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Where are we?
Our school community believes that a highly qualified teacher in every classroom is

important to student success.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Parents complain when students are out of class for teacher professional development.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

The district mandates specific professional development for all teachers.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers in our school are committed to continuous improvement.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE
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T
he school’s culture increases teach-
ers’ willingness to engage in col-
laborative professional learning,
and teachers’ willingness to engage
in collaborative professional learn-
ing improves the school’s culture.
The circular relationship between

culture and willingness sometimes makes it difficult to
determine where to start. Is it best to establish a culture
that supports teacher interdependence, or is it best to
begin with creating communities of learners? While it is
possible to argue either side, it is perhaps best to accept
the existing conditions and recognize that regardless of
where a school begins, both culture and willingness will
be positively impacted.

Conditions to support collaborative learning
Establishing the conditions that will positively con-

tribute to a staff ’s success with collaborative professional
learning requires vigilance and dedication. Yet, waiting
until the conditions are ideal may mean that collabora-
tive professional learning never happens. Sometimes
pushing ahead, regardless of the conditions, speeds up
the change in conditions and moves a school ahead far
more rapidly.

Specifying conditions that support collaborative
professional learning is difficult. Some of those condi-
tions are identified here: 
• Teachers’ commitment and willingness;
• Principal’s commitment and willingness;
• Community’s commitment and support;
• Resources available to support collaborative learning;

• District support and commitment;
• Schedule that provides time;
• Structures for learning;
• Feedback systems;
• Reporting systems;
• Clear expectations;
• Coordination systems to share learning across

teams; and
• Accountability systems to produce results.

School culture
The concept of school culture has appeared in edu-

cational literature for about two decades. Some of the
early definitions offer clear understanding of the con-
cept.

School culture can be defined as the historically
transmitted patterns of meaning that include the norms,
values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths
understood, in varying degrees, by members of the
school community.

This system of meaning often shapes what people
think and how they act. Researchers have found that
healthy and sound school cultures correlate strongly
with increased student achievement and motivation,
and with teacher productivity and satisfaction. A vision
for creating a healthy school culture should be a collab-
orative activity among teachers, students, parents, staff,
and the principal. The principal’s role in changing
school culture is to act with care and concern for others,
work to develop shared visions of what the school
should be, and work on team-building (Stolp, 1994).

Stoll, a leading British researcher, defines school
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culture as “how things are done around here.” In a
more implicit sense, school culture manifests itself in
customs, rituals, symbols, stories, and language – cul-
ture’s “artifacts” (Stoll, 1999).

In an extensive study of literacy teachers’ success
and the working conditions of the schools in which
they taught, Langer discovered students who outper-
formed their peers attended schools that nurtured a pro-
fessional climate for teachers. The factors that emerged
across all the schools studied include:
• A shared vision for student achievement and a plan

to get there;
• Teacher participation in a variety of professional

communities in and outside of the school and valu-
ing their commitment to the profession of teach-
ing;

• Structured improvement activities that offered
teachers a sense of agency;

• Caring attitude that extends to colleagues and stu-
dents; and

• Deep respect for lifelong learning (Langer, 2001,
2002). 
In a study of schools that received the U.S.

Department of Education Model Professional
Development Program Award in 1997 and 1998, the
research team found striking similarities among the
schools that used professional development as the
means to improve student learning. The research team
offered the following recommendations:
• Use clear, agreed upon student achievement goals

to focus and shape student learning;
• Provide an expanded array of professional develop-

ment opportunities;
• Embed, ongoing informal learning into the school

culture;
• Build a highly collaborative school environment

where working together to solve problems and
learning from each other become the cultural
norm;

• Find and use the time to allow teacher learning to
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ASPECTS OF SCHOOL CULTURE VISIBLE EVIDENCE

Celebrations How staff and student successes and achievements are recognized and
celebrated.

Stories How the school talks about itself — its history and myths; whose stories are told and
whose are overlooked; stories told by the community and the school about the
school.

Shared sayings The language the school uses to talk about itself, e.g. “We’re a community
school.”

Taboos What is not allowed within the school, explicitly and implicitly, from types of
behavior to how certain groups or people are treated.

Ways of rewarding Intrinsic or extrinsic rewards to staff and students; acknowledgements.

Rituals How common events are run and what is emphasized at them — athletic
achievement? discipline? academic achievement? community contributions?

Communications How messages, positive and negative, are delivered to the school or wider
community; the channels, levels of, and path for communication within the school.

