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Shared values and vision including an un-•	
wavering commitment to student learning;
Collective learning and application of learn-•	
ing on behalf of student learning;
Supportive conditions including time, •	
resources, schedule, materials, and funding; 
and
Shared practice including observation and •	

feedback of classroom practice 
including individual assistance and 
support (Hord, 2004, p. 7). 
	 When learning communi-
ties are implemented deeply, the 
school’s culture transforms so that 
teachers and principals are encour-
aged to openly discuss classroom 
practice and identify and solve the 
challenges of teaching and learn-
ing. Teachers from a high school 
in Yuma, Arizona, recently told 

me that they examined the results of a common 
interim assessment to determine learning differ-
ences between a set of similar classes. Everyone, 
including students, brainstormed about how 
instruction could change to equalize student 
learning results. This conversation, in my experi-
ence, is a wonderful example of a collaborative 
interaction that seems quite different from the 
typical exchanges among most educators. 
	 A learning community is truly a different 
way of conducting school as well as a different 
way of conducting professional development. 
Imagine a school where the faculty works as 
a team to become masterful teachers, where 
the talk in the teachers’ lounge is about prob-
lem solving and not complaints about student 
behavior, where peer observation is as common 
as student desks, and where professional learning 
is the province of the faculty (Roy, 1994, p.1)! 
Now that’s a good use of professional learning 
resources.
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The smart money is on learning communities

Given a choice, would most principals 
allocate their limited building funds 
toward bringing in an outside expert 
to work with their faculty or toward 

strengthening the capacity of staff members to 
work productively with each other on profession-
al issues? Expressed this way, I believe many 
principals would choose the latter. However, it 
seems the use of outside experts 
still seems to be the predominant 
form of professional development 
in many schools.  
	 Recent research on the char-
acteristics of professional learning 
that influence teacher practice and 
student performance emphasizes 
the importance of collaborative 
professional learning, where teach-
ers strengthen teaching and learning 
through analysis of student work, 
conduct peer observations of classroom practice, 
analyze student achievement data, plan and analyze 
lessons, and solve classroom and student problems 
(Darling-Hammond, et. al, 2009). 
	 With this in mind, principals need to al-
locate resources to provide for continuous 
improvement of school staff. In particular, 
principals must work with faculty to create 
a learning community so that teachers are 
supported in their use of new instructional, 
curricular, and assessment strategies (Roy & 
Hord, 2003, p. 71). The definition of a learning 
community has recently lost its rigor. Learning 
community often seems to mean any gathering 
of people who intend to do some sort of learning, 
not necessarily in a collaborative fashion. A re-
search-based definition of a professional learning 
community includes the following components: 

Supportive and shared leadership in which •	
staff shares in organizational decision-
making;

Resources: Staff 

development that 

improves the learning 

of all students requires 

resources to support 

adult learning and 

collaboration. 
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