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CHAPTER 1 (excerpt) – School Improvement Means 
People Improvement

Creating the Conditions for Continuous School Improvement 
This brings us to the assumptions that will drive this book: 
• Schools can only be as good as the people within them. 
• If one of the most important variables in student learning is the quality of instruction students receive each day, then schools must utilize strategies that result in more good teaching in more classrooms more of the time. 
• If substantive school improvement requires a coordinated, systematic, and  collective effort rather than a series of isolated individual efforts, then schools and districts must use professional development strategies that are specifically designed to develop the collective capacity of educators to meet the needs of students. Strategies based on sanctions, punishments, attracting future generations of educators, or rewarding individual teachers will do little to build the collective capacity of current educators to meet the demands being placed on them. 
• The best strategy for improving schools and districts is developing the collective capacity of educators to function as members of a professional learning community (PLC)—a concept based on the premise that if students are to learn at higher levels, processes must be in place to ensure the ongoing, job-embedded learning of the adults who serve them. 
• Creating the conditions that foster high-performing PLCs can be done within existing resources if schools and districts are willing to change some of their traditional practices. 
The potential of the PLC process to improve schools has repeatedly been cited not only by researchers but also by the professional  organizations that serve as advocates for teachers and principals. For a comprehensive list of citations from researchers and organizations that have endorsed the PLC process as a key strategy for improving schools, visit www.allthingsplc.info/tools/print.php#15 and click on “Advocates for PLCs.”

The growing recognition of the potential of the PLC process to impact student achievement in a powerful and positive way has helped bring the term professional learning community into the common vocabulary of educators throughout the world. But while the term has become widespread, the underlying practices have not, and many of the schools that proudly proclaim to be PLCs do none of   the things PLCs actually do. It is difficult to implement a substantive process in any organization when people have a deep understanding of the process and its implications for specific action; it is impossible to do so when there is ambiguity or only a superficial understanding of what must be done (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000).

Some educators approach the PLC process as if it were a program, simply one more addition to the existing practices of the school. It is not a program. Others regard it as a meeting, as in, “We do PLCs on Wednesdays from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m., and then we return to business as usual.” It is not a meeting. Still others equate a PLC to a book club, as in, “We all read the same book and  talk about it.” It is not a book club. 
The PLC concept represents “an ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to central office staff member, and superintendent—to redefine their roles and responsibilities and do differently. 
Three Big Ideas That Drive the PLC Process

The Professional Learning Community at Work™ process that we advocate rests on three big ideas, and each of those ideas has significant implications for educators. 
Big Idea One 

The first big idea is that the fundamental purpose of our school is to ensure that all students learn at high levels. In order to bring this idea to life, educators work together to clarify: 
• What is it we want our students to know? What knowledge, skills, and dispositions must all students acquire as a result of this grade level, this course, and this unit we are about to teach? What systems have we put in place to ensure we are providing every student with access to a guaranteed and viable curriculum regardless of the teacher to whom that student might be assigned?  

• How will we know if our students are learning? How can we check for understanding on an ongoing basis in our individual classrooms? How will we gather evidence of each student’s proficiency as a team? What criteria will we establish to assess the quality of student work? How can we be certain we can apply the criteria consistently? 
• How will we respond when students do not learn? What steps can we put in place to provide students who struggle with additional time and support for learning in a way that is timely, directive, and systematic rather than invitational and random? How can we provide students with multiple opportunities to demonstrate learning? 
• How will we enrich and extend the learning for students who are proficient? How can we differentiate instruction among us so that the needs of all students are being met without relying on rigid tracking?

It is imperative to note that the emphasis placed on student learning in a PLC does not diminish the importance of teaching. In fact, the primary reason to become a PLC is to impact and improve teaching. Too many school reforms have swirled around but not within the classroom. The PLC process is specifically intended to create the conditions that help educators become more skillful in teaching because great teaching and high levels of learning go hand in hand.   
Big Idea Two 

The second big idea is that if we are to help all students learn, it will require us to work collaboratively in a collective effort to meet the needs of each student. In order to bring this idea to life: 
• Educators are organized into meaningful collaborative teams in which members work interdependently to achieve common goals for which they are mutually accountable. 
• Regular time for collaboration is embedded into the routine practices of the school.  
• Educators are clear on the purpose and priorities of their collaboration. They stay focused on the right work. 
• School and district leaders demonstrate “reciprocal accountability” (Elmore, 2003, p. 93). They provide teachers and principals with the resources, training, and ongoing support to help them succeed in implementing the PLC process. 
Big Idea Three 

The third big idea is that educators must create a results orientation in order to know if students are learning and to respond appropriately to their needs. They must be hungry for evidence of student learning and use that evidence to drive continuous improvement of the PLC process. In order to bring this idea to life: 
• Every member of the organization works collaboratively with others to achieve SMART goals that are (1) strategically aligned with school and district goals, (2) measurable, (3) attainable, (4) results-oriented (that is, requiring evidence of higher levels of student learning in order to be achieved), and (5) time bound (O’Neill & Conzemius, 2005).   
• Every member of the organization works collaboratively with others to gather and analyze evidence of student learning on a regular basis to inform and improve his or her professional practice as well as the collective practice of the collaborative team. Members of the team explore questions such as these: Who among us is getting excellent results teaching this skill? How can we learn from one another? In what area are our students having the most difficulty? What must we learn as a team in order to better address that area of difficulty? 
• Evidence of student learning is used on a regular basis to identify the specific needs of individual students. The school moves beyond using data to make general observations about the achievement of all students. It creates processes to use assessment results to respond to students by name and by need. 
• Educators throughout the school assess the effectiveness of every policy, program, procedure, and practice on the basis of its impact on student learning. 
Conclusion 

As educators throughout North America are beset by the perfect storm of challenging conditions, they would be wise to remember the words of Abraham Lincoln who wrote in his 1862 message to Congress: “The dogmas of the quiet past are inadequate to the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty, and we must rise to the occasion. As our case is new, so must we think anew” (Lincoln, 1953, p. 537). 
The subsequent chapters are based on the premise that if educators are to rise to the occasion and meet the challenges confronting them, they will be required both to think anew and act anew. Let’s begin by examining how effective leaders contribute to successful implementation of the PLC process at the district level.  
CHAPTER 2 – The District’s Role in Supporting
the PLC Process

“It should come as no surprise that one result of the multiplicity of activities (in districts that demonstrated dramatic gains in student achievement) was a collaborative, professional school culture. . . . Leaders understood that the way to attain their ambitious goals was developing a collaborative and professional school culture, what is commonly called a “professional learning community” today.  —Allan R. Odden and Sarah J. Archibald 
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, researchers Ron Edmonds, Wilbur Brookover, Michael Rutter, and Larry Lezotte began to challenge the conclusions of earlier studies that asserted educators had little or no influence on student learning. They presented evidence that some schools were, in fact, significantly more effective than others in helping students from similar backgrounds learn at high levels, and they identified first   five and then seven conditions that correlated with more effective schools. This Effective Schools Research focused on the climate, culture, and practices of the individual school and ignored the school district. 
Lezotte (2008) admits that initially, he and his colleagues alleged the district office was “irrelevant” when it came to developing effective schools. As he explained: When we found an effective school, it was likely in a district with many other schools, none of which were effective yet all had the same board, superintendent and central office. Furthermore, we proclaimed that a school staff could implement the correlates of effective schools at any time. No   particular outside help or support was required, since no outside help or support was found to be associated with the schools that were already found to be effective. (pp. 13–14) 
In time, however, the researchers found schools could not remain effective without the support of the central office. A principal and key staff could help a school improve student achievement through heroic effort, but they could not sustain the improvement or survive the departure of key leaders without the support of the district and a commitment at that level to promote effective schooling practices (Lezotte, 2008). 
More recently, district leadership has been   found to have “a measurable effect on student achievement” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 12) and to be vital to improving school systems (Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010; Mourshed, Chijioke, & Barber, 2010). Furthermore, the strategies central office leaders utilize to support improved student achievement in schools throughout a school system have become much more explicit. 
Effective District Leaders Both Direct and Empower

The site-based school improvement model was based on the premise that if educators were given unfettered autonomy in their  schools, innovation and creativity would flourish. Educators would approach their challenges with a renewed sense of enthusiasm, ownership, and commitment if they were given the freedom to identify the problems in their own schools and were empowered to develop their own solutions. 
This premise proved faulty. Educators in schools with site-based autonomy were no more likely to engage in matters essential to teaching and learning than their more rigidly supervised counterparts (Kruse, Seashore Louis, & Bryk, 1995). Even if an individual school was able to demonstrate improvement, its practices never influenced the rest of the system because there was no process for sharing knowledge across schools.  Furthermore, the commitment to each school’s autonomy meant individual schools were free to ignore evidence of more effective practices in other schools (Elmore, 2003). And as we mentioned previously, schools that did experience short-term gains were unable to sustain them. 
A meta-analysis of research on site-based management actually found a negative correlation with student achievement, indicating that “an increase in site-based management is associated with a decrease in student achievement” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 4). As one review concluded, “Much harm has been done to public education and to the ideas of equity and excellence” by poor implementation of site-based management   (Schlechty, 2005). 
Improvement effort driven by top-down directives from the central office proved no more effective in raising student achievement. This approach failed to “garner ownership, commitment or even clarity about the nature of the reforms” (Fullan, 2007, p. 11). Furthermore, principals and teachers proved adept at ignoring the mandates, closing the doors to their schools and classrooms, and continuing with business as usual (Tyack & Cuban, 1995). 
Effective school district leaders have resolved this bottom-up versus top-down dilemma by embracing the concept of “defined autonomy” (Marzano & Waters, 2009) or “simultaneous loose-tight leadership”   (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010). In these districts, superintendents work with the board of education, other central office administrators, and principals to articulate clear, nondiscretionary student achievement goals for the district as a whole, for each school, and for subgroups of students. These districts also establish a common framework of research-based strategies for achieving those goals. 
The willingness to articulate fundamental goals, the strategies for achieving those goals, and the indicators that will be used to monitor progress toward the goals are vital to effective district leadership. A study of high-performing school systems around the world concluded that, in every instance, the first step effective   leaders took to improve their systems was to clarify “what was non-negotiable.” Although these leaders were willing to compromise in many specific aspects of systemwide improvement, they were vigilant in ensuring “there was little or no compromise in the execution” of the non-negotiables (Mourshed et al., 2010, p. 110). 
In effective districts, educators in individual schools enjoy some latitude within specified parameters, and the unique context of an individual school is recognized. But the district leadership establishes the “common work of schools within the district” that serves as the “glue holding the district together” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 90). The superintendent expects building principals to accept   responsibility for the success of their schools and provides principals with some flexibility, but principals are also expected to “lead within the boundaries established by the district’s goals” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 8). 
Fairfax County Public Schools, the largest school district in Virginia with more than 275 school sites, serves as an example. The board of education adopted a policy stipulating that the primary strategy for achieving the district’s ambitious goals was to operate each of its schools as a PLC. Over time, it became evident, however, that simply adopting a policy endorsing the PLC process did not provide the specificity and clarity needed to impact practice at the school site. So the central office leadership team worked with a representative   group of principals to identify specific PLC practices they expected to see in each school, because those practices could be directly tied to increases in student learning. Their dialogue resulted in a document titled the “Fairfax County Shared Vision of Professional Learning Communities—Fundamental Elements,” which is presented in part in figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1: Fairfax County Shared Vision of Professional Learning Communities—Fundamental Elements.

Part 1: Learning as Our Fundamental Purpose
We acknowledge that the fundamental purpose of our school is to help all students achieve high levels of learning, and therefore,   we are willing to examine all of our practices in light of their impact on learning. The priorities for our shared work will include the following: 
• Schools will build collective knowledge regarding state standards and the FCPS Program of Studies to clarify what all students must know and be able to do as a result of each unit of instruction. 
• Schools will develop and deploy frequent team-developed common assessments to monitor the learning of each student on all essential outcomes. These assessments will be aligned to the required state and district tests.   
• Schools will dedicate and structure time to implement intervention/enrichment initiatives during the course of the regular school day and academic year. 
• Schools will provide a system of mandatory interventions based on the examined evidence that guarantees each student receives additional time and support for learning until he or she has met the agreed-upon standards. Intervention efforts will be monitored and adjusted, as needed, using a regular cycle of data analysis. 
Part 2: Building a Collaborative Culture Through High-Performing Teams
We are committed to working together to achieve our collective purpose of learning for all students. We will cultivate a collaborative culture through the development of high-performing teams. The priorities for our shared work will include the following: 
• Schools will ensure that collaborative teams are given time during the contractual day and year to meet on a regular basis.  
• Schools will work in collaborative teams interdependently to clarify what students must learn, gather evidence of student learning, analyze the evidence, identify the most powerful teaching strategies/best practices, and transfer these strategies across all team members. 
• Schools will ensure that collaborative teams develop and implement, where appropriate, unified policies and procedures regarding content scope, sequencing, pacing, grading, and other assessment practices.  
• School collaborative teams will work together interdependently to create and achieve common SMART goals as part of the strategic planning process.   
Part 3: A Focus on Results
 
We assess our effectiveness on the basis of results rather than intentions. Individuals, teams, and schools seek relevant data and information and use that information to promote continuous improvement. for our shared work will include the following: 
•Schools will analyze data from common assessments to identify students who need additional time and support for learning, discover strengths and weaknesses in their individual and collective teaching, and help measure team progress toward its common goals.

• Schools will act on the information from their data using a research-based methodology such as the Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) model to increase teacher/team effectiveness and ensure that all students learn and  benefit from our collective best efforts as we close all achievement gaps. 
The Fairfax document acknowledges that although schools need to ensure these essential elements are in place, there is room for latitude at the school site because there are multiple pathways for proceeding. For example, while the district calls for the development of high-performing collaborative teams in every school, there are a variety of ways schools could organize teachers into   teams—by course, by grade level, by department, interdisciplinary, vertically, partnered with other schools, or electronically. Schools have the autonomy to decide how they will organize staff members into teams, but they do not have the discretion to allow teachers to work in isolation. 
The Need for Specificity 
Even in districts that hope to implement the PLC process, district leaders often lack a clear understanding of how to engage educators in the work at the school site (Annenberg Institute for School Reform, 2005). Districts tend to rely on generalities (“We want all schools to focus on teaching and learning”)   rather than clarifying the actionable steps they expect schools to take and the evidence they must present to demonstrate that the steps have been taken. A gap exists between the strategic vision and the specifics of bringing the vision to life (Louis et al., 2010). 
The Fairfax leaders have addressed that lack of clarity by going beyond esoteric statements of philosophy or a listing of unassailable beliefs. District leaders have delineated some very specific practices and processes that are to be established in every school. Furthermore, the district has articulated specific learning goals for all students and has established a process to ensure that each school adopts student achievement targets that align with district goals. Again, schools have a  considerable degree of autonomy in determining how they will meet the district’s expectations, but the district was not reluctant to be directive when stating those expectations. 
Fullan (2010c) has assured leaders that “it’s okay to be assertive” (p. 30). We believe that it is not only okay; it is imperative. Effective district leaders will build shared knowledge throughout the organization as to why an improvement initiative is needed and will create guiding coalitions to help champion the initiative. At some point, however, they will be direct and explicit about the goals that are to be achieved and a few critical conditions they expect to see in every school, because a culture of defined autonomy ultimately calls upon   leaders to define what is to be tight throughout the district. 
When working with specific districts, Rick often asks first the central office staff, and then principals, to list three things that people throughout the organization understand are “tight”—nondiscretionary priorities that must be observed in every school. Superintendents are typically stunned to discover that not a single answer appears on the majority of the lists. A district cannot experience the benefits of defined autonomy when confusion reigns regarding nondiscretionary priorities. Central office leaders must not only clarify those priorities but should be vigilant in monitoring the degree to which the priorities are understood and acted on throughout the district. 
Effective District Leaders Create a Common Language

Creating a common, widely understood language is an important element in any substantive change process (Kegan & Lahey, 2001; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000). Effective districts are attentive to developing a shared understanding of a common vocabulary about practice (Marzano & Waters, 2009; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Although this sounds relatively simple, many districts settle for the use of jargon without developing a common understanding of the implications for   specific action behind the terms. Differentiated instruction, response to intervention, formative assessment, and professional learning communities are just a few examples of terms commonly being used in districts where educators have no clear or consistent understanding of what those terms mean. 
Leaders who develop a common language do not settle for a superficial use of key terms. Instead, they drill deeper to ensure there is understanding behind each term. To illustrate, consider the following imaginary exchange between a principal and superintendent: 
Principal: “You said you want all of our schools to focus on student learning. But what does that really mean? What does a focus on learning look like?”
Superintendent: “There are certain indicators that would show a school has a focus on learning. For example, teachers in the school are working together in collaborative teams to ensure they are providing students with a guaranteed and viable curriculum. The school could provide evidence that each student’s learning is being monitored on a continuous basis through the use of ongoing formative assessments in the classroom and frequent common formative assessments developed by the team. Each team could demonstrate that its members have clarified the criteria  they use in judging the quality of student work and have established inter-rater reliability in assessing student work. The school would have an intervention plan to provide students who struggle with additional time and support for learning in a way that is timely, directive, precise, and systematic. It would have a coordinated strategy to enrich and extend the learning for students who were proficient. Members of the collaborative team would use evidence of student learning to inform and improve their individual and collective professional practice and to make progress toward their SMART goals. These are the kinds of things we would see in a school that demonstrated a focus on learning.”  
This response is insightful and relatively concise, but it will be of little help to the principal unless he or she and the superintendent have a shared understanding of such terms as collaborative team, guaranteed and viable curriculum, formative assessment, common assessment, inter-rater reliability, intervention, directive, systematic, enrichment, proficient, collective professional practice, and SMART goal. In that single paragraph, there are at least a dozen terms and phrases that can obscure rather than promote clarity. Furthermore, educators are far more prone to feign understanding and talk through and around the issues rather than acknowledge the concepts are unclear.   
The relationship between a student’s understanding of key vocabulary terms and his or her academic achievement has been well established in research (Marzano, 2004). Actually teaching learners the meaning of important terms they will encounter in their upcoming work can dramatically impact their success because “direct instruction in vocabulary works” (Marzano, 2004, p. 68). Among the most effective strategies for teaching essential vocabulary are identifying a list of terms critical to the learners’ academic success; providing a description, explanation, and example of the term; and engaging learners in discussion of the term. 
The same principle applies to those who are attempting to lead the PLC process. If district  are to succeed in building a common language, they should identify the key terms people throughout the organization must understand in order to move forward; directly teach those terms through description, explanation, and examples; engage staff in discussions of the terms; and periodically assess levels of understanding. 
Figure 2.2 provides examples of key terms for PLCs. If people throughout the organization have a shared understanding of those terms, they will significantly increase the likelihood of their success in implementing the PLC process. Visit www.allthingsplc.info for a glossary of these and other terms.   
Professional learning community 
Defined autonomy 
Collaborative team 
Guaranteed and viable curriculum 
Essential learnings 
Balanced assessment 
Common assessment 
Formative assessment 
Performance-based assessment   
Inter-rater reliability 
Systematic intervention 
SMART goal 
Simultaneous loose and tight culture 
Four critical questions that drive the work of teams 
Three big ideas of a PLC 
Collective inquiry 
Action research 
Effective District Leaders Monitor the PLC Process in Each School as They Develop the Capacity of Principals to Lead the Process

Creating a PLC will always require a collective effort, but the fate of that effort will depend to a large extent on the leadership capabilities of the principal. A highly effective principal can have a “dramatic impact on overall student achievement in a school”   (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005, p. 10), and principals play the key role in creating the conditions that determine whether the PLC process will flourish or perish (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). As Robert Evans (2001) wrote:

Principals are widely seen as indispensable to innovation. No reform effort, however worthy, survives a principal’s indifference or opposition. When they are asked to lead projects they don’t fully grasp or endorse, they are likely to be ambivalent. Central office must remember the importance of allowing time for principals to thrash out their questions as they relate to changes. (p. 202)   


If superintendents are to succeed in implementing the PLC process in schools throughout the district, they must establish a framework for building the individual and collective capacity of principals to lead the process successfully (Louis et al., 2010). The ability of principals to transform their schools into PLCs and their willingness to focus their effort and energy on that challenge is likely to vary widely in schools within the same district. Effective superintendents “decrease the variability of the leadership across schools in the district” (Marzano & Waters, 2009, p. 89) not only by clarifying expectations for principals but also by providing them with the ongoing training and support to meet those   expectations. 
Some of the most powerful strategies for giving principals the tools and support they need to succeed in leading a PLC are as follows: 
• Superintendents help principals come to a deeper understanding of the PLC process by providing them with initial training, sending them to visit schools that are functioning as high-performing PLCs, leading them in reading books and articles on the process, and engaging them in two-way dialogue about their questions and concerns. The first step in developing the ability of principals to lead the PLC process is to make them aware of the process and what it   requires of them to implement it. 
• As we mentioned previously, superintendents clarify the specific conditions they expect principals to create in their schools and build a common vocabulary regarding essential terms in the PLC process. 
• Superintendents turn the district principals’ meetings into a collaborative and collective effort to identify and resolve implementation challenges. They use these meetings to rehearse and role play what principals are called upon to do back in their buildings. For example, prior to asking teams to establish a SMART goal, a   principals’ meeting would be devoted to helping principals articulate a rationale for SMART goals; gather the tools, templates, and resources they could use to help their teams complete this task; and rehearse a crucial conversation with a team that balks at establishing SMART goals. 
• Superintendents monitor the implementation process and help principals identify and address challenges in their schools by requiring principals to explain, in a public forum, the steps they have taken to move the PLC process forward. Each principal is called upon to present evidence to his or her colleagues and the central office regarding   how his or her school has addressed the specific conditions that are expected to be evident in all schools. For example, each principal explains how teachers in the school have been organized into teams, how they are given time to collaborate, how the principal monitors the work of the teams, how the results of common formative assessments are being used by teams, and how the school is providing for systematic intervention and enrichment. Principals are also asked to provide artifacts that demonstrate the effectiveness of their teams in such tasks as creating norms, establishing a guaranteed curriculum, and developing common assessments.   
• Superintendents create a process to have principals present their colleagues and the central office staff with a comprehensive analysis of evidence of student achievement over a three-year period. Principals are then expected to work collaboratively with their colleagues to learn from each other’s successes and help resolve one another’s difficulties. This process, when done well, provides the combination of pressure and support that build capacity. The process helps foster collaboration, collective responsibility, a results orientation, and a culture of accountability by capitalizing on the subtle peer pressure that accompanies   presenting to one’s peers and by making evidence of student learning transparent. And, very importantly, it represents a powerful tool for increasing a principal’s effectiveness in leading a PLC because it develops a stronger sense of self-efficacy among principals (Louis et al., 2010). 
The key to the effectiveness of the process is using it to inform principals and improve their professional practice rather than ranking or rating them. Whether there are five elementary schools in a district or fifty, if they are compared on the basis of state tests results, one will be ranked first and one will be ranked last. That is inevitable. What is not inevitable is that districts and schools use the information   as part of a continuous process to improve achievement. Used in that context, the lowest-performing school in a district could be celebrated for having the greatest gains in student achievement in a given year while the highest-performing school in a district could raise concerns because student achievement has declined for three consecutive years. 
The principle of reciprocal accountability that we referenced in chapter 1 applies here. Superintendents must hold principals accountable for leading the PLC process, but they must also be accountable to principals for providing them with the training and support to succeed. The initial assumption that should guide superintendents is that principals would prefer to be effective and those who are not   simply require additional training and more focused support to be effective. District leaders should view the challenge of implementation as one of capacity building, and they should invest in this ongoing, job-embedded, collaborative learning among their principals rather than relying solely on external training (Louis et al., 2010). 
If, however, it becomes evident over time that a principal is unwilling or unable to lead, effective districts will remove that individual from the position. In these districts it is understood that principals must be able to lead a process of continuous improvement (Fullan, 2010b). The principalship is simply too important to the quality of a school to tolerate weak and ineffective leadership.  
Effective Superintendents Limit Initiatives

One of the biggest impediments to improving schools is the unmanageable number of initiatives pursued by the central office and the total lack of coherence among those initiatives (Olson, 2007). In too many districts, the adage “What gets monitored gets done” has been misinterpreted as, “The more programs we monitor, the more that will get done.” As a result, educators throughout North America are suffering from what Doug Reeves (2011) has called “initiative fatigue” as they grapple with the multitude of fragmented,   disconnected, short-term projects that sap their energy. 
Effective districts identify a few key priorities and then pursue them relentlessly (Fullan, 2010b). They make the PLC process the strategy for school improvement rather than one of fifteen different initiatives. There are certainly multiple elements to the PLC process—organizing staff into relevant collaborative teams, establishing a guaranteed curriculum, creating common formative assessments, analyzing evidence of student learning to improve adult practice, creating systems of intervention and enrichment—but these elements are part of one coherent strategy to improve schools. Effective superintendents stress coherence rather than   presenting these critical elements as disconnected tasks, and they buffer the school from other improvement initiatives. 
Developing districtwide capacity to operate schools as PLCs demands not only an effort that is coordinated and focused but also one that is sustained over an extended period of time (Fullan, 2010b). The districts that improve student achievement recognize the “critical importance of patience and sustained, continual efforts aimed at improvement” (Louis et al., 2010, p. 213). Superintendents are well advised to “spend ten times more energy reinforcing the change they just made than looking for the next great change to try” (Blanchard, 2007, p. 246). 
Doug Reeves (2011) has presented   compelling evidence on the link between a sustained focus on limited goals and improved student achievement. After conducting research on more than two thousand schools serving 1.5 million students in the United States and Canada, he concluded: 
• “Focus is a prerequisite for school improvement.” (p. 14) 
• When the relative importance of fifteen different leadership practices was evaluated using factor analysis, focus had the highest relationship to student achievement. 
• When focus was combined with effective   monitoring and a sense of efficacy on the part of adults in the organization, it yielded “strikingly positive results” (p. 49) for all students and schools regardless of their demographics. 
• “Without focus, even the best leadership ideas will fail, the most ideal research-based initiatives will fail, and the most self-sacrificing earnest leaders will fail. Worst of all, without focus by educational leaders, students and teachers will fail.” (p. 14) 
District leaders must demonstrate the discipline to concentrate the entire organization’s energies on the challenging task  of creating a PLC in every school, coordinate all central office services to support that task, declare a moratorium on new initiatives for several years, allow staff in each school some leeway in moving forward with the initiative, and very importantly, maintain their commitment to this focus over a period of years. The transformation from traditional schools to PLCs does not require the pursuit of multiple initiatives simultaneously, but it does demand fierce resolve, tremendous passion, and relentless persistence. 
Effective Superintendents Communicate Priorities Effectively

Marcus Buckingham (2005) has concluded that the one thing all leaders must remember to be effective is the importance of clarity in their communication. Even if superintendents establish limited goals and priorities, they will be unable to implement the PLC process in schools throughout an entire district unless they are able to communicate those goals and priorities effectively to all stakeholders.

Effective superintendents recognize the importance of ongoing communication. A “state of the district” address at the start of the school year does not suffice. A single presentation on the district’s new direction fails to meet the standard of powerful communication no matter how eloquently it is   presented, because ongoing communication “during implementation is far more important than communication prior to implementation” (Fullan, 2010a, p. 50). Effective superintendents keep the message simple and consistent. They demonstrate congruency between their own actions and professed priorities. They ensure the local board of education is aligned with and supportive of the district’s goals and priorities, and they demand that leaders throughout the district speak with one voice regarding what is tight because solidarity of leadership is a key element in successful implementation of an improvement process (Louis et al., 2010; Marzano & Waters, 2009). 
For communication to be effective, however, it must go two ways. One of the most   consistent lessons that emerges from the research on the change process is the importance of keeping communication channels open because “communication pathways are the veins and arteries of new ideas” (Kouzes & Posner, 1987, p. 56). Effective district leaders engage with stakeholders (Mourshed et al., 2010). They are eager to initiate dialogue, and they develop formal and informal strategies for soliciting the perspectives of others. They are hungry for feedback so they can make adjustments and course corrections. For example, the questions in the following feature box, adapted from DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker (2008), could easily be converted into a survey to help a central office staff gather honest feedback from   principals and teachers. 
A Communications Audit for the Central Office What systems have been put in place in our district to ensure priorities are addressed in each school? 
• Do we have systems for clarifying what students must learn? • Do we have systems for monitoring student learning? 
• Do we have systems for responding when  students have difficulty? 
• Do we have systems for enriching and extending learning for students who are proficient? 
• Do we have systems for monitoring and supporting teams? 
• Do we have systems for providing each teacher and team with the timely information essential to continuous improvement? 
• Do we have systems to build the capacity of principals to lead the PLC process?   What do we monitor in our district? 
• How do we monitor student learning? 
• How do we monitor the work and the effectiveness of our collaborative teams? 
• How do we monitor the work and effectiveness of our building administrators? 
• How do we monitor the progress each school is making on the PLC journey?  

• How do we monitor the work and the effectiveness of the central office? 
• How do we monitor the work and effectiveness of the board of education? What questions do we ask in our district? 
• What questions are we asking people to resolve through collective inquiry?

• What questions drive the work of individuals and teams throughout our organizations?   
•What questions drive the work of our administrative meetings? 
• What questions drive the work of the board of education? How do we allocate resources (time, money, people) in our district? 
• How do we provide time for intervention and enrichment for our students?

• How do we provide time for our collaborative teams to engage in collective   inquiry? 
• Are we using our financial and human resources most effectively? 
• What are high-time/low-leverage activities that we should discontinue because they are not contributing to our goals? What do we celebrate in our district?

• What process is in place to help identify schools and teams that are improving? 
• How do we acknowledge and celebrate   improvement? 
• Who are the heroes in our district? What are we willing to confront in our district? 
• Have we recognized that confronting behavior that is inconsistent with our district goals and priorities is essential to our credibility? 
• Have we recognized that confronting resistance is essential to the clarity of our communication?   
• Have we been willing to address the problem of principals or staff members who continue to resist this initiative? What do we model in our district? 
• What evidence shows that the members of the central office are committed to and focused on high levels of learning for all students? 
• What evidence shows that that we work together collaboratively?   
• How do members of the central office gather and use evidence of results to inform and improve our own practice? 
• Have we aligned district practices with district priorities and been willing to change those practices that do not reflect our priorities? 
Conclusion

Leadership from the central office matters—both in terms of raising student   achievement and in terms of creating the conditions for adult learning that lead to higher levels of student achievement. Without effective leadership from the central office, the PLC process will not become deeply embedded in schools throughout a district. Fortunately, the nature of effective leadership at that level of the organization has come much more sharply into focus, and is characterized by both pressure and support. As Louis and colleagues concluded: 
In sum, the analysis suggests that investment in the professional development of school leaders will have limited effects on efficacy and student achievement unless districts also develop clear goals for  improvement. On the other hand, setting targets and emphasizing responsibility for achieving them is not likely to produce a payoff for students unless those initiatives are accompanied by leadership development practices that principals perceive as helping them to improve their personal competencies. (2010, p. 145) 
Essential to effective district leadership is a strong partnership with capable principals. We turn to the role of the principal in a PLC in the next chapter.  
CHAPTER 5(excerpt) – Developing a Guaranteed & Viable Curriculum
“ Schools that function as professional learning communities are characterized by academic focus that brings clarity, coherence, and precision to every classroom. These schools have a compact list of clear learning expectations for each grade and subject or course and tangible exemplars of student proficiency for each learning expectation.” —Jonathon Saphier In What Works in Schools (2003
In What Works in Schools (2003), Bob identifies a guaranteed and viable curriculum as the variable most strongly related to student achievement at the school level. That is, one of the most powerful things a school can do to help enhance student achievement is to guarantee that specific content is taught in specific courses and grade levels. This might seem obvious, but in actual practice, few districts and schools can make this guarantee. 

The fact that a district creates a curriculum guide and distributes it to teachers does little to guarantee students have access to the same knowledge and skills. Teachers can and do interpret documents differently, assign different levels of priority to recommended content, or simply ignore the documents. In short, it is not unusual to see a huge gap between the intended curriculum established by the state or district and the implemented curriculum taught when teachers close their classroom doors (Marzano, 2003). As E. D. Hirsch (1996) wrote in The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them:

We know, of course, that there exists no national curriculum, but we assume, quite reasonably, that agreement has been reached locally regarding what should be taught to children at each grade level—if not within the whole district, then certainly within an individual school. . . . The idea that there exists a coherent plan for teaching content within the local district, or even within the individual school, is a gravely misleading myth. (p. 26) 

Even if teachers are using the same textbook, there is no assurance that students will be taught the same content. As Stevenson and Stigler (1992) noted in The Learning Gap: “Daunted by the length of most textbooks and knowing that the children’s future teachers will be likely to return to the material, American teachers often omit some topics. Different topics are omitted by different teachers thereby making it impossible for the children’s later teachers to know what has been covered at earlier grades—they cannot be sure what their students know and do not know.” (p. 140)

The literature on opportunity to learn (OTL) also highlights the problems that arise when a school is unable to guarantee that teachers will address specific content at specific grade levels in specific courses. The concept of OTL is powerful in its simplicity: the extent to which students are provided with opportunities to learn important content is directly related to whether they learn that content. This rudimentary but powerful fact emerged in the 1960s in international studies of student achievement (see Husen, 1967). Since then, OTL has become an implicit or explicit part of most—if not all—discussions of school reform. 

In a professional learning community, educators are committed to helping students acquire the same essential knowledge and skills regardless of the teacher to whom they are assigned. Once again, the first of the big ideas of a PLC is that the staff is committed to helping all students learn, and the first critical question educators in a PLC must consider in addressing that big idea is, “Learn what?” The only way the curriculum in a school can truly be guaranteed is if the teachers themselves, those who are called upon to deliver the curriculum, have worked collaboratively to do the following: 

• Study the intended curriculum. 

• Agree on priorities within the curriculum. 

• Clarify how the curriculum translates into student knowledge and skills. 

• Establish general pacing guidelines for delivering the curriculum. 

• Commit to one another that they will, in fact, teach the agreed-upon curriculum. 

If schools are to establish a truly guaranteed and viable curriculum, those who are called upon to deliver it must have both a common understanding of the curriculum and a commitment to teach it. PLCs monitor this clarity and commitment through the second critical question that teachers in a PLC consider, “How will we know if students are learning?” That question is specifically intended to ensure that the guaranteed curriculum is not only being taught to students but, more importantly, is being learned by students. In short, the collective inquiry of the collaborative team process in a PLC is purposefully designed to ensure students have access to a guaranteed and viable curriculum. 

It is important to note the two parts in the concept of a guaranteed and viable curriculum: The fact that it is guaranteed assures us that specific content is taught in specific courses and at specific grade levels, regardless of the teacher to whom a student is assigned. The fact that it is viable indicates that there is enough instructional time available to actually teach the content identified as important.

A curriculum cannot be guaranteed unless it is also viable. Again, while this might seem obvious, research over the years has indicated that many school and district curricula do not adhere to the viability criterion. For example, in the late 1990s, when national and state standards reached their full bloom, researchers at Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL) estimated that the national standards in fourteen subject areas required 71 percent more time to teach than was actually available (see Marzano, Kendall, & Cicchinelli, 1998; Marzano, Kendall, & Gaddy, 1999). Since that time, some progress has been made on lessening the amount of content identified in the national and state standards. One high-profile effort to this end is the Common Core of Knowledge project, which proposes to develop standards that are used by multiple states. This has some obvious advantages over each state continuing to develop and revise its own unique standards, not the least of which is the money required every time a state changes or updates its standards. With a common set in place, standards need be updated only once for all states adopting the common core. 

As useful as this project has been, it still exhibits some of the same old problems for schools and districts wishing to construct a viable curriculum in the context of a PLC. Consider the following fourth-grade English language arts standard from the Common Core State Standards (2010, p. 28). A student will: 

Demonstrate command of the conventions of standard English grammar and usage when writing or speaking: 

a. Use relative pronouns (who, whose, whom, which, that) and relative adverbs (where, when,why). 

b. Form and use the progressive (e.g., I was walking; I am walking; I will be walking) verb forms.

c. Use modal auxiliaries (e.g. can, may must) to convey various conditions. 

d. Order adjectives within sentences according to conventional patterns (e.g., a small red bag rather than a red small bag). 

e. Form and use prepositional phrases. 

f. Produce complete sentences, recognizing and correcting inappropriate fragments and runons. 

g. Correctly use frequently confused words (e.g. to, too, two; there, their). 

Even a cursory analysis of this standard reveals that it contains multiple elements that are difficult to assess when considered as a set, particularly in the context of the writing and speaking generated by students. (In chapter 6, we consider in depth the problem of assessing too many elements in a single test.) The issue of standards with multiple elements is put in sharp focus when one considers the number of standards included in the common core. At the fourth-grade level alone the common core includes forty-three standards, many of which are like the previous example. When one considers the fact that a busy fourth-grade teacher has only thirty-six weeks and 180 days in the school year, the task of teaching forty-three standards appears daunting if not impossible. 

In short, while well intended and certainly a step in the right direction, the common core standards have not solved the problem for the classroom teacher of developing standards that truly represent a viable curriculum—one that can be adequately addressed in the current time available to classroom teachers. 

PLCs and a Guaranteed and Viable Curriculum
A guaranteed and viable curriculum is a basic tenet of the PLC process. In chapter 1, we clarified that the first of the three big ideas that drive the PLC process is that the fundamental purpose of the school is to ensure that all students learn at high levels. In order to fulfill that purpose, educators must be clear on the knowledge, skills, and dispositions all students must acquire. The process to establish this clarity is specifically intended to address the principle of a guaranteed and viable curriculum. When done well, it ensures that specific content will be taught in specific courses and at specific grade levels regardless of the teacher to whom a student is assigned.

A guaranteed and viable curriculum is also highly compatible with the third big idea of the PLC process. In order to know if students are learning and to respond appropriately to their needs, educators must create a results orientation. SMART goals are vital to bringing this principle to life. When structured in specific ways, a guaranteed and viable curriculum can greatly enhance the design of SMART goals. We discuss this in chapter 6. 

Finally, the concept of a guaranteed and viable curriculum is vital to the concept of teachers as leaders. Clarity regarding intended outcomes is a fundamental element of effective leadership (Buckingham, 2005; Drucker, 1992). Effective leaders know what they want to accomplish. One of the main differences between effective and ineffective teachers is that effective teachers know “the learning intentions and success criteria of their lessons” (Hattie, 2009, p. 239), and thus are in a position to continuously monitor the progress of their students toward those intended outcomes. When collaborative teams work together to create a guaranteed and viable curriculum, each member of the team has the benefit of a key precondition for effective leadership: clarity regarding what is to be accomplished. The process of creating a guaranteed and viable curriculum within the context of a PLC should involve a number of considerations including the following: identifying the nature of objectives, identifying the appropriate grain size for objectives, identifying the appropriate number of objectives, articulating levels of knowledge, and designing proficiency scales. 
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