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y long interest with systemic change in education over the years has guided my readings, impelled me 
to spend a week with Michael Fullan at Northwestern, and, finally, led me to review the factors that 

influence this important issue. I questioned why some educational programs succeed and become 
systemic, such as Positive Behavioral lnterwntions and Supports (PBIS), while others, including 
the Breaking Ranks high school initiative, last only as long as the grant funding. I wondered why 
some educational programs, suC'h as curriculum mapping, surcessfully rontinue in some school 
distriets hut not others. 

I found there is much written about this conun<lrum-fmm popular literature to respel'led educational 
sources. In their book Made to Stick, Heath and Heath (2007) identify six principles that make a product 
or an idea "stick." Their stories highlight these factors with a sticky ide,a of their own. The acronym f<ir these 

six prinr.iples-simple, unexpected, concrete, credible, emotive, stories-almost spells "success." 

In education, Fullan is reganled as an influential scholar anrl t>xpert on change, having worked with 

school districts ancl education departments all over the world. He has wrillen numerous books about 
the change pro<'ess, most of them focused on education. In his seminal hook on srhool rhange, The 
New Meaning ojEducational Change, follan (2007) identifies what he believes is <'ritical to school 

reform and sustainable change: 
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Reform is not just putting into place the latest policy. It 
means changing the <'Ultures of the classrooms, the sdmols, 
the districts, the universities, and so on. There is more to 
educational change than most people realize (p. 7). 

In their initial hook on professional learning communities (PLCs), 
Dufour and Eaker (1998) talk at length about the difficulty 
of sustaining the school improvernenl process: "Schools have 
demonstrated timr an<l again that it is murh easier to initiate 

change than to sustain it to fruition. Until changes become so 
entrenched that they represent part of 'the way we <lo things 
around here,' they are extremely fragile and subject to regres
sion" (p. 105). They make a strong case for the development 
of PLCs to sustain change as well as promising programs over 
time. I did find that the research base supports this theory and 
the role of such communities is important to maintain changes 

until they are entrenched. 

Professional Learning Communities 

What role do professional learning communities play in the 
sustainability of educational innovations and programs? PLCs 
are getting much coverage in current educational-reform circles. 
It has long been advanced that a program has a better chance 

of survival if educators support each other in its development. 
Collaboration by a few teachers and success of the innovation they 
are implementing often can transfer to the other teachers in the 
school (Warrican, 2006). Study groups sustain each other and 
encourage continued practice with the innovation. By develop
ing teachers as change agents, new programs and innovations 

can transform schools. Teachers in PLCs support each other in 
this effort (Fullan, 2007). Well implemented, PLCs promote 
a way to change the culture of a school or district (Hargreaves 
& Goodson, 2006). In her two-year study of urban high school 
teachers, Little (2002) found the professional teacher community 
sustained whole-school reform efforts and served as a resource 

for teacher development. Taken together, these studies provide 
strong documentation for the development and continuance of 
PLCs in maintaining new innovations. 

Collaboration between the program provideror innovator and teach

ers is of vital importance. In his action research study, Warrican 
notes that these "change agents must ... engage in collaborative 
consultation with the people most likely to be affected by the 
project" (p. 2). If teachers are willing participants and included 

from the beginning of a program, the program has a greater chance 
of becoming systemic after the change agent leaves. Warrican 
returned to tht> school two years aftt>r the start of the program and, 
though there had been no contact or professional development in 
the interim, the program was continuing. He states, 
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When participants arr taken on as partnt>rs in a resear<'h 
project tht>y are likely to develop commitment to it, and 
a sense of ownership. It is this sen e of <·nmmitrnt'nt and 
ownership that contributes to successful implementation 
and sustaining of educational innovations (p. 7). 

I believe this is a noteworthy endorsement of the value to take 

tlw time necessary to establish and dt>velop professional learn
ing communities. 

Hargreaves and Fink (2006) note another successful collaboration 
model. They look at the successful efforts of underperforming 

schools being pairrd with SllC<'essful schools. 

As educators continue looking for 
a magic formula for sustaining 

innovation, professional learning 
communities n1ay become among 
the most i1nportant components to 

develop in schools. 

With district support, underperforming schools choose a 
higher-performing partner. The high-performer doesn't 

just send in a small administrative team to evaluate and 
turn around its underperforming peer in a quirk-fix way. 
Instead, this model promotes shared and distributed 
leadership. Leaders coaeh leaders, counselors coach 
counselors, departments coach departments. Peer assis

tance is the key principle. And the learning runs in both 
directions; even under-performing schools have pockets 
of excellent practice from whieh their higher-performing 

partners can benefit (p. 18). 

Paired with the support generated at the beginning of a project or 
innovation, this clearly demonstrates to me that developing PLCs 

provides a better guarantee of the project's sustainability. 

In a study of innovative s<'hools, Giles also collaborated with 
Hargreaves (2006) in looking at the sustainability of school 
reform efforts. Schools traditionally have a "weak record of 

sustaining success over time" (p 125). Howevt>r, those schools 
establishing themselves as learning rommunities were able to 
sustain their early successes. The study was hopeful that such 
a model could resist the natural erosion of initiatives over time 
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and sustain reform. Giles also studit>d urban high schools and 
the sustainability of educational reform (2008) . The data in 
the study suggest that building capacity, coupled with teaeher 
activism, can ensure the survival of a progressive vision despite 
the pressures of standardization in education. This is noteworthy 
today considering the strong governnwntal influence in al'count

ability and standardization. 

In their study of interdisciplinary teacher 1·ollalmration at two 
universities, Bartlett and Rappaport (2009) found that sud1 
collaboration sustained enduring changes in teaching over as 

much as 16 years. They report that 

providing a rare glimpse into the long-term impact of 
faculty development workshops, this study of the Tufts 
Environmental Literacy Institute and the Piedmont 
Project at Emory University shows enduring changes in 
teaching, research, interdisciplinary collaboration, and 

engaged action (p. 79). 

Teacher collaboration was not a formal goal of either of these pro
grams, yet it did contribute to their sustainability. The researchers 
report "there is little evidence of erosion over time," suggesting 

that programs involving teacher collaboration and the creation of 
PLCs "are an investment that can pay signifil'ant dividends over 
time" (p. 80). And so the case builds for professional learning 
communities, study after study, until we come to the perhaps 
most vocal of champions. 

DuFour and Eaker (1998) devote a full chapter of their hook 
Professional learning Communities at Work lo the topic of 
sustaining the school improvement process (chapter six). In 
this chapter, they emphasize the need for effective communiea
tion. Such communication involves the careful planning and 

monitoring of new programs, modeling, and focus as programs 
become systemic, and reflection and evaluation if programs are 
lo evolve with the school community. Collaboration is seen as 
fundamental to sustaining change. Such collaboration must he 
authentic, meaningful to the individuals, t>xplicitly statt>d, and 

involve shared leadership. Time and training must be valued and 
built into the process. Attention must also hr given to embed
ding the change into the culture of the school. Otherwise, all 
well-meaning efforts will erode over time. Citing more than ] 7 
additional studies, they conclude that 

the challenge of !lustaining the change process is the 
challenge of creating a critiral mass of educators within 
the school who are willing and able to function as change 

agents. Creating this eritical mass requires attention to 
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tlw three Cs of sustain ing a change initiat ive- commu
nicat ion, collaborat ion, and culturt' (p. 129). 

They lwlieve and widt>ly promote the idea that ereat ing a l'Ol 

laborative environmt>nl in schools is tht> "single most important 

factor in sustaining the t>ffort to create a learning community" 
(p. 130). I believe these are strong words worth noting. 

Conclusion 
As eclu!'alors contimw looking for a magi!' formula for sustaining 

innovation. professional lrarning communities may becomr among 
the most important components to deVt'lop in schools. Though 
the literature gives suggestions hut certainly no quick fix for sus

tainability and true school reform, PLCs continually show their 
importance in sustainability. With a view to maintaining valued 
functions. most demonstration projects and initiatives can he a 
catalyst for systemic change (Adelman & Taylor, 2003). 

More worthwhile advil'e from Adelman and Taylor is. "OvrrC'oming 
project thinking begins \\ith redefining the work . Rather than 
allowing it to he seen as a 1-, 2-, or 3-year project. it can ht> 
rt>conceived as an ongoing initiative. After rt>ceiving a grant, we 

recommend never again referring to the work as a project" (p. 11 ). 
Having PLCs then drive the C'hange, collaboration rather than 
the project hecomt's the prominent factor. 

Both Nastasi (2002) and Bartlett and Rappaport (2009) note 
that research on long-term sustainability of innovations is rare 

and that more "syslt>matic rt>search on program implementation 
is necessary for unclnstamling what Wt'nl wrong in organizational 
change efforts" (Nastasi, p. 223). As much, if not mort>, can be 
learned from failed initiatives as successful ones. A proft>s

sional learning <·ommunity in and of itself is no magic bullet. Its 
implementation ancl maintenance must be well conl't>ived and 
thought through. It must ht> joh embedded and extend beyond 
the individual classroom. 

The studies inform us that even the best of PLCs may not he 
enough on tht>ir own. Other factors, such as tie-in to other exist
ing reform efforts currently at the school and buy in from all 

constituents, espel'ially the classroom lt>acher, arr also impor
tant. Sustainability in educational change is a eomplex process. 
Professional learning communities must be thoughtfully plannt>cl, 
integrated, and supported. Given such backing, they offer hopt> 

for true reform and sustained programming. 

Helene Bickfiml is the director qfcurriculum. instruction and 
assessment for SAU #34 in Hillsboro. NH. 
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