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Where are we?
Our principal demonstrates his or her support for collaborative professional learning.


STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE


In our school, when teams of teachers meet, the principal trusts them to accomplish their


work.


STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE


Our principal provides feedback to teams about their learning plan and progress on


a regular basis.


STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE


Our principal provides the resources and support requested.


STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE


Chapter 11


ROLE
OF PRINCIPAL
TOOLS:


Tool 11.1 Essays by Dennis Sparks. 8 pages


Tool 11.2 Benefits of collaborative professional learning. 1 page


Tool 11.3 Key learnings for collaborative professional learning teams. 1 page


Tool 11.4 Principals’ strategies for increasing staff capacities for continuous learning. 1 page


Tool 11.5 In the right context. 4 pages


Tool 11.6 Culture shift doesn’t occur overnight — or without conflict. 2 pages


Tool 11.7 How to launch a community. 2 pages


Tool 11.8 Getting everyone to buy in. 2 pages
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T
o say that the success of collabora-
tive professional learning rests in
the hands of the principal may be
an overgeneralization; however, to
a large degree, it is true. Principals’
commitment, investment, and
involvement in collaborative pro-


fessional learning is essential to its success within a
school. To create, organize, and sustain collaborative
professional development within their schools, princi-
pals have several essential responsibilities. They are
responsible to: 
• Set clear expectations and expected results;
• Create time for collaborative professional learning


in the schedule;
• Provide training and development;
• Receive and review plans;
• Accept that change is a process, not an event;
• Monitor actions and results;
• Encourage “out-of-the-box” thinking; and
• Handle resistance.


Set clear expectations and define results
Principals have a responsibility to establish clear


expectations about teacher collaborative professional
development. Often working in partnership with
teacher leaders, principals clarify whether collaborative
professional development is a responsibility of every
staff, some staff, or those who volunteer to participate.
Further, they clarify whether teachers are expected to
collaborate with one or more teams within the school,
across schools, in the district, or across districts. Some


schools set an expectation that teachers meet with one
collaborative learning team related to their content area
or level and another that is focused on a schoolwide
area of interest. For example, a middle school music
teacher may meet with other teachers across the district
for her content-focused team.
This team works to analyze
curriculum, develop common
assessments, examine student
work, and to develop com-
mon units of instruction. This
same teacher meets with a
school team on infusing criti-
cal thinking into all classes. In
this second team, the music
teacher works with colleagues
from other disciplines to iden-
tify the critical thinking skills
they will stress at each grade
level, develop their own
understanding about how to
integrate these skills into their
classroom activities, and
develop recommendations for
other colleagues about how to
integrate these skills into their
classes.


Principals also set clear
expectations for results.
Working with each team and using the data analysis
process as background, the principal helps each team
understand how its actions can influence student suc-


We found clear
evidence that the
administrator is
key to the
existence of a
professional
learning
community. 


— Learning
together, leading
together, by
Shirley Hord.
New York:
Teachers
College Press,
and Oxford,
OH: National
Staff Develop-
ment Council,
2004
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cess. By stressing that the primary
purpose of collaborative professional
learning is student academic success,
principals help teachers focus their
collaborative work on the intended
results. Secondary benefits of build-
ing a collaborative culture, deepening
teachers’ content knowledge, and
expanding their content-specific ped-
agogical repertoire occur when teach-
ers are successful in working collabo-
ratively. Principals can monitor for all
of these results.


Create time for collaborative pro-
fessional learning in the schedule


One of the most significant contributions a princi-
pal can make to guarantee success with collaborative
professional learning is to provide time within teachers’
workday for it to happen. Chapter 7 addresses this issue
in greater depth. It is primarily the principal’s responsi-
bility to lead the charge, form the task force to study
options for making time available, and for being the
spokesperson within the community who advocates for
teacher learning time. The principal cannot turn over
this responsibility to an assistant or a group of teacher
leaders. He or she must be fully present and involved in
these actions to signal the importance of this issue.


