
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) have been integral in education, fostering collaboration among 
educators and administration to improve teaching practices and student outcomes (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; 
DuFour et al., 2008; Hord et al., 2010; Roy & Hord, 2006). A PLC is defined as a group of committed educators 
engaged in continuous inquiry to bring about positive changes in student learning. Implementing a PLC is 
shown to be effective in enhancing teaching pedagogy and overall student learning through research-based 
practices (Anderson & Olivier, 2022; Goode et al., 2020). According to DuFour et al. (2021), a PLC should be: 

1.	 Focused on learning
2.	 Structured around a collaborative culture and collective responsibility
3.	 Results-oriented 

As educational standards evolve, PLCs should continue to adapt, emphasizing shared leadership, collaboration, 
and celebration (DuFour et al., 2018; DuFour et al., 2021). Fundamental principles, such as ongoing learning, 
collective responsibility, and data-driven adjustments to teaching practices, are crucial for a successful PLC 
(DuFour et al., 2021).

What Is a Professional Learning Community?

Improving student outcomes requires serious commitment. Because of this, decisions made within PLCs must 
be intentional, goal-oriented, and reflective. Despite the challenges, when properly supported and focused on 
a shared goal through the use of inquiry practices, PLCs can lead to long-term benefits for the entire school 
community.

Evidence of Impact 
Recent research shows how PLCs benefit school climate and student outcomes (Anderson & Oliver, 2022; 
Goode et al., 2020; Bergeron 2020; Verdi, 2022; Lasater et al., 2021). PLCs are traditionally a vehicle for 
teachers’ professional learning (Anderson & Oliver, 2022; Louis & Marks, 1998). However, in the past five years, 
more PLCs have engaged in the shared process of inquiry and discourse, resulting in educators learning with 
and from their PLC colleagues rather than through formal professional development. This shift represents 
growth, as a schoolwide PLC that collaborates around shared goals and participates in data-driven decision-
making positively influences teacher self-efficacy, and this subsequently improves student learning outcomes 
(Ebbeler et al., 2017; Kippers et al., 2018; Schildkamp, 2019; Schildkamp et al., 2019; Anderson & Oliver, 2022; 
Goode et al., 2020). 
	 Research increasingly confirms that trust and collaboration are necessary to support student learning 
within PLCs. Trust fosters an environment where teachers can openly share practices and vulnerabilities, 
leading to improved collaboration, a more comprehensive understanding of students’ learning needs, 

A PLC should contain groups from 
multiple content areas working 
together and interpreting data  
for whole-school solutions.  
(Goode, et al., 2020; Verdi, 2022; Krasniqi, 2020)
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and ultimately a more effective PLC process (Bergeron, 2020; Verdi, 2022). These factors are critical to the 
foundation of productive inquiry and discourse because they create a safe environment among teachers, 
facilitate unbiased student assessment, and foster shared ownership of student learning  (Bergeron, 2020; 
Verdi, 2022; Ermeling, 2010; Goode et al., 2020; Lasater et al., 2020, Laster et al., 2021; Marsh 2012; 
Schildkamp et al., 2019). 

Implications for Practice 
When implemented effectively, PLCs facilitate discussions around data as a vehicle for pooling resources 
around positive growth in school culture, teacher learning, and student success (Mandinach & Schildkamp, 
2021; Ni et al., 2023; Verdi, 2022). 
 
Leadership Practices
School leaders play a critical role in establishing the necessary elements for a PLC to thrive. Establishing a solid 
and predictable meeting structure—including time, location, and group members for example—increases 
collaboration and positive professional conversations; this, in turn, engenders trust and benefits students, 
teachers, and overall school culture (Azeska et al., 2017; Darrow, 2016; Parham et al., 2020; Park & Datnow, 
2009; Peterson et al., 2012; Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018; Schildkamp et al., 2019). The following leadership 
practices support healthy PLCs: 

•	Craft a systematic plan for providing protected, regular, and expected time for PLCs within the school day 
(Goode et al., 2020; Riggins & Knowles, 2020; Dufour et al., 2021; Eaker & Marzano, 2020). 

•	Provide time during PLC meetings to focus on setting goals and completing tasks in order to sustain 
continuous cycles of improvement (Riggins & Knowles, 2020; Bergeron, 2020; Ni et al., 2023; Woodland, 
2016). 

•	Model leadership roles to develop teacher leaders who participate in mentoring, guiding discussions, and 
building community (Ni et al., 2023). 

•	Facilitate relationships for coaching, feedback, and reflection through clearly defined roles and 
expectations (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Ni et al., 2023; Baharav & Newman, 2019; Parham et al., 
2020). 

•	Encourage active learning and collaboration around curriculum design, shared assessments of 
expectations by content area, and continuous measurement of student progress across classes and grade 
levels (Riggens & Knowles, 2020; Bergeron, 2020; Espin et al., 2021; Mandinach & Schildkamp, 2021). 

•	Communicate a PLC’s focus and goals clearly in staff meetings and professional development, and 
emphasize a nonjudgmental, improvement-oriented focus rather than accountability for test scores or 
school report cards (Mandinach & Schildkamp, 2021; Datnow & Hubbard, 2015; Hoogland et al., 2016; 
Murray, 2014; Schildkamp, 2019; Schildkamp et al., 2019). 

•	Provide common goals, roles, and responsibilities to help teachers feel comfortable engaging in the 
collaborative process (Lyon et al., 2022; Torres et al., 2020). 

•	Promote a shared group vision for success, including the belief that all children can learn and succeed, 
while also fostering a sense of ownership among staff through a shared commitment to goals and 
inclusivity (Riggins & Knowles, 2020; Krasniqi, 2020). 
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Inquiry Practices
The Inquiry Cycle is an iterative 
process where educators—guided by 
data— develop solutions for school 
improvement. Teachers guided by the 
Inquiry Cycle are always trying new 
things and adjusting practices in a 
holistic way. This cycle helps teachers 
use data to tackle local problems or 
questions through a systematic series 
of steps that include gathering data, 
studying that data, figuring out what 
it means, making choices, and taking 
action (Baharav & Newman, 2019). 
Positive data culture, data-driven 

decision-making (DDDM), and research practice partnerships must be in place to make PLCs work. PLCs can 
engage in the following practices towards holistic inquiry: 

•	Use guiding questions to focus discussion on what students need to learn, how learning will be assessed, 
actions to be taken if students do not learn, and strategies for students who have already mastered the 
content (Riggins & Knowles, 2020). 

•	Provide PD focused on data literacy and cultural competency to ensure student success is not determined 
by demographics (National Equity Project; Deluca et al., 2018; Dunn et al., 2013; Oslund et al., 2021).  

•	Practice collaborative data analysis between leaders and teachers to focus on observable and measurable 
outcomes, and provide an educational environment that meets the needs of all students, irrespective of 
their backgrounds (Ling & Nasri, 2019).  

•	Maintain high expectations, foster positive leadership, and offer student-centered accessible learning 
with culturally responsive teaching and differentiated instruction (Ainscow, 2020; Fletcher et al., 2019; 
Leithwood, 2021; Marcos et al., 2021; Nadelson et al., 2019; Onyishi & Sefotho, 2021).  

•	Set goals and consider the necessary data to assess the impact on student learning (Verdi, 2022).  

•	Look beyond traditional achievement scores and analyze various types of assessments—both formal 
and informal—as well as qualitative and quantitative performance data to gain a comprehensive 
understanding of each student (Lai & Schildkamp, 2013; Mandinach & Gummer, 2016; Mandinach & 
Schildkamp, 2021).  

Conclusion 
Teachers who learn more effectively become, in turn, better teachers to their students. Moreover, leadership 
support for teacher growth—especially the effective implementation of PLCs—helps turn teachers into leaders. 
Using data structures effectively is critical for the success of PLCs, especially regular and frequent meeting 
times, collaborative engagement in an ongoing cycle of inquiry, and willingness to drive improvements for 
students and for whole schools (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour et al., 2008; Hord et al., 2010; Roy & Hord, 
2006). 

The Inquiry Cycle
k20.ou.edu/inquiry-cycle
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