Major Improvement Strategy Guide
Professional Learning Communities (PLC)

Introduction of Strategy

For this guide, a PLC is defined as “...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” (DuFour, 2006).

Research has shown that the following components are necessary for PLCs to be effective. It is
important to note that while there is evidence to demonstrate the effectiveness of each
component (see research following each component), these components are most effective when
implemented together. For instance, if a school or district decides to provide time for PLCs but
does not ensure that PLCs are focused on student learning, implementing PLCs will likely yield
limited results because this is only one part of the work of PLCs. The following components are
derived from various articles and research that articulate what PLCs should include:

Focus on advancing student learning.
Meet and collaborate on a regular basis.
Promote a spirit of collaboration, inquiry, and reflection within PLCs.
Analyze student work and student data.
Intentionally support PLC meetings.
a. Provide school-wide guidance on how to effectively facilitate a PLC.
b. Monitor the effectiveness of each PLC.
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Evidence Base

The research on PLCs that is cited here meets the definition of Level 1 research. The research
cited focused on the impact on changing teacher practices when all PLC components were
implemented. In addition, substantial research meeting levels 1-4 have been completed; they
found that when implemented to a high level, PLCs had an impact on teachers’ instructional
practices and student achievement. Full research list to be found at the bottom of this strategy
guide.




Considerations

Possible Root Causes include inadequate, inconsistent or ineffective...

Teacher collaboration

Adult culture and beliefs

Professional Development and Coaching
Program implementation

Is this strategy a good fit for your district/school?

Does this major improvement strategy focus on a priority performance challenge and
associated root cause(s)?

Are the expected outcomes of this major improvement strategy highly valued?

Do key leaders support this major improvement strategy? Do key leaders have the
capacity to lead the strategy ongoing?

What are the skills and competencies needed to implement this major improvement
strategy with fidelity? What support/professional development do staff members need
to implement this strategy effectively?

Are the time, effort and resources needed for implementation feasible for the staff
involved?

Considerations for Strategy Implementation

Is there strong leadership support that can help build a climate of openness and trust
in the school, empower teams to make decisions based on student needs, and apply
appropriate pressure to perform?

Is there a collaborative culture that is open to educators learning from each other for
the purpose of creating momentum that drives improvement?

Is there a commitment to continuous improvement?

Is there a culture of authentic assessment by which teachers hold themselves
collectively accountable for improving student achievement?




Implementation

Core Component 1

Guide

: Define Purpose and Structures

Action Steps

Description

Define and
communicate
purpose of PLC

Effective PLCs are founded on the shared vision and values of improving learning
outcomes for students. All PLC participants should understand that the purpose of the
PLC is to determine what changes educators can make to improve student
achievement.

Build time into
staff schedules to
collaborate
consistently

Staff need uninterrupted blocks of time to engage in meaningful conversations that
delve beyond superficial questions about instruction and toward questions that will
advance student learning (e.g., How will we teach the content? How will we know if
students have learned the content? How will we respond to students who have not
learned?) Staff should also have ongoing, consistent meeting times for PLCs such that
they are able to respond to students’ needs in a timely manner.

Provide
school-wide
guidance on how
to effectively
facilitate a PLC.

Provide clear expectations regarding the outcome of each meeting. Additionally,
school leaders may provide agenda outlines, guiding questions, and/or protocols for
teachers to use in order to effectively implement PLCs.

Core Component 2: Implement and Monitor Effective PLC practices

Action Steps

Description

Establish norms and
promote a spirit of
collaboration,
inquiry, and
reflection within
PLCs.

Effective PLCs work collaboratively, with a specific focus on student learning.
Members of effective PLCs are driven by inquiry and willing to engage in honest
discussions about their practice and students’ progress. Furthermore, PLC members
must be open to reflection and willing to make changes to their approach in the
interest of improving student outcomes.

Ensure PLCs look at
student work
and/or student
data.

In order to be truly focused on student outcomes, PLCs should frequently look at
student results. Sometimes, this may take the form of looking at individual pieces
of student work, while at other times, this may mean reviewing spreadsheets of
student assessment results. Additionally, PLCs should assess their own effectiveness
based on these results, making changes to their practice based on student progress
(or lack thereof).

Monitor the
effectiveness of
each PLC.

Ask PLCs to provide meeting minutes, planning documents (e.g., instructional
plans), data analysis, or other evidence of their work in order to determine whether
each group is focused on school priorities and meeting expectations. Additionally,
consider having a member of the leadership team work with each PLC in person on
a regular basis to ensure that teams are progressing toward their goals and have the
support they need.
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