Provide training and development
Successful collaborative professional learning does


not happen magically. To be successful, teams benefit


from some initial opportunities to
learn about the value of collaborative
professional learning, the essential
skills for team development, and
strategies for team learning. By pro-
viding opportunities for teacher
leaders or even the entire staff to
learn some of the foundational
knowledge and skills necessary for
success, principals increase the likeli-
hood that the transition to collabo-
rative professional learning will be
smooth.


Receive and review team plans
Principals review a team’s plans


for learning and provide feedback to the team, discuss
with them how to provide the resources and support
they request, and help them accomplish their plan.
Principals visit team meetings periodically to learn
about the team’s work and to offer support. Ongoing
communication between the team and the principal is
essential to keep the principal informed and to support
the principal in finding ways to share learning across
teams and to use each team’s learning to achieve the
school’s goals.


Accept change as a process, not an event
When collaborative professional learning is


launched in most schools, there is a period of adjust-
ment for everyone. As teams learn to work together, to
be more responsible for their own professional learning,


Tool 11.1 Tool 11.3Tool 11.2


Tool 11.4
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to make good choices about how to
use their time, etc., principals have an
important role to provide training,
support, and coaching to teams.
Principals remind teams that nothing
is perfect immediately, that teams will
feel uncomfortable and even be
unsuccessful initially, and that they
will improve both their effectiveness
and efficiency over time. This means
principals’ standards for teamwork
change as teams mature and their
work becomes more focused. The
principal is ready to step in to facili-
tate, guide, teach, and/or provide
resources, support, or resource per-
sonnel to help all teams reach an
acceptable level of productivity.


Give feedback actions and results
Principals actively monitor team actions and


results. They do this primarily by reviewing team-meet-
ing logs. However, principals may meet with team lead-
ers or with teams to learn about their work, observe
their interactions, and to provide feedback on their
work, their results, and their interactions. Principals can
expect to receive periodic reports that include student
data from benchmark or common assessments. By giv-
ing feedback regularly, principals and teams clarify
expectations, improve their work as a team, and are
more likely to focus their work on what will improve
teaching and learning.


Encourage “out-of-the-box” thinking
Principals encourage teams to look beyond their


own knowledge, skill, and practice by connecting them
with print, human, or electronic resources that will
move them beyond their current understanding.
Principals look for resources that will introduce teams
to new ideas, approaches, and strategies. When princi-
pals take an active role to ensure teams have access to
resources, they stimulate learning and demonstrate their
confidence in teams to accomplish their goals.
Principals also have an important role in creating a safe
environment that encourages risk taking, experimenta-
tion, and learning from each trial. It is important for
principals to hold the view that experiences that do not
produce intended results might be more powerful learn-
ing experiences than those that do.


Handle resistance
Resistance is inevitable. Some teachers will be


uncomfortable working collaboratively. Some will ini-
tially believe that working collaboratively is additional
work. Others simply prefer to work in isolation because
it is what they have always done. Principals, when
establishing expectations, clearly communicate each
teacher’s responsibilities so that no confusion exists. If
teachers are unwilling to work in collaborative learning
teams, principals want to be prepared to handle such
resistance. Most teachers, once they work through the
challenges of shifting from outside-in to inside-out pro-
fessional learning, value collaborative learning, especially
if the focus of their learning is directly related to their
own classes and students. 


Principals may use the series of essays by Dennis
Sparks, executive director of the National Staff
Development Council, to help them consider the bene-
fit and their role in creating a culture for collaborative
professional learning within their schools. These essays
appear in Tool 11.1. 


Tool 11.2 includes a list of benefits of collaborative
professional learning drawn from the research of Shirley
Hord on professional learning communities.


A third resource, Tool 11.3, is a list of essential
skills and knowledge for principals to consider in
designing the training and development for teams
and/or team leaders.


Tool 11.4 lists principals’ strategies for increasing
staff capacity for continuous learning.


Tool 11.5 describes how principals establish the


Role of principal CHAPTER 11


Tool 11.5 Tool 11.6
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structures to support collaborative
professional learning.


Tool 11.6 describes ways the
principal shifts the school culture and
some of the roadblocks he or she may
face in the process.


