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How to Leverage PLCs for 
School Improvement 
outlines the right work 
for creating successful, 
sustainable school 
improvement. 

It uses the PLC model to 
highlight and deconstruct 
five challenges that 
improving schools face.
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We Will Learn How to …

 Support a culture of success.

 Engage everyone in the right work.

 Establish a shift from what all students need to what each 
student needs.

 Develop leadership for learning.

 Engage students in owning their learning.
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It All Begins With PLCs

The PLC at Work process is the 
foundation of all school improvement 

efforts in the world!
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School improvement, but how? 
Superhuman powers 

are not a requirement!
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Culture Shift Ahead
“The greatest challenge to school improvement is the 
overwhelming perception that no matter what the 
teachers and administrators do, there seems to be no way 
out of failing results.”

—Kramer, How to Leverage PLCs 
for School Improvement (2015), p. 7
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Number 1 Challenge 
and Opportunity: Culture

 Failure does not define you or your students.

 Kids know they are a part of a school that is underperforming.

 Culture happens: What specific steps can we take to create a
culture of success?
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“The assumptions, beliefs, 
values and habits that 

constitute the norm of the 
school and guide the work 

of the educators within 
it.”—DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & 

Many, Learning by Doing (2006)

School Culture Defined
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Culture eats structure for lunch!

To restructure 
is not to 

reculture.

p. 34

Create a Culture of Success

Schools build a culture focused on learning by 
committing to two fundamental assumptions:

 All students can learn at high levels.

 Educators accept responsibility to ensure 
high levels of learning for every student.

“Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement; 
nothing can be done without hope and confidence.” 

—Helen Keller

Schools that want to improve focus time and attention
on variables they can control

Children Cannot Choose … Collaborative Teacher Teams Can Develop …
Their parents A school and classroom culture 

of caring and encouragement
Where they live A guaranteed, viable curriculum

The school they attend Effective, research-based teaching 
strategies

Their teachers Common formative assessments 
of student learning

The high-stakes summative
assessments they’ll take

Systems of providing additional time, 
support, and enrichment
Ways to frequently recognize 
and celebrate improvement

Create a Culture of Success Create a Culture of Success

A cultural shift begins by adopting specific core 
principles that guide the work and set the tone 
for school improvement:
 Do not blame the students.

 Learning is required.

 Hope is not a strategy.

“Optimism is the faith that leads to achievement; 
nothing can be done without hope and confidence.” 

—Helen Keller
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Most Important!

To change from a culture of failure to a
culture of hope we must tell a different story.

 What are the good things happening 
at your school?

 Tell those success stories to each other, 
the students, parents, community, and 
anyone else who will listen.
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What story do
the symbols and

artifacts tell about 
your culture? 
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Don’t just tell a different version 
of the same story.

Change the Story!
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List your current 
traditions. Circle 
the ones that 
promote a healthy 
culture.

List any new 
rituals you would 
like to begin to 
further promote a 
healthy culture.

Figure 2.5 Traditions Past and Future

Traditions are culture in action
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Table Discussion 
 What strategies have you utilized 

to shift the culture at your site?

 In what ways do you think we can 
build a healthy culture or a 
culture of success?

Shift Happens
But How?
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Number 2 Challenge/Opportunity: 
Engage in the Right Work

 Schools that try every new idea or strategy 
that comes along never realize gains in 
student achievement.

 Staff suffer from initiative fatigue.

 Focus, focus, focus on results.

 Engage in the right work.
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“Classrooms, schools, and school systems can 
and do improve, and the factors facilitating 
improvement are neither so exotic, unusual, or 
expensive that they are beyond the grasp of 
ordinary schools.”

—Clark, Lotto, & Astuto, “Effective Schools and School 
Improvement: A Comparative Analysis of Two Lines of Inquiry, 

Educational Administration Quarterly, 20(3), (1984), p. 59
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Focus of the Work

The PLC process is the organizing structure that 
harnesses the power within to improve schools.

A PLC focuses on three big ideas that drive 
improvement:
 Unwavering focus on student learning

 Adults must work together collaboratively

 A focus on results
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Engage in the Right Work

Collaborative teams are the engine that drives 
school improvement. They focus on answering 
four critical PLC questions on a unit-by-unit basis.
1. What is it we expect students to know and be able 

to do? 
2. How will we know when they have learned?
3. How will we respond when they do not learn? 
4. How will we respond when they already know it?

(DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, Learning by Doing, 2010)

SolutionTree.com  |  800.733.6786

Is Your Team Focused
on the Right Work?

1. Select statements that characterize the 
work in which your team is engaged when 
answering the four PLC questions.

2. Share with an elbow partner.

3. Determine one next step for each question. 
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Number 3 Challenge/Opportunity:
Shift From All to Each

Schools improve when data is turned into 
useable information that can be acted upon 
in a timely manner.

Data that move learning forward are linked to 
a specific standard, learning target, and student 
need.
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Data, Data, Data

 Be willing to see the real picture data shows, 
no matter how ugly it is. 

 Know the truth about what students need. 

 Be hungry for data about each student.

 The only way to ensure learning for all is to 
determine what each student needs to get 
there!
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How will you analyze the common 
assessment data?
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How do we build 
an instruction‒assessment‒data 
system that supports learning? 

What already exists? What is working well? 
What can we improve?

Traditional 
Instruction‒Assessment‒Data Model

Assign grades

Teach
Teach

Teach
Post-test

Pretest

7
© Kramer 2021. SolutionTree.com

Do not duplicate.



Focus on Learning 
Instruction-Assessment-Data Model

Assign grades

Teach

Teach

Post-test

Pretest Analyze
results

Plan for
differentiated

instruction

Assess
modify,
reflect,
adjust

SolutionTree.com  |  800.733.6786

Your Turn to Put the Pieces Together

 Let’s get practical.

 What are the components 
of an assessment system?

 Using the cards let’s  
illustrate a system 
approach to assessment.

CFA
Intervention 

Cycle 
1. How do our school, teams, teachers, and students 

use data to improve learning?

2. Have we established a recurring cycle of 
interventions and extensions that moves learning 
forward?

3. How do we provide interventions while also 
remediating prerequisite skills and knowledge? 
How are we currently remediating student 
learning? Is there a team plan for interventions 
and extensions?

Choose one reflection category
to discuss with your table.
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Number 4 Challenge or Opportunity: 
Developing Leadership for Learning

“We’ve yet to find a single instance in which one 
talented person … accounted for most, let alone 100 
percent, of the success. You can’t do it alone.

“Leadership ... is a team performance .... The winning 
strategies will be based on the ‘we not I’ philosophy. 

“Without people we can’t get extraordinary things 
done in organizations.”

—Kouzes & Posner, The Leadership Challenge: 
How to Make Extraordinary Things Happen 

in Organizations (2007)
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Change is good!
You go first!
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First- or Second-Order Change?

Principle 1:
“Leadership for change is most effective when 
carried out by a small group of educators with the 
principal functioning as a strong cohesive force.”

—Marzano, What Works in Schools:
Translating Research Into Action (2003), p. 174
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Leadership for Change

Requires a TEAM Effort

Form a team that is capable of leading change to harness the 
power within. 
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What Is a Learning Team?

It is an alliance of key members of an 
organization who are specifically charged to lead 
a change process through the predictable turmoil.
 Members of the alliance should have shared 

goals and high levels of trust.

 The principal must be the champion for the 
belief and its most vocal supporter.
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Reciprocal Responsibility

 Accountability must be a reciprocal process. 

 For every expectation we have for the teachers and teams, we 
must provide knowledge, resources, and time to meet 
these expectations.

This is the role of the learning team!
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Capture the Power 
of Continuous Improvement

Through the Work of Teams
Simply organizing schools into teams in and of 
itself will do little to improve learning.

The key is what teams do on an ongoing basis 
that improves learning.

SolutionTree.com  |  800.733.6786
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1. What structure exists to lead and support the 
teams in PLC work? Is leadership shared and 
widely dispersed?

2. What are our current initiatives? How many 
do we have? Do any initiatives distract from 
the mission of learning for all?

Choose one set of reflection 
questions to discuss with your table.
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Number 5 Challenge/Opportunity:
Engaging Students in Owning 

Their Learning

Fixed mindset                                   Growth mindset
The foundation of student ownership in their learning 
is a clear understanding of expectations or learning 
targets. It requires the ability to envision what is 
necessary to achieve targets at the proficient or 
above level.

William Butler Yeats: “Education is not the filling of a pail, 
but the lighting of a fire.”

Can we agree that students are ready 
to own their learning?

Questions Traditional 
Games

Student Video
Games

Implications for 
Student Thinking

1. Do you need a 
partner or partners? Yes Not necessary 

but an option

Students are 
willing and able 
to work alone or 
in groups.

2. Do you have to read 
and understand the 
rules?

Yes Not necessary
Students want to 
problem solve to
the next level.

3. What is the object 
of the game? 
How do you win?

Beat the 
opponent

Get to the next 
level

Students have a 
growth mindset!

But 
how?

1. Do our students have a growth mindset? 
How can teachers and schools create and foster 
a growth mindset?

2. What does it take to engage students so they are 
partners in the learning process? 
How can teachers engage students to the extent 
that they own their learning?

3. What possibilities exist to increase student 
investment in the learning process?

Choose one reflection category
to discuss with your table.
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Finally, Take Time to Celebrate!

Celebrate quick wins. A win is:

 Moving kids in and out of remediation

 Passing alternative assessments

 Celebrating students who complete 
assignments

Celebrating small victories is the only way 
to turn the tide. 
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Celebration as Communication

1. Explicitly state the purpose of celebration.
2. Make celebration everyone’s responsibility.
3. Establish a clear link between the 

recognition and the behavior or 
commitment to be reinforced.

4. Create opportunities to have 
many winners.

What is the

one thing
that schools do
that make significant 
progress?

There is no single defining 
action. Instead, improvement 
requires that teachers, teams, 
and administrators exert a 
focused, cohesive, and consistent 
effort over time.”

—Sharon Kramer, 2015

“
In doing the work of the 
professional learning 
community…each step will build 
the capacity of staff and harness 
the power within.”

—Sharon Kramer, 2015

“
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Now It’s Your Turn

 What do you need to start doing to meet each of these 
challenges?

 What do you need to stop doing?

 What specific actions are you willing to take to get the results 
you desire?
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Start Doing Stop Doing

Challenge 1: Create a 
culture of success

Challenge 2: Engage in the 
right work

Challenge 3: Shift from all
to each

Challenge 4: Develop 
leadership for learning

Challenge 5: Engage 
students in owning their 
learning SolutionTree.com  |  800.733.6786

In the end, real school improvement 
requires us to risk more than others think 
is safe, to dream more than others think is 
practical, expect more than others think is 
possible.

(Claude Thomas Bissell)

Thank You!

To schedule professional development 
at your site, contact Solution Tree 

at 800.733.6786.
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Symbol and Artifact Walk 
1. Walk around your school and observe the symbols and artifacts contributing to the story

of your school. Document your findings below.

Location What do you see? What do you hear?

School entryway

Main office

Hallways

Traditional classrooms

Library

Cafeteria

Bus drop-off area

Computer lab

Other:

Other:

2. What percentage of visual images support or reflect:

Academic 
Learning? Arts?

Sports or 
Activities?

Behavior 
Expectations?

3. Determine what contributes to your vision of culture and what needs to be changed.

What positive symbols and artifacts 
did you see that should remain?

What modifications do you suggest 
related to symbols and artifacts?

(page 1 of 1)

REPRODUCIBLE
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Symbol and Artifact Walk
1. Walk around your school and observe the symbols and artifacts contributing to the story

of your school. Document your findings below.

Location What do you see? What do you hear?

School entryway

Main office

Hallways

Traditional classrooms

Library

Cafeteria

Bus drop-off area

Computer lab

Other:

Other:

2. What percentage of visual images support or reflect:

Academic
Learning? Arts?

Sports or 
Activities?

Behavior 
Expectations?

3. Determine what contributes to your vision of culture and what needs to be changed.

What positive symbols and artifacts 
did you see that should remain?

What modifications do you suggest 
related to symbols and artifacts?
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Traditions Past and Future 

(page 1 of 1)

List your current traditions. 
Circle ones that promote 

a healthy culture. 

List any new rituals you would like 
to begin to further promote 

a healthy culture. 

REPRODUCIBLE
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PLC and NonPLC Actions 

1. What is it we expect students to know and be able to do?

PLC Actions NonPLC Actions 
 Prioritize standards.
 Group standards into units. Determine

when proficiency with each is
expected.

 Develop scope and sequence (pacing).
 Unpack standards to understand the

learning targets and write student-friendly
learning targets.

 Determine rigor needed for proficiency of
learning.

 Identify practices and processes
students need to learn with the content
standards.

 Group standards arbitrarily or
spontaneously and teach without a plan
or with a minimal plan.

 Agree on a few standards and individuals
choose the rest.

 Use a book as a guide for what to teach
and when to teach over standards.

 Agree to disagree on level of rigor
needed to demonstrate proficiency.

 Teach standards in isolation.
 Individually interpret the meaning of

standards.

2. How will we know when they have learned?

PLC Actions NonPLC Actions 
 Create and use common formative

and summative assessments.
 Use common scoring guides and rubrics

to assess student learning on common
assessments.

 Calibrate scoring of common assessments.
 Analyze data from common assessments

and respond.
 Identify trends in student work and respond.
 Identify and plan for classroom

formative assessment processes in
daily lessons.

 Give independently teacher-created
assessments to one’s own class.

 Agree on only some common items and
leave freedom for teachers to
independently choose remaining items.

 Score assessments independently.
 Analyze data without a response (move on).
 Give tests on different days.
 Only give students feedback on unit

assessments, ignoring formative
assessment in daily instruction or vice
versa.

(page 1 of 2)
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3. How will we respond when they do not learn?

PLC Actions NonPLC Actions 
 Look at trends in student work and re-

engage all learners.
 Re-engage all learners without

lowering the cognitive demand of the
target or standard as needed.

 Accelerate learning so student can
access grade-level standards.

 Base decisions on data, not a student’s
education label.

 Create a systematic pyramid of
interventions to meet the needs of all
learners.

 Focus solely on basic skills.
 Slow down and stretch content without

accelerating learning and including grade-
level content.

 Group students based on education label
rather than academic ability.

 Change (lower) expectations for student
proficiency.

 Reteach the same concept in a similar
way or with lower expectations.

4. How will we respond when they already know it?

PLC Actions NonPLC Actions 
 Look at trends in student work and

re-engage all learners.
 Re-engage learners and deepen their

understanding of a target or standard
rather than skim future grade-level
content.

 Raise text complexity, if appropriate.
 Base decisions on data, not a student’s

education label.
 Honor and advance student learning.

 Give students more difficult problems or
activities.

 Speed through content to cover more and
future content.

 Group students based on education
label (gifted and talented education,
English learner, and so on) rather than
ability.

 Change (raise) expectations for student
proficiency.

 Reteach the same concept after it is
learned.

 Require students to always help or teach
others.

(Source: Sarah Schuhl, 2014. Adapted in Kramer, How to Leverage PLCs for School Improvement, 
pp. 26–27.) 

(page 2 of 2) 

School Improvement for All: A How-To Framework for Doing the Right Work 
© 2017 Solution Tree Press. Do not duplicate.18



Five Easy Steps to Implementing the Intervention Cycle 
All collaborative teams complete a minimum of four common formative assessment cycles per quarter. 

Step 1 
Answer PLC question 1: What do we want students to know and be able to do? 

Identify high‐priority standards and learning targets to develop the common formative assessment. 
Consider depth‐of‐knowledge levels, test specifications, and content limits. 

Step 2 
Answer PLC question 2: How are we going to know if they have learned it? 
Administer common formative assessments in the same way, to all students. 

Step 3 
Analyze results as a collaborative team. 

 What was positive?   What are misconceptions? 
 What was surprising?  Who did not master content? 
 Which teaching strategies worked?     What are we going to do about it? 

Step 4 
Answer PLC questions 3 and 4: What will we do if they have not learned it?  

What will we do if they have? 
Determine next steps for an intervention plan or extension plan. 

Step 5 
Collaborative teams reflect on the intervention cycle. 

Write down notes to remember for the next unit or next year.  
Modify tests, materials, resources, and so on. 

(Source: Kramer, How to Leverage PLCs for School Improvement, pp. 37–38)
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School Learning Team Selection Protocol 

Use the characteristics given to determine the most effective members of the school learning team. 

Change Agent 

List individuals who are committed to school 
improvement. 

Expertise 

List individuals who have demonstrated 
knowledge and experience that will support 
school improvement. 

Credible 

List individuals who are influential among the 
other staff members. 

Leadership Skills 

List individuals that are proven leaders in 
the school. 

(page 1 of 1) 
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PLC Collaborative Team Tasks and Products 
Short-Term and Long-Term Goals 

Defined Tasks Completion 
Date 

Products and Artifacts 

Collaborative Teams 

Create and monitor team norms. Norms 

Establish protocols such as developing roles, consensus, 
agendas, and records. 

Protocols 

Establish team SMART goals. SMART goals 

Continuously monitor progress on SMART goals using 
summative and common formative assessments. 

SMART-goal action plan 

Celebrate successes and frequent small wins along 
the way! 

Celebration sheet 

Question 1: What is it we expect students 
to know and be able to do? 

Review state standards and align curriculum. Curriculum documents 

Identify essential standards for each grade level and 
subject area using endurance, leverage, and readiness 
criteria. 

List of essential grade-level and 
content-specific standards 

Vertically align essential standards looking for gaps and 
redundancies. 

Aligned curriculum guides 

Pace the curriculum with emphasis on when the learning 
targets will be taught. 

Pacing guide or course sequence 

Question 2: How will we know when they 
have learned? 

Unwrap each essential standard into learning targets. 
Determine learning progression. 

Unwrapped essential standards 
with learning targets 

Map each standard indicating the summative and 
formative assessments. 

Assessment map for each 
essential standard 

(page 1 of 2) 
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Defined Tasks Completion 
Date Products and Artifacts 

Develop common formative assessments 
for each learning target. 

Common formative assessments 

Determine proficiency levels. Rationale 

Develop grading rubric or scoring guide. Rubric or written criteria 

Write learning targets in student friendly language by 
engaging students in the process. 

Student friendly targets 

Create and share anchor papers with students 
demonstrating strong and weak work. Collaboratively 
score student work. 

Anchor papers 

Analyze assessment results. Item analysis; data-team protocol 

Question 3: How will we respond 
if they do not learn? 

Identify systematic responses for students who are failing. Remediation strategies 

Create interventions for students who fail to meet 
learning targets on common formative assessments. 

Intervention strategies 

Identify students for interventions by essential standard, 
learning target, and specific need. 

List of students with specific data 

Group students for instruction by specific essential 
standard or learning target. 

Student groupings by standard, 
learning target, or need 

Evaluate the progress of students after interventions. Monitoring tool 

Question 4: How will we respond if they 
have already know it? 
Identify systematic responses for students who have 
already mastered the essential standards. 

Student groupings by standard, 
learning target, or need. 

Create extension activities for students who demonstrate 
proficiency and above. 

Extension activities 

Identify students who demonstrate proficiency and above 
on common formative assessments. 

List of students with specific data 

Evaluate the progress of students after the extension 
activity. 

Monitoring tool 

(page 2 of 2) 
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52 HOW TO LE VER AGE PLCS FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

My Success Plan

August Benchmark 
Score

Quarterly Benchmark 
Score

February Benchmark 
Score

55

50

45

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

August %

Quarter 1 %

passing score

February %

Quarter 2 %

My goal for the EOI is: 

Make a plan of attack for the EOI. You have set your goal—now explain how 
you are going to get there! My plan of attack is: 

Source: U.S. Grant High School, Oklahoma City Public Schools, Oklahoma. Used with 
permission. 

Figure 5.1: U.S. Grant High School end-of-instruction (EOI) assessment.

How to Leverage PLCs for School Improvement © 2015 Solution Tree Press.
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Challenges for Growth 

Challenge Start Doing Stop Doing 

Challenge 1:  
Create a culture of success 

Challenge 2:  
Engage in the right work 

Challenge 3:  
Shift from all to each 

Challenge 4:  
Develop leadership for learning 

Challenge 5:  
Engage students to own their 
learning 

(page 1 of 1) 
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