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Professional Learning Communities 

Effective Staff Development  

There is a huge body of evidence 

showing that Professional Learning 

Communities have a previously 

unprecedented impact on teacher 

effectiveness.  By engaging teachers in 

ongoing dialogue and 

discussion around 

student work and by 

providing job-

embedded professional 

development, PLCs 

have had a positive impact on schools 

by: 

¾     “Developing teachers’ skills 

¾     Improving the quality of ongoing 

interaction among staff 

¾     Achieving a coherent focus 

¾     Mobilizing resources 

¾     Developing school leadership” 

(Newmann, King, & Youngs 

2000 in Fullan 2005) 

In looking at the above list, it is easy to 

see why PLCs not only help the students, 

but they also help the educators.  In fact, 

“recent research shows that the kinds of  

professional development that improve 

instructional capacity display four 

critical characteristics; effective 

professional development initiatives are:  

¾     Ongoing and embedded within a 

context so that they meet the 

specific needs of a particular 

setting. 

¾     Aligned with reform initiatives. 

¾     Grounded in a collaborative 

(culture). 

¾ Inquiry-based approachs to 

learning” (Senge 1990; Knapp 

2003 in Annenberg 2004).  

All of the above factors are 

part of Professional 

Learning Communities.  

In addition, research says, 

“effective professional development to 

improve classroom teaching 

concentrates on high learning standards 

and on evidence of students’ learning.  It 

mirrors the kinds of teaching and 

learning expected in classrooms.  It is 

driven fundamentally by the needs and 

interests of participants themselves, 

enabling adult learners to expand on 

content knowledge and practice that is 

directly connected with the work of their 

students in the classroom” (Corcoran 

© 2007 The Educational Partners LLC 
Visit us online at youreducationalpartners.com   

3



Professional Learning Communities as Effective Staff Development 
 

1995; Darling-Hammond and 

McLaughlin 1995; Little 1988; Elmore 

2002 in Annenberg 2004). Again, we are 

describing PLCs.  

Therefore, according to the research, 

along with increased student 

achievement, Professional Learning 

Communities are one of the best ways to 

engage in effective school improvement 

and productive staff development. As 

Schmoker says, “We can no longer 

afford to be innocent of the fact that 

“collaboration” improves performance” 

(Schmoker 2004).  Stiggins and 

Chappuis agree with him saying, “When 

teams commit to shaping the ideas into 

new classroom practice, reflecting on the 

results, and sharing the benefits with 

each other, professional growth 

skyrockets” (Stiggins & Chappuis 

Winter 2006).  

The National Staff Development Council 

goes on to explain that “staff 

development that has as its goal high 

levels of learning for all students, 

teachers, and administrators requires a 

form of professional learning that is 

quite different from the workshop-driven 

approach. The most powerful forms of 

staff development occur in ongoing 

teams that meet on a regular basis…for 

the purposes of learning, joint lesson 

planning, and problem solving. These 

teams, often called learning communities 

or communities of practice, operate with 

a commitment to the norms of 

continuous improvement and  

 

 

“We can no longer afford to be 
innocent of the fact that 
“collaboration” improves 
performance” (Schmoker 2004).

experimentation and engage their 

members in improving their daily work 

to advance the achievement of school 

district and school goals for student 

learning” (NSDC). Thus professional 

learning communities become not only a 

means to improve student achievement 

and increase student learning, but they 

are also the most effective way to 

engage the staff in effective, ongoing 

professional development that results in 

increased student achievement for all 

learners.  

 

 

© 2007 The Educational Partners LLC 
Visit us online at youreducationalpartners.com   

4



Professional Learning Communities as Effective Staff Development 
 

References:  

Annenberg Institute for School Reform. (2004).  
Professional Learning Communities: 
Professional Development Strategies 
that Improve Instruction 

Berends, Bodilly, &  Kirby. (October 2002).   
Looking Back over a Decade of Whole-
School Reform: The Experience of New 
American Schools.  Phi Delta Kappan

Boyd, Victoria & Hord, Shirley. (1994).  
Schools as Learning Communities. 
Issues about Change, Vol 4, NO 1 
Southwest Educational Development 
Laboratory 

Brandt, R. (1995, November).  
On restructuring schools: A  
conversation with Fred Newmann.  
Educational  Leadership, Vol 53, No 3  

Calhoun, E. (1994). How to use action research  
in the self-renewing school. Alexandria,    
VA: Association for Supervision and  
Curriculum Development. 

Carmichael, L. (1982, October).  
Leaders as Learners: A Possible Dream. 
Educational Leadership, Vol 40, No 1 

Darling-Hammond, L., and McLaughlin, M.  
(1995). “Policies That Support 
Professional Development in an Era 

               of Reform.” Phi Delta Kappan 76(8), 
Darling-Hammond, L. (1996 March).  

The Quiet Revolution: Rethinking 
Teacher Development. Educational 
Leadership, Vol 53, No 6  

DuFour, R. & Berkey, T. (1995).  
The Principal as Staff Developer. 
Journal of Staff Development, V 16, No 
4 

Dufour, R, Eaker R.E., & Baker, R. (1998).  
Professional learning communities at 
work: Best practices for enhancing 
student achievement. Alexandria, VA: 
Association for Supervision & 
Curriculum Development. 

DuFour, Rick. (Spring 1997). Functioning as  
Learning Communities Enables Schools 
to Focus on Student Achievement. 
Journal of Staff Development v18 p56-7 

DuFour, Rick. (Fall 1999). Help Wanted  
Principals Who can Lead Professional 
Learning Communities. NASSP 
Bulletin v83 no604 

Dufour, Rick. (Spring 2002).  
One Clear Voice is needed in the Din. 
Journal of Staff Development V.23 No 2  

DuFour, Rick. (May 2003).  
Building a Professional Learning 
Community. The School  
Administrator  

Dufour, Rick. (Summer 2003).  
Leading edge: 'Collaboration Lite' Puts 
Student Achievement On a Starvation 
Diet. Journal of Staff Development, 
Summer 2003 (Vol. 24, No. 3) 

DuFour, Rick. (May 2004).  
What is a Professional Learning 
Community?. Educational Leadership. 
Vol 61, No 8 

Eaker, R., DuFour, R., and Burnette, R. (2002).  
Getting Started: Reculturing Schools to 
Become Professional Learning 
Communities. Bloomington, IN: 

National Educational Service 
ERIC Development Team. (1997).  

Developmental Appropriate Practice: 
What Does Research Tell Us online at 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/
ericdocs2/content_storage_01/0000000
b/80/2a/29/bc.pdf  

Fennimore, T. F, & Tinzmann, M. B. (1990).  
Thinking Curriculum. Pathways to 
School Improvement  

Fleming, G. (1999). 
Principals and Teachers: Continuous 
Learners. Issues about Change, Vol 7, 
No 2. Austin,TX: Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory. 

Fullan, Michael. (2005).  
Professional Learning Communities 
Writ Large. Chapter in On Common 
Ground by Dufour, Eaker, & Dufour, 
Bloomington, Indiana, National 
Education Service.  

Giles & Hargreaves. (February 2006). The  
Sustainability of Innovative Schools as 
Learning Organizations and 
Professional Learning Communities 
during Standardized Reform. 
Educational Administration Quarterly 
Vol. 42, No. 1 

Garmston, R. & Wellman, B. (1999). The  
Adaptive School: A Sourcebook for 
Developing Collaborative Groups. 
Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon 
Publishers, Inc.  

Guskey, T. (1999). Evaluating Professional  
Development. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin Press. 

Hord, S. (1992).  

© 2007 The Educational Partners LLC 
Visit us online at youreducationalpartners.com   

5

http://www.annenberginstitute.org/images/ProfLearning.pdf
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues41.html
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=acbb8483d4eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=acbb8483d4eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=0eb85c717a1d9010VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=bda08483d4eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=bda08483d4eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/dufour164.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/dufour232.cfm
http://www.aasa.org/publications/saarticledetail.cfm?ItemNumber=2909&snItemNumber=950&tnItemNumber=951
http://www.aasa.org/publications/saarticledetail.cfm?ItemNumber=2909&snItemNumber=950&tnItemNumber=951
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/dufour244.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/dufour244.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/dufour244.cfm
http://www.teacherleaders.org/misc/dufour_PLCs.pdf
http://www.teacherleaders.org/misc/dufour_PLCs.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2/content_storage_01/0000000b/80/2a/29/bc.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2/content_storage_01/0000000b/80/2a/29/bc.pdf
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2/content_storage_01/0000000b/80/2a/29/bc.pdf
http://www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/content/cntareas/science/sc4think.htm
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues72/issues72.pdf
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues72/issues72.pdf
http://home.oise.utoronto.ca/~changeforces/Articles_05/UK_Ireland_preread_final.pdf
http://home.oise.utoronto.ca/~changeforces/Articles_05/UK_Ireland_preread_final.pdf


Professional Learning Communities as Effective Staff Development 
 

Facilitative leadership: The imperative 
for change. Austin, TX: Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory. 

Hord, S. (1994).  
Staff Development and Change Process: 
Cut from the same cloth. Issue about 
Change, 4(2). Austin, TX: Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory.  

Hord, S.M. (1997).  
Professional Learning Communities: 
What Are They and Why Are They 
Important? Issues about Change, 6(1). 
Austin,TX: Southwest Educational 
Development Laboratory. 

Hord, S. M. (1997 b). 
Professional Learning Communities: 
Communities of Continuous Inquiry 
and Improvement. Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory 

Hord, S.M., & Rutherford,W.L. (1998).  
Creating a Professional Learning 
Community: Cottonwood Creek School. 
Southwest Educational Development 
Laboratory, Issues about Change, Vol 
6, No 2. 

Hord, Chapman, Hinson, Hipp, Jacoby,  
Huffman, Pankake, Sattes, Thomas & 
Westbrook. (2000). Multiple Mirrors: 
Reflections on the Creation of 
Professional Learning Communities. 
Southwest Educational Development 

              Laboratory.  
 
 
Lambert, Linda. (Spring 2005).  

Leadership Capability at the School 
Level. Staff Development Journal, Vol. 
26, No2 

Leo & Cowan. (2000).  
Launching Professional Learning 
Communities: Beginning Actions: 
Issues About Change. Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory, 
Volume 8, Number 1 

Louis, K.S. & Kruse, S.D. (1995).  
Professionalism and community: 
Perspectives on reforming urban 
schools. Thousand 

               Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.  
McTighe & Emberger. (Winter 2006).  

Teamwork: Assessment. Staff 
Development Journal, Vol. 27, No 1 

Mitchell, Ruth. (Winter 2005).  
Building a Better Assignment. Staff 
Development Journal, Vol. 26, No1 

Morrissey, Melanie. (2000).  

Professional Learning Communities: An 
Ongoing Exploration. Southwest 
Educational Development Laboratory.   

National Staff Development Council (NSDC).  
Standards: Learning Communities. 
National Staff Develop Council 
Website

Newcomb, Amelia. (May 2003).  
Peter Senge on Organizational 
Learning. The School Administrator 

Newmann, F.M. & Associates (Ed.) (1996.)  
Authentic achievement: Restructuring 
schools for intellectual quality. San 

               Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Newmann, F.M., & Wehlage, G. G. (1995).  

Successful school restructuring: A 
report to the public and educators by the 
Center on Organization and 
Restructuring of Schools. Madison: 
Board of Regents of the University of 
Wisconsin System. On ERIC

O'Neil, J. (1995, April). 
On Schools as Learning Organizations: 
A Conversation with Peter Senge. 
Educational Leadership, Vol 52, No 7 

Peterson, P. (1979). Direct Instruction  
Reconsidered. In P. Peterson & H. 
Walberg (Eds.), Research on teaching: 
Concepts,  findings, and implications 
(pp. 57-69). Berkeley, CA: McCutchan. 

Policy Studies Associates. (1999).  
Hope for Urban Education: A Study of 
Nine High-Performing, High-poverty 
Urban Elementary Schools

Richardson, Joan. (November 2005).  
Tools for Schools: Transform Your 
Group into a Team. Tools for 
Schools,Vol. 9, No. 2. National Staff 
Development Council 

Saphier, King, & D’Auria. (Spring 2006).  
3 Strands from Strong School 
Leadership. Staff Development Journal, 
Vol 27, NO 2  

Schmoker, Mike. (2001). The Results Fieldbook:  
Practical Strategies from Dramatically 
Improved Schools. Association for 
Supervision and Curriculum 
Development, Alexandria, Va. 

Schmoker, Mike. (2004).  
From Feckless Reform to Substantive 
Instructional Improvement. The 
professional Journal for Education Phi 
Delta Kappan Online at 
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/k0402sc
h.htm  

Scribner, Jay. (April 1999). Professional  

© 2007 The Educational Partners LLC 
Visit us online at youreducationalpartners.com   

6

http://www.sedl.org/change/facilitate/
http://www.sedl.org/change/facilitate/
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues42.html
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues61.html
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues61.html
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues61.html
http://www.sedl.org/pubs/change34/
http://www.sedl.org/pubs/change34/
http://www.sedl.org/pubs/change34/
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues62/
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues62/
http://www.sedl.org/pubs/cha97/mirrors.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/jsd/lambert262.pdf
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues81/issues-8.1.pdf
http://www.sedl.org/change/issues/issues81/issues-8.1.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/jsd/mctighe271.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/jsd/mitchell261.pdf
http://www.sedl.org/pubs/change45/plc-ongoing.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/standards/learningcommunities.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/index.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/index.cfm
http://www.aasa.org/publications/saarticledetail.cfm?ItemNumber=2915&snItemNumber=950&tnItemNumber=951
http://www.aasa.org/publications/saarticledetail.cfm?ItemNumber=2915&snItemNumber=950&tnItemNumber=951
http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/Home.portal?_nfpb=true&_pageLabel=RecordDetails&ERICExtSearch_SearchValue_0=ED387925&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=eric_accno&objectId=0900000b8012733b
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=2874da6d74eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ascd.org/portal/site/ascd/template.MAXIMIZE/menuitem.459dee008f99653fb85516f762108a0c/?javax.portlet.tpst=d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_ws_MX&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_viewID=issue_view&javax.portlet.prp_d5b9c0fa1a493266805516f762108a0c_journalmoid=2874da6d74eaff00VgnVCM1000003d01a8c0RCRD&javax.portlet.begCacheTok=token&javax.portlet.endCacheTok=token
http://www.ed.gov/PDFDocs/urbaned.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/tools/tools11-05.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/tools/tools11-05.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/jsd/saphier272.pdf
http://www.nsdc.org/members/jsd/saphier272.pdf
http://www.harmonyschool.org/nsrf/schmoker_2004.pdf
http://www.harmonyschool.org/nsrf/schmoker_2004.pdf
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/k0402sch.htm
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/k0402sch.htm


Professional Learning Communities as Effective Staff Development 
 

Development: Untangling the Influence 
of Work Context on Teacher Learning. 

               Educational Administration Quarterly  
Vol. 35, No. 2 

Senge, P. (1990). The Fifth Discipline: The Art  
and Practice of the Learning 
Organization. New York: Currency 
Doubleday.  

Senge, P., Kleiner, A., Roberts, C., Ross, R.,  
Roth, G., & Smith, B. (1999). The 
Dance of Change: The Challenges to 
Sustaining Momentum in Learning 
Organizations. NY, New York: 
Doubleday, Inc. 

Senge, Peter, et al. (2000). Schools that learn: A  
Fifth Discipline Fieldbook for 
Educators, Parents and Everyone Who 

Cares about Education. New York: 
Doubleday Dell. 

Stiggins, R. (1997). Student-Centered Classroom  
Assessment. (2nd ed.) Columbus OH: 
Merrill, an imprint of Prentice Hall. 

Stiggins, Rick. (Summer 1999). Teams. Journal  
of Staff Development, Vol. 20, No. 3 

Stiggins & Chappuis. (Winter 2006).  
What a Difference a Word Makes. Staff 
Development Journal, Vol. 27, No1 

The Educational Trust. (May 2002). Dispelling  
the Myth…Over Time online at 
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/
B72AC5E2-4191-45C9-9CED 
EB431D6A8B5E/0/DTMovertime.pdf

© 2007 The Educational Partners LLC 
Visit us online at youreducationalpartners.com   

7

http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/stiggins203.cfm
http://www.nsdc.org/library/publications/jsd/stiggins271.pdf
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/B72AC5E2-4191-45C9-9CED-EB431D6A8B5E/0/DTMovertime.pdf
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/B72AC5E2-4191-45C9-9CED-EB431D6A8B5E/0/DTMovertime.pdf
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/B72AC5E2-4191-45C9-9CED-EB431D6A8B5E/0/DTMovertime.pdf

	Leo & Cowan. (2000).
	Launching Professional Learning Communities: Beginning Actio
	Morrissey, Melanie. (2000).
	Professional Learning Communities: An Ongoing Exploration. S