Behaviors How students and staff treat each other; the level of respect, trust, collaboration,
and sharing evident; how guests are treated.

Rites of exit and entry How new staff members are inducted; how farewells for staff and students are
conducted; how new students and new parents are welcomed.

Events The focus of significant annual events like awards, school plays, field day,
homecoming, prom, etc.

Table 5.1 Stoll’s school culture indicators (Stoll, 1999)
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happen; and
• Keep checking a broad range of

student performance data
(WestEd, 2000, p. 12). 
Tools 5.1 and 5.2 are tools to

assess a school’s culture. Tool 5.1 is a
simple and quick survey. The instru-
ments in 5.2 are more thorough and
extensive. The first tool, Self-
Assessment: School Culture Triage, is
a survey to gather perceptions of
staff about school culture. The sec-
ond instrument is a multi-part
assessment of school culture involv-
ing interviews, observations, surveys,
analysis of the data, and presentation
of the findings. By administering either
assessment as a baseline measure and
then again at the end of the next sever-
al school years, a school will have evi-
dence of the change in school culture
that occurs over time. When baseline
data are gathered after collecting a
completed survey from each staff
member, it will be helpful to compile
the results into a series of tables and
graphs and engage the staff in conver-
sations about actions they want to take
to address the areas of greatest need.
By identifying areas of strength and
creating a plan to address areas of need in a school’s cul-
ture, staff members are making a commitment to
improve the culture of their school.  

Tool 5.3 can be used for a similar purpose. This
tool, an innovation configuration on NSDC’s Standards
for Staff Development on Learning Communities, iden-
tifies principal and teacher behaviors associated with
learning communities. Teachers and principals can use
this tool to self-assess, conduct a schoolwide assessment
in which they compile their results and use the innova-
tion configuration to discuss evidence regarding their
current state.

Determining whether to assess a school's culture is a
decision that is best made collaboratively by the princi-
pal and teacher leadership team. Before selecting a tool
to use, both the principal and teacher leaders will want
to study several options, weigh the pros and cons of
each, and select one that will be informative, not over-
whelming. The samples included in this chapter are only

some examples of ways
to assess school culture.
If the school has not
conducted a formal cul-
ture audit before, using
a simpler tool such as
the one in Tool 5.1 may
be better. Tool 5.1 is
based on the seminal
research about school
culture by Jon Saphier
and Matthew King
(1985). This research

has informed the field for more than 20 years. As the
school begins to develop a culture of openness and
inquiry, other tools may be more useful. Regardless of
the tool or process selected, regular assessment of school
culture is one way to ensure that actions to strengthen
the culture are data-driven and focused on areas of need.

Community support
Another aspect of a supportive condition is com-

munity support for professional learning. Parents often
do not understand the importance of teacher learning.
They often only recognize the inconvenience when stu-
dents are out of school so that teachers can learn. The
notion that teachers only learn on days designated as
learning days is antithetical to the kind of professional
learning that this tool kit advocates. Educators learn
continuously and transforming traditional professional
development into collaborative professional learning
may actually increase both teacher and student learning
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time. If school schedules are struc-
tured to provide daily opportunities
for teacher learning, parents will not
face the struggle they feel when
school is dismissed for teacher learn-
ing. 

Schools often feel the tension
between providing time for profes-
sional learning and time for student
instruction. School staff can take
some initiative in talking with their
parent community about the value of
professional development. Tool 5.4 is
a survey to assess parents’ views about
teacher learning. Tool 5.5 is a
Frequently Asked Questions sheet
about teacher learning.

District support
Another critical dimension of

creating a web of support for collabo-
rative professional learning is district
support. Essential indicators of a dis-
trict's support for school-based col-
laborative professional learning
include:
• The degree to which the district

administrative staff permit
schools to make decisions about
professional learning;

• The support that the district administrative staff
provides to help school staff create collaborative
professional learning teams;

• The amount and quality of training provided by
the district to support teams; and

• The resources the district identifies and distributes
to schools for collaborative professional learning.
Tool 5.6 is the innovation configuration for central

office staff regarding the Learning Communities stan-
dard. Central office staff members might use this
resource to assess their support of school-based collabo-
rative professional learning. In addition, central office
staff might consider how they bring together teachers
from across schools whose learning communities are
outside of their school.