Tools 11.7 and 11.8 describe two
principals who launched collaborative
learning within their school. They
share lessons learned to help other
principals meet with success.


Douglas Reeves in his new book,
The Learning Leader: How to Focus
School Improvement for Better Results
(2006), describes particular leadership
actions that show demonstrable links
to student achievement. These actions
are not dependent on a principal's style or personality,
but rather are what a principal does. They include
inquiring, using data to determine not only problems
but also underlying causes (see Chapter 10); imple-
menting, the degree to which aspects of a specific effort
are correctly implemented at the school and classroom
level; and monitoring, the way in which feedback to
continuously support improvement and equity. This
form of monitoring, as Reeves reminds his readers, is
not evaluating or measuring.


No success in a school, no matter what it is, lies
exclusively on the shoulders of principals. Teachers and
teacher leaders are integral to every success and share
responsibility for leadership. Principals work to distrib-
ute and share leadership throughout the system so that
there are many leaders working hand-in-hand to meet
the school's goals. Collaborative professional learning is


one way principals can share leadership for professional
development and offer viable teacher leadership oppor-
tunities to teachers ready to accept leadership responsi-
bilities.
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TOOL 11.2


Benefits of collaborative
professional learning


STUDENT BENEFITS


• Decreased dropout rate


• Lower absenteeism


• Greater academic achievement in comparison to traditional schools


• Smaller achievement gaps between students from different backgrounds


STAFF BENEFITS


• Reduced teacher isolation


• Collective responsibility for student success


• Increased understanding of roles teachers play in helping all students achieve


• More satisfaction, higher morale, and lower absenteeism


• High-quality solutions to problems


• Increase confidence among all school community members


SOURCE: Learning together, leading together, by Shirley Hord, New York: Teachers College
Press and Oxford, OH: National Staff Development Council, 2004.
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CHAPTER 11


TOOL 11.3


Key learnings for collaborative
professional learning teams


Knowledge Skills


• Understanding what collaborative
professional learning is and how it
differs from other forms of professional
development


• Benefits of collaborative professional
learning


• Purpose of collaborative professional
learning in the school


• How collaborative professional learning
fits within a comprehensive professional
development program


• How collaborative professional
development helps teachers meet the
New Jersey requirements for
professional development 


• Expectations for collaborative
professional learning within the school


• Strategies for team learning


• Processes for establishing teams,
communicating about the team’s work,
demonstrating the team’s work and
results


• Stages of team development


• Knowing and teaching core content


• Setting agreement


• Taking various roles


• Making decisions


• Resolving disagreements


• Building trust


• Working collaboratively


• Communicating clearly


• Setting goals


• Developing action plans


• Analyzing data


• Developing and reviewing curriculum,
assessment, instruction, and student
learning


• Evaluating work products and processes
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TOOL 11.4


Principals’ strategies for increasing
staff capacities for continuous learning


Examine own beliefs about collaboration and continuous improvement


Develop collective values and vision


Be student-focused


Use vision to recruit and develop quality staff


Share decision making


Establish structures and process for shared decision making


Promote shared decision making on substantive issues


Increase decision-making quality


Promote continuous learning


Create opportunities for teachers to learn


Connect professional development to school improvement goals


Encourage collaboration


Provide time for collaboration


Identify outcomes of collaboration


Provide support


Establish clear expectations


Develop relationships


Create structures for communication


Acknowledge human capacity for change


SOURCE: Learning together, leading together, by Shirley Hord, New York: Teachers
College Press and Oxford, OH: National Staff Development Council, 2004.
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Tool 11.6    Culture shift doesn’t occur overnight — or without conflict CHAPTER 11


 







Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 243


Tool 11.6    Culture shift doesn’t occur overnight — or without conflict CHAPTER 11
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Tool 11.7    How to launch a community CHAPTER 11
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Tool 11.7    How to launch a community CHAPTER 11
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Tool 11.8    Getting everyone to buy in CHAPTER 11
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Tool 11.8    Getting everyone to buy in CHAPTER 11


 






