have claimed they are members of a PLC because they engage in
dialogue based on common readings. The entire staff reads the same book or article,
and then members meet to share their individual impressions of what they have read.
But a PLC is more than a book club. Although collective study and dialogue are
crucial elements of the PLC process, the process requires people to act on the new
information.

So, what is a PLC? We argue that it 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. PLCs operate under the assumption that the key
to improved learning for students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators.
The following section examines the elements of the PLC process more closely.
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Three Big Ideas That Drive the Work
of a PLC

There are three big ideas that drive the work of the PLC process. The progress a
district or school experiences on the PLC journey will be largely dependent on the
extent to which these ideas are considered, understood, and ultimately embraced by
its members.

A Focus on Learning

The first (and the biggest) of the big ideas is based on the premise that the funda-
mental purpose of the school is to ensure that all students learn at high levels (grade level
or higher). This focus on and commitment to the learning of each student are the v,

embrace high levels of learning for all students as both the reason th anjzation

exists and the fundamental responsibility of those who work wit]q'n it.

a é?o
ﬁ;%dentc:

essence of a learning community.
When a school or district functions as a PLC, educators within the grganizagion
éor

achieve this purpose, the members of a PLC create and are

compelling vision of what the organization must become in o he‘Q
learn. They make collective commitments clarifying whag_eachymembebwill do to
create such an organization, and they use results-orienged gdalsto eir progress.

Members work together to clarify exactly what gac

eg&, st learn, monitor

each student’s learning on a timely basis, provid tic Anterventions that ensure

students receive additional time and suppagt for defrpi ﬁen they struggle, and

extend their learning when students havaé mas the intended outcomes.
W

A corollary assumption is that if an'%Pl is to become more effective in

helping all students learn, the #d the Grganization must also be continually
learning. Therefore, structurés create ensure staff members engage in job-
embedded learning as par eir routine work practices.

There is no ambig@h dging regarding this commitment to learning. Whereas
ate 39

many schools oger. their primary purpose is to ensure that students are raughr
or are merely provi with an opportunity to learn, PLCs are dedicated to the idea
that their r%ion exists to ensure that all students actually acquire the essential
knowlgdgey skills, and dispositions of each unit, course, and grade level. Every
pogéntial ofganizational practice, policy, and procedure is assessed on the basis of
this ion: Will this ensure higher levels of learning for our students? All the other
characteristics of a PLC flow directly from this epic shift in assumptions about the

purpose of the school.

A Collaborative Culture and Collective
Responsibility
The second big idea driving the PLC process is that in order to ensure all students

learn at high levels, educators must work collaboratively and take collective responsibility
for the success of each student. Working collaboratively is not optional, but instead is an

1

S

damental
pose of the
ool is to
ensure that all
students learn at

high levels.
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expectation and requirement of employment. Subsequently, the fundamental structure
of a PLC is the collaborative teams of educators whose members work interdependently
to achieve common goals for which members are mutually accountable. These common
goals are directly linked to the purpose of learning for all. The team is the engine that
drives the PLC effort and the primary building block of the organization.

is difficult to overstate the importance of collaborative teams in the improvemen
It is difficult ¢ tate th t f collaborative t th t
process. It is even more important, however, to emphasize that collaboration does not
lead to improved results unless people are focused on the right work. Getlaboration

is a means to an end, not the end itself. In many schools, staff me arg willing

to collaborate on a variety of topics—as long as the focus of the ¢ agion stops at

their classroom door. In a PLC, collaboration represents a systepffati ess in which

teachers work together interdependently in order to impact their glassroom practice

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

n the aest way to achieve goals and

ssionals in any field are expected

school.

Working together to build shared knowled

meet the needs of those they serve is exactly w
to do, whether it is curing the patient, \V
learn. Members of a professional leary @

together.

it, or helping all students
e expected to work and learn

A Results Orie
The third big idea t St

To assess their effe

Work of PLCs is the need for a results orientation.
ivene 1no thg all students learn, educators in a PLC focus on

results—eviden ing. They then use that evidence of learning to inform

en
Q practice and respond to individual students who need
nt Members of a PLC recognize that all of their efforts must

and i 1mpro

interv,

ultl& on the basis of results rather than intentions. Unless their initiatives
cdted to gomg assessment on the basis of tangible results, they represent

subj
2%% groping in the dark rather than purposeful improvement. As Peter Senge and
0 agues (Senge, Ross, Smith, Roberts, & Kleiner, 1994) conclude, “The rationale for

v
&

ny strategy for building a learning organization revolves around the premise that such
organizations will produce dramatically improved results” (p. 44).

This constant search for a better way to improve results by helping more students
learn at higher levels leads to a cyclical process in which educators in a PLC:

= Gather evidence of current levels of student learning

»  Develop strategies and ideas to build on strengths and address weaknesses in
that learning

= Implement those strategies and ideas

*  Analyze the impact of the changes to discover what was effective and what
was not

= Apply new knowledge in the next cycle of continuous improvement



A Guide to Action for Professional Learning Communities at Work

The intent of this cyclical process is not simply to learn a new strategy, but instead
to create conditions for perpetual learning—an environment in which innovation and
experimentation are viewed not as tasks to be accomplished or projects to be completed
but as ways of conducting day-to-day business, forever. Furthermore, participation in
this process is not reserved for those designated as leaders; rather, it is a responsibility
of every member of the organization.

This focus on results leads each team to develop and pursue measurable improvement
goals for learning that align with school and district goals. It also drives teams to create
a series of common formative assessments that are administered to students multiple
times throughout the year to gather ongoing evidence of student learning. Team
members review the results from these assessments in an effort to identify and address
program concerns (areas of learning where many students are experiencing difficulty

9
o

They also examine the results to discover strengths and weaknesses in their 1nd1v1d|?

teaching in order to learn from one another. Very importantly, the assessm

used to identify students who need additional time and support for learnin will

g
make the case that frequent common formative assessments represent og€ ofpthe most

N

The PLC Process Requires a Ith‘é
That Is Simultaneously Lo

and Tight ?* &\

powerful tools in the PLC arsenal.

The PLC process empowers educators to make Tm rtan isions and encourages
their creativity and innovation in the pursult mpro udent and adult learning.
As you read through this text you will r that a school functions as a PLC,
teachers collectively make many of t 0 rt sions including:

= What to teach @
*  The sequencing a ing of content
»  The assessni®gts u§ed to monitor student learning

»=  The criteVy will use in assessing the quality of student work
. rms for their team
* » The goals for their team

Teachers working in teams have primary responsibility for analyzing evidence of
student learning and developing strategies for improvement. Each teacher is free to
use the instructional strategies that he or she feels will be most effective in helping
students learn. Teachers have the authority to make all of these important decisions
because these aspects of the PLC process are said to be “loose.”

At the same time, however, there are elements of the PLC process that are “tight,”
that is, they are nondiscretionary and everyone in the school is required to adhere to
those elements. The tight elements of the PLC process are listed in the feature box on
page 14.

13
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Tight Elements in a PLC

. Educators work collaboratively rather than in isolation, take
collective responsibility for student learning, and clarify the
commitments they make to each other about how they will
work together.

. The fundamental structure of the school becomes the collabora-
tive team in which members work interdependently to ichieve
common goals for which all members are mutually ac.ounta’.le.

. The team establishes a guaranteed and viable currric 1lu’a, unit
by unit, so all students have access to the st me »nowledge
and skills regardless of the teacher to whon~ the, =. e assigned.

. The team develops common formative as<:ssi ~.ents to frequently
gather evidence of student learning.

. The school has created a system of interventions and extensions
to ensure students who struggle -2ce.ve additional time and
support for learning in a way t. at is timely. Arective, diagnostic,
and systematic, and stude~.cs vh. denmunstrate proficiency can
extend their learning.

. The team uses evide .c2 of stodent learning to inform and
improve the indivi.:'al and coliective practice of its members.

The debate thathas ra ;:.‘ @@Whether or not school improvement should be

top-down and g 1strative mandates or bottom-up and left to the
discretion g uals oups of teachers has been resolved. Neither top-down
nor bottg or ~down fails to generate either the deep understanding of or

Sy to rovement initiative that is necessary to sustain it. The laissez-
falre bo m-up roach eliminates the press for change and is actually associated

ecrease in student achievement (Marzano & Waters, 2009). High-performing

0 s avoid the too-tight/too-loose trap by engaging educators in an improvement

R\

ocess that empowers them to make decisions at the same time that they demand
adherence to core elements of the process (DuFour & Fullan, 2013). We will reference
this simultaneously loose and tight culture throughout this book.

The Importance of Effective
Communication

The keys to creating a PLC culture that is simultaneously loose and tight are first,
getting tight about the right things (as listed in the feature box), and then commu-
nicating what is tight clearly, consistently, and unequivocally. Marcus Buckingham
(2005) contends that the “one thing” leaders of any organization must know to be
effective is the importance of clarity. Powerful communication is simple and succinct,
driven by a few key ideas, and is repeated at every opportunity (Collins, 2001; Pfeffer
& Sutton, 2000). Leaders must realize, however, that the most important element in
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communicating is congruency between their actions and their words. It is not essential
that leaders are eloquent or clever; it is imperative, however, that they demonstrate
consistency between what they say and what they do (Collins & Porras, 1994; Covey,
2006; Erkens & Twadell, 2012; Fullan, 2011; Kanold, 2011; Kouzes & Posner, 1987).
When leaders” actions are inconsistent with what they contend are their priorities,
those actions overwhelm all other forms of communication (Kotter, 1996).

One of the most effective ways leaders communicate priorities is by what they pay
attention to (Kouzes & Posner, 2003; Peters & Austin, 1985). Subsequent chapters
provide specific examples of leaders communicating what is valued by creating systems
and structures to promote priorities, monitoring what is essential, reallocating time,
asking the right questions, responding to conflict in strategic ways, and celebrating
evidence of collective commitments moving the school closer to its vision.

current status for effective communication. Addressing this critical compon a

It is important to help your staff build shared knowledge regarding your QIQ

PLC helps in establishing a solid foundation. The need for clear commnicati

so vital to the PLC process that we present a continuum of effective cotufiu 'cation
for your consideration. “The Professional Learning Communities Wor -
uum: Communicating Effectively” is on pages 16-17 and onl

.com/PLCbooks as a free reproducible. Once your staft hav hshe cater clar—
ity regarding the current status of your communication e ou to turn
your attention to the “Where Do We Go From Her she accompames
the continuum (on page 18 and also available for % g( go.SolutionTree
.com/PLCbooks). It will prompt you to take the to close the knowing-
doing gap.

Why Don’t We @y at We Know?

As we have shared our wo PLCs with educators from around the

sense.” It just makes s a school committed to helping all students learn at

world, we have become a to to hearlng the same response: “This just makes
at

high levels would fotys o 1§armng rather than teaching, would have educators work

collaboratively, would re students had access to the same curriculum, would assess

each studengg lea on a timely basis using consistent standards for proficiency,
and woul c%stematlc interventions and extensions that provide students with
addm and support for learning. It just makes sense that we accomplish more
colfaboratively than we do working in isolation. It just makes sense that we
ess our effectiveness in helping all students learn on the basis of results—
tanglb e evidence that they have actually learned. It just makes sense! In fact, we have

found little overt opposition to the characteristics of a PLC.

So why don’t schools do what they already know makes sense? In 7he Knowing-Doing
Gap: How Smart Companies Turn Knowledge Into Action, Jeftrey Pfeffer and Robert
Sutton (2000) explore what they regard as one of the great mysteries of organizational
management: the disconnect between knowledge and action. They ask, “Why does
knowledge of what needs to be done so frequently fail to result in action or behavior
that is consistent with that knowledge?” (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, p. 4).

9
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A Guide to Action for Professional Learning Communities at Work

Learning by Doing is intended to help educators close the knowing-doing gap by
transforming their schools into PLCs. It reveals purposeful, realistic, actionable steps
educators can take to develop their capacity to function as a PLC. It is designed to
accomplish the following objectives.

1. To help educators develop a common vocabulary and a consistent under-

standing of key PLC processes

2. To present a compelling argument that American educators have a moral
imperative to improve their individual and collective practice

3. To help educators assess the current reality in their own schools and districts

4. To offer tools, templates, protocols, and sample products to help educators
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Learning
by Doing is
intended to help

educators close
the knowing-
doing gap by
transforming
their schools into

PLCs

¥

on their journey v
5. To eliminate excuses for inaction and convince educators that the bes@ to

become more effective in the PLC process is to begin doing wh@

S
n {?g%%f
]

To Help Educators Develop a Comm
Vocabulary and a Consistent Und
Key PLC Processes

Michael Fullan (2005) observes that “terms travel e *b Kt@meaning of the
underlying concepts does not” (p. 67). Terms sugh a essz'o%ngming community,
collaborative teams, goals, formative assessments, an@s of Qers have indeed traveled
widely in educational circles. They are preYalent iny Qexicon of contemporary

“educationese.” If pressed for a specificed mtlon\@rever, many educators would

%Q: pts to life in a school or district

aning. It is impossible when there

be stumped. It is difficult enough to b
when there is a shared underst a&i
is no common understanding alg th temean very different things to different

people within the same or?{tion.

Developmental psgchol8gits Robert Kegan and Lisa Laskow Lahey (2001) contend
that the transfogymatio oth individuals and organizations requires new language.
They write, % where we work and live are, among other things, places where
certain fo %chh are promoted and encouraged, and places where other ways
of tal% iscouraged or made impossible” (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, p. 7). As
edyéatgrs e the cultural shift from traditional schools and districts to PLCs, a
ne age emerges. Therefore, we have highlighted and defined key terms used in
implementing PLC processes to assist in building shared knowledge of both critical
vocabulary and the concepts underlying the terms. We have also included an online
glossary at go.SolutionTree.com/PLCbooks that readers can freely download and
distribute. We hope it will add to the precision and clarity of the emerging language

that accompanies the transformation of traditional schools and districts into high-
performing PLCs.

We have included an
online glossary at
go.SolutionTree.com
/PLCbooks that
readers can freely
download and
distribute.
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To Present a Compelling Argument That
American Educators Have a Moral Imperative to
Improve Their Individual and Collective Practice

Americans have always been critical of their public schools. But since the passage
of No Child Left Behind in 2001, the media and politicians seemed to be waging
an increasingly aggressive war not just on the public school system but also on the
educators within it. The alleged “failure” of American schools has become a cliché. In
a single month (January 2012) the term failing schools was used 544 tims ipsdifferent

newspapers, magazines, and wire stories. Twenty years earlier, th asgAppeared
only thirteen times (Farhi, 2012).

We reject both the notion that American schools are failing@nat educators are
the cause of that failure. In fact, we contend that the cur eration of educators

has achieved some of the best results in our history. Qid the following,.
*  We now have the highest high school <a§uatio rates in American history,

and the rates have improved for every up,of students.

= More high school students aQM%& i@%orous college-level work

than ever before in our his Q

= The scores on the Nati&s% of Educational Progress have
improved steadily s 3(9& first administered in the 1970s
(Ravitch, 201%

*  American Sgudents sa@he top ten in the world and considerably
above t n@l’ ‘mean on the Trends in International Mathematics
an St\? IMSS) exams (Martin, Mullis, Foy, & Stanco, 2012;

a-@ oy, & Arora, 2012).

&nce 2009/ parent satisfaction with their local schools has been among the

highest ever recorded in the more than four decades since Phi Delta Kappan

and the Gallup Poll began conducting the survey (Phi Delta Kappan/Gallup
V Poll Archive, 2014).

One in five American schools has more than 75 percent of their students

Conte i living in poverty. When American schools with low poverty are compared
*%e can to the highest performing countries in the world with similar poverty rates,
€ tors have American students outperform their international peers (Shyamalan, 2013).
a plished

; . . . . . .
more, with a American students consistently rate their teachers among the highest in the

world on such qualities as fairness and willingness to provide them extra
support (DuFour, 2015).

more diverse
student
population, than Contemporary American educators have accomplished more, with a more diverse
any previous  student population, than any previous generation. They warrant respect rather than
generation. condemnation. But they also must recognize that the need to help every student
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succeed in school has never been greater because the consequences of failure in the
K-12 system have never been more dire.

Throughout most of the 20th century, a student could withdraw from high school
and still have access to the middle class. In 1970, 74 percent of the middle class
was composed of high school graduates and dropouts. By 2007, the middle class was
composed of 31 percent high school graduates and only 8 percent dropouts (Carnevale,
Smith, & Strohl, 2010).

Furthermore, many high school graduates seem unprepared for the rigors of higher 6
education. More than one-third of students entering college require remedial courses
(Strong American Schools, 2008), and 34 percent drop out of college by the end of
their first year (ACT, 2013). Only 36 percent of students who enter a public college 0
have earned a degree within five years (ACT, 2013).

These statistics are alarming because men and women who are not pre o
continue learning beyond high school will be increasingly left behind in the Amdctjcan
economy (Carnevale et al., 2010). Consider the implications for stu o are
unsuccessful in the K-12 system.

*  Students who fail school are three times more likely t(\(@

(Breslow, 2012).

$20,241 or less (Breslow, 2012).

*  These students are more likely to live in pova$ ing {&ual salary of

= High school dropouts in the United States,g#fn @-ﬁve cents for every

dollar a college graduate earns anghsi cents)fQ\} ery dollar a high school
graduate earns. The United Spee one e largest income discrepan-
cies between college gradyatgs and hi@ol dropouts of all the major
economies in the wor nisation fet Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2014). @

*  Female dropo W: an average of ten and a half fewer years than
ra

females wh e from college. Male dropouts will live an average of

thirteerﬁc} ars than males who graduate from college. The gap for both
Wi

sex ing (Tavernise, 2012).

. ’(kz hool dropouts are sixty-three times more likely to be incarcerated
low, 2012).

@On average, each high school dropout costs taxpayers $292,000 over his or
her lifetime (Breslow, 2012).

So while we reject the idea that American schools are terrible and getting worse, we
also acknowledge the moral imperative for improving schools so that all students are
prepared for postsecondary learning. American educators must view every student as
if he or she were their own child and provide the same education they would want for
their own (DuFour, 2015).
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