Collaborative professional learning teams vary in
membership based on the size of a school and the staff
configuration and areas of interest. Because some learn-
ing teams exist within a school and others may exist out-

side a school, central
office staff may have a
role in forming cross-
school or cross-district
teams. In most schools,
staff members form teams
by departments, courses
taught, grade levels,
teaching team, and/or
interdisciplinary areas of
focus. In other schools,
especially smaller schools
where there is only one

teacher of the arts, health, physical education, ESL/bilin-
gual, or technology and only one counselor, librarian, or
nurse, these staff members form interdisciplinary teams
or form a team with those in the same role in other
schools within their district or across districts.
Sometimes teaching staff are members of more than one
team. A Family and Consumer Sciences teacher who is
the only one in her department may be a member of an
interdisciplinary team within her school focused on
character education. She may also be a member of a
team of Family and Consumer Sciences from other high
schools within her district or region. A school nurse may
be a member of an interdisciplinary team within his
school focused on student health and also a member of a
districtwide learning team of school nurses.

Creating the conditions to support teacher collabo-
rative learning also means helping teachers build trust,
relationships, and voice. Jody Westbrook and Shirley
Hord describe conditions necessary for professional
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learning communities that emerged from their study of
developing this type of community in different school
settings. In their work, they found “significant founda-
tional factors — the presence of which contributed to
PLC success, and the absence of which often presaged
difficulty or failure in PLC implementation . . .

Trust. This element is a requirement among teach-
ers, between teachers and administrators, between cam-
pus and district-level personnel, and between school
personnel and co-developers. High levels of trust pro-
moted risk taking, honest communication, and deep
commitments to school initiatives, including the PLC
project. The absence of trust distracted personnel from
issues of instruction to conflicts of personality and prac-
tice. Conscious efforts to build trust characterize many
efforts to create professional learning communities.

Teachers are heard. Schools in which the insight
and input of teachers is solicited and utilized tended to
move more easily into — or increase their practice of —
the PLC dimensions of shared leadership and collective
learning. Administrators who acted without the input of
teachers tended toward autocratic styles of leadership;
teachers who felt their knowledge was not honored, and
their suggestions not welcomed tended to resist “top-
down” directives of all ilks, including PLC.

Student centered. Although one might expect a
focus on students to characterize any school, visits to a
cross-section of the nation’s schools will quickly reveal
the many ways teachers and administrators can be dis-
tracted from their students’ learning and well-being.
The attention of administrators and teachers alike can
be consumed by any number of issues, including: test
scores, and their implications for funding, status, and
consequences within a district; administrative turnover
and political concerns; personality clashes; and issues of
equity within and between schools. 

Schools where personnel asked aloud and frequent-
ly of programs, practices, and initiatives: “Is it better for
kids?” tended to more easily and deeply take on PLC
dimensions, and could more easily tailor the expression
of those dimensions to the particular needs and culture
of their school.

Concerns about “add-on” programs. The
plethora of new initiatives, innovations, projects and
reform efforts, combined with the hefty demands of
teaching, have led many school personnel to a sense of
“so much to do, so little time.” 

Rather than being a sign of resistance, questions
about the additional responsibilities and time required

of a PLC effort revealed a healthy skepticism about
poorly planned or implemented efforts at reform. When
these concerns could be addressed openly and complete-
ly, teachers and administrators were able to more fully
commit to creating a professional learning community
at their school (Westbrook & Hord, 2000, p. 2-4).

Establishing supportive conditions for collaborative
professional learning is challenging work. Yet, the easiest
way to do so is to establish collaborative professional
learning teams. When staff members begin to collabo-
rate, they interact about teaching and learning since
that is their common interest. They naturally develop
trust and respect for one another when they engage in
joint work. They also simultaneously increase the trans-
parency of their work and create interdependence.
There is a reciprocal relationship between creating
teams and creating a collaborative culture. Act on one
and the other responds.
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Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5

Note: To gain the most complete view of your school’s culture, this assessment is best taken by all
members of the school staff.
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*

* Note: Informal observations are not formal supervisory observations.

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 76

Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 77

Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 78

Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 79

Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 80

Tool 5.2    Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 81

Tool 5.3    Teacher and principal ICs on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 82

Tool 5.3    Teacher and principal ICs on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 83

Tool 5.3    Teacher and principal ICs on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 84

Tool 5.3    Teacher and principal ICs on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 85

Tool 5.4    What does your community know and believe about teacher learning? A survey CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 86

Tool 5.4    What does your community know and believe about teacher learning? A survey CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 87

Tool 5.5    Frequently asked questions about professional development CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 88

Tool 5.6    Central office IC on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 89

Tool 5.6    Central office IC on Learning Communities CHAPTER 5


