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swamwac RAISE Year 4 Project Leaders
Briefing Paper  
Working as a Professional Learning Community
An important part of the Project Leader’s role is to support the development of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) focused upon your selected RAISE themes, both in the individual schools and across a small network of schools working as part of the project.
The NFER study of professional learning communities concluded that there are four key processes that network leaders should take into account when they are creating and developing PLCs (NFER, 2005: 139-144):
1. Optimising resources and structures for professional learning

2. Promoting different kinds of activities to support professional learning

3. Sustaining the professional learning community over time

4. Leading and managing the PLC

The purpose of this briefing paper is to focus on these key processes in initiating, sustaining and support PLCs, and to suggest a series of activities that could usefully be adapted to the needs of the networks that you are working with.  

As a Project Leader, you will wish to shape the network of schools with which you are working so that they develop the key characteristics of effective PLCs:

· Shared values and vision 
· Collective responsibility for pupils’ learning 
· Reflective professional enquiry 
· Collaboration focused on learning and wellbeing 
· Group as well as individual learning 
· Openness, networks and partnership 
· Inclusive membership 
· Mutual trust, respect and support 
Network PLCs involve staff from different schools working together to provide additional challenge and support.  The dynamics of the development of these network PLCs are different from those in individual schools, and they pose different possibilities and challenges.  

There are different levels of collaboration between schools which you may need to promote, and these can be linked to different phases in the innovation cycle.  In practice, each school will be engaