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A
teacher sits quietly by herself in her classroom as she 
plans a full week of lessons. She refers to her notes 
from the previous year and the same textbook she has 

been using for the past six years. In another school across 
town, a teacher sits with three of her colleagues as they plan 
an upcoming unit on forces and motion. The math teacher 
finds related information from the curriculum as the art 
teacher comes up with a creative way for students to display 
their work. Another teacher suggests integrating a descrip
tive, narrative writing style through the language arts. The 
principal sits in on this common planning period and offers 
helpful suggestions, as she realizes that professionals need 
time to work out all the bumps in the road of planning for 
learning. The students are directly involved in the learning 
process at hand. They are given a choice of activities to dem
onstrate proficiency in all academic areas as teachers assess 
their strengths and areas in need of improvement. In the first 
situation, the teacher works in isolation. The second teacher 
is truly part of a team, a professional learning community. 

In theory, educators know that the purpose of education is to 
put the learning of each child first. However, this well inten
tioned goal often gets put in line with everything else on our 
proverbial plates as teachers. While schools put together beau
tiful vision statements and school missions, there are always 
other projects that seem to take up all our energy. Professional 

learning communities help us refocus our goals to better 
educate the children in our community. Professional learning 
communities are not the next fad in education. They are set up 
to help us focus our energy on what children learn {Eaker et al., 
2002). They are about going back to the foundation of educa
tion and its purpose, and they are used to strengthen our com
mitment to education in order to better serve the community. 

A cultural change is not something that can be done over
night. The goal of professional learning communities is to 
validate ourselves as teachers and to celebrate learning. By 
collaborating in a professional learning community, we do 
more for our students by providing them with the best learn
ing opportunities. This is accomplished through shared plan
ning and insight from the many talented professional with 
whom we work every day. 

Collaboration is defined as mutual learning in which those 
involved value the process and goals (Leonard and Leonard, 
2001). Teachers need to be trained in how collaborate effec
tively for student success in the classroom. Teams of teachers 
come together with a common purpose of focusing instruc
tion (McClure, 2006). 

At Captain Samuel Douglass Academy in Brookline, New 
Hampshire, teachers are learning to work together in a 
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collaborative environment. As teams of teachers meet dur

ing common planning time to discuss upcoming units, the 

principal sits in and offers helpful suggestions. Specialists 

are utilizing their strengths as the team works together on 

an integrated project on New Zealand. Teachers are also 

sent to workshops and grade level retreats to reflect upon 

the work that needs to be accomplished. The common 

denominator is student learning. Through professional 

learning communities, teachers are able to brainstorm 

and try out different schedule models to suit the learning 

needs of the students and shift the way they teach. Teachers 

respond to the needs of our school through measured out

comes by utilizing various assessment tools. They use these 

innovative, interactive, and integrated teaching techniques 

to increase student learning. 

Senge (1990) writes of Professional Learning Communities 
as a paradigm shift and discusses the creative role that 

teachers take to plan and learn together in a collaborative 

process. According to Fullan (2001), turning information 

into knowledge is accomplished socially by developing posi

tive relationships in the learning community with common 

goals. Teacher~ are able to look at their individual leadership 

style and work together to come to consensus on the purpose, 

values, and agenda of the school. The principal plays a key 

role in facilitating this process in a dynamic way by listening 

to teachers' collective needs, just as the teacher taps into the 

needs of individual students. Teams meet on a regular basis 

and keep professional conversations going. For example, best 

practice for teaching language arts may be to integrate it with 

reading and social studies which requires revisions to the 

curriculum. According to Eaker et al. (2002), less content but 

more meaningful and in depth lessons are needed as we are 

teaching valuable literacy skills in reading and writing across 

the curriculum. 

Communication is a key element to a successful teaching/ 
learning environment with all ideas taken into consideration 

and every person being validated. This validation empowers 

teachers to be mQre active and committed to their school and 
the results of student performance drive what we do (Eaker et 
al, 2002). 

There are many research-based benefits to implementing and 
maintaining a school culture through professional learn-

ing communities as those who have used them have been 

inspired by their purpose, commitment, and shared power 
(Leonard and Leonard, 2001 ) . Nobody wants initiatives 

shoved down their throats in a top-down compartmental

ized fashion. Instead, what is needed in a collaborative 
environment is shared responsibility, equal decision making, 
pooled resources, and shared accountability (Leonard and 

Leonard, 2001). 
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Jump-starting a professional learning community requires 

an open mind, a shift in thinking of the school (Eaker et al., 

2002 ). It starts with one idea and one conversation. Discuss 

ideas relevant to student learning at team meetings and then 

start meeting as a faculty in different places around the 

school building, as my principal has started in our school. 

Celebrate each other's strengths and start to see the value 

in each other's expertise. Once in place, the dynamic of the 

school personnel will slowly evolve and learning teams will 

emerge. The attitude shift will be "we" instead of "I" because 

those who try it will see the overall benefit for students in the 

community. 

Melissa Leafe has been teaching for nine years. She currently 
works as a sixth grade teacher at Captain Samuel Douglass 
Academy in the Hollis-Brookline School District, N.H. 
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