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Event Details


This professional development took place on Wednesday, March 23rd. The focus of the professional development time was to strengthen Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) by giving structure to meetings and practice the use of protocols. The development lasted from 8 until 11:20 in the morning and took place in a small conference room within the high school library. Present at the meeting were school teachers designated as PLC leaders, as well as a principal, an educational consultant, and the women responsible for the development time, hired by the district on a consultancy basis. The teachers, consultant, and principal were seated around a meeting table with the women in charge standing at the head of the table, utilizing a data projector on the opposite to display a slide show.

Background Information


Our district has recently put a large emphasis on PLCs and the benefits that we can draw from them. To this extent, certain teachers were approached and asked to be PLC leaders. These teachers come from a variety of subject backgrounds and these backgrounds were used in forming the PLCs. For example, the fine arts department constitutes one PLC as does the social studies department and likewise across all subjects. While the emphasis is district-wide, the heaviest concentration has been in grades 6-12. This particular development session included only staff from those grades. This was the second time that these PLC leaders had met. The first session was brief and focused primarily on an overview of what the administration hoped to gain from its emphasis on PLCs. This second session hoped to focus on the importance of different protocols. It was emphasized throughout the morning that these protocols can function both as an organizational tool and also as a means of increasing meeting participation within our subject areas. 

Materials Distributed

1. A self-assessment rubric aimed at determining the effectiveness of many aspects of our individual PLC meetings.
2. An article entitled “Collaboration: An Essential Key to Student Achievement” by Bruce Oliver, published in 2007 by Just ASK Publications & Professional Development.
3. A book entitled, Protocols for Professional Learning by Lois Brown Easton, published in 2009 by ASCD.
Agenda


The development started with introductions of all present members. Teachers went around the room and introduced themselves as well as told which subject area they were representing. After every teacher, as well as the principal and consultant, had introduced themselves, the woman in charge gave a brief (8-10 minute) autobiography including past experience in education and the path taken to her current employment. 


After introductions, a slide show was used highlighting the importance of protocols in meeting situations. Following the slide show, all participants were asked to fill out the self-assessment rubric and evaluate their own PLC meetings. After completion, participants were split into groups of three. The woman in charge explained the procedures behind one of the featured protocols and asked the groups to execute the protocol in relation to their rubrics. Groups separated and went to different rooms, where their rubrics were discussed using the newly introduced protocol.


Upon returning to the conference room, there was a short debriefing of how group members thought the protocol functioned in their setting. There was brief debate amongst some staff about the practicality of this protocol in larger settings. This concluded the first session of the day and a small break (15 minutes) was given.


The rest of the development opportunity followed the pattern of the latter activity; introducing a new protocol and then working that protocol in small groups. After completion, there was always a short debriefing in regards to the protocols effectiveness at achieving its goals, as well as tips on how to adjust the protocol to certain PLC needs.

Analysis


The goals of this professional development session were very clear; the members present were chosen by administration as proven leaders and this session was aimed at giving these leaders more tools to effectively create better learning experiences amongst the larger teaching staff. It was accurately assumed that all teachers present bought into the philosophy that part of successful teaching relies on successful learning. As discussed in previous meetings, these leaders all agreed upon the importance of learning from one another and desired to improve the methods which were utilized to further these means. As Little states, “Schools that support teacher learning and foster a culture of collegiality and continuous improvement are better able to retain new teachers, pursue innovation, respond effectively to external changes, and secure teacher commitment.” (Little, 2006) Philosophies such as those have become the norm in our district. However, there has been confusion in how to put the philosophy into practice. This development was aimed at alleviating some of these problems and did so with the learning opportunities given within the groups of three.


The largest amount of learning occurred when the members were split into smaller groups and asked to effectively use a new protocol. As teachers, we constantly place blame on students for being too chatty or tangential in there conservations or school work. What sometimes goes unnoticed, however, is the fact that teachers can be the same way. Even within my group of three, it was a task to keep from talking about sports scores, our own children, or the token problem child we each have in our classroom. We needed periodic monitoring by the woman in charge in order to stay on task. As we neared the end of the development, we found that our protocols were running more smoothly and efficiently. These learning opportunities served as the backbone of the experience. Upon reflection, I wished that there was more time spent in the learning opportunities and less time taken for elements like introductions or “chat” time. To add to the learning experiences, the 3-member small groups were altered before every protocol to give each participant experience in leading different personalities. As teachers, we are well aware of the impact that different personalities can have on the effectiveness of a meeting. This fact was confirmed as I had more difficulty with “chattier” teachers. Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth point this out when discussing the difficulty of forming a community with teachers already known to each other (Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth, 2001). When already known to each other, several speed bumps can block hinder the meeting process. In addition to the casual nature that can be become associated with meetings, teachers come with reputations and past experiences with one another. As mentioned earlier, this can provide an obstacle to the effective and efficient administering of a meeting.

Conclusion

The most important element to our professional development session was the simple fact that all members present bought into it’s philosophy. There were elements that could benefit from some adjusting, but as a whole, the goals were well intended and the learning opportunities allowed the teachers present to explore and adjust the methods, first hand, so that they may be effectively implemented. It is this mentality of learning community that should drive education, both in our district and in others, to constantly strive for continued success.
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