








The process is based on the desire for 
individual and community improvement and is 
enabled by the mutual respect and 
trustworthiness of staff members. 

Wignall (1992) describes a high school in 
which teachers share their practice and enjoy a 
high level of collaboration in their daily work 
life. Mutual respect and understanding are the 
fundamental requirements for this kind of 
workplace culture. Teachers find help, support, 
and trust as a result of developing warm 
relationships with each other. "Teachers 
tolerate (even encourage) debate, discussion 
and disagreement. They are comfortable 
sharing both their successes and their failures. 
They praise and recognize one another's 
triumphs, and offer empathy and support for 
each other's troubles" (p. 18). One of the 
conditions that supports such a culture is the 
involvement of the teachers in interviewing, 
selecting, and hiring new teachers. They feel a 
commitment to their selections and to ensuring 
the effectiveness of the entire staff. 

One goal of reform is to provide 
appropriate learning environments for 
students. Teachers, too, need "an environment 
that values and supports hard work, the 
acceptance of challenging tasks, risk taking, 
and the promotion of growth" (Midgley & Wood, 
1993, p. 252). Sharing their personal practice 
contributes to creating such a setting. 

Summary of Attributes 
Reports in the literature are quite clear 

about what successful professional learning 
communities look like and act like. The 
requirements necessary for such organizational 
arrangements include: 

• the collegial and facilitative 
participation of the principal, who 
shares leadership - and thus, power 
and authority - through inviting staff 
input in decision making 

• a shared vision that is developed from 
staffs unswerving commitment to 
students' learning and that is 
consistently articulated and 
referenced for the staffs work 

• collective learning among staff and 
application of that learning to 
solutions that address students' needs 

• the visitation and review of each 
teacher's classroom behavior by peers as 
a feedback and assistance activity to 
support individual and community 
improvement and 

• structural arrangements and human 
capacities that support such an 
operation 

OUTCOMES OF PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING COMMUNITIES FOR STAFF 

AND STUDENTS 

What difference does it make if staff are 
communally organized? What results, if any, 
might be gained from this kind of 
arrangement? An abbreviated report of staff 
and student outcomes in schools where staff 
are engaged together in professional learning 
communities follows . This report comes from 
the summary of results included in the 
literature review noted above (Hord, 1997, 
p.27). 

For staff, the following results have 
been observed: 
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• reduction of isolation of teachers 
• increased commitment to the mission 

and goals of the school and increased 
vigor in working to strengthen the 
mISSIOn 

• shared responsibility for the total 
development of students and collective 
responsibility for students' success 

• powerful learning that defines good 
teaching and classroom practice and 
that creates new knowledge and beliefs 
about teaching and learners 

• increased meaning and understanding 
of the content that teachers teach and 
the roles they play in helping all 
students achieve expectations 

• higher likelihood that teachers will be 
well informed, professionally renewed, 
and inspired to inspire students 

• more satisfaction, higher morale, and 
lower rates of absenteeism 
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• significant advances in adapting 
teaching to the students, accomplished 
more quickly than in traditional schools 

• commitment to making significant and 
lasting changes and 

• higher likelihood of undertaking 
fundamental systemic change (p. 27). 

For students, the results include: 
• decreased dropout rate and fewer 

classes "skipped" 
• lower rates of absenteeism 
• increased learning that is distributed 

more equitably in the smaller high 
schools 

• greater academic gains in math, science, 
history, and reading than in traditional 
schools and 

• smaller achievement gaps between 
students from different backgrounds 
(p. 28). 

For more information about these 
important professional learning community 
outcomes, please refer to the literature review 
(Hord, 1997). 

IN CONCLUSION 

If strong results such as the above are 
linked to teachers and administrators working 
in professional learning communities, how 
might the frequency of such communities in 
schools be increased? A paradigm shift is 
needed both by the public and by teachers 
themselves, about what the role of teacher 
entails. Many in the public and in the 
profession believe that the only legitimate use 
of teachers' time is standing in front of the 
class, working directly with students. In 
studies comparing how teachers around the 
globe spend their time, it is clear that in 
countries such as Japan, teachers teach fewer 
classes and use a greater portion of their time 
to plan, confer with colleagues, work with 
students individually, visit other classrooms, 
and engage in other professional development 
activities (Darling-Hammond, 1994, 1996). 
Bringing about changes in perspective that will 
enable the public and the profession to 
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understand and value teachers' professional 
development will require focused and concerted 
effort. As Lucianne Carmichael has said, 
"Teachers are the first learners." Through 
their participation in a professional learning 
community, teachers become more effective, 
and student outcomes increase - a goal upon 
which we can all agree. 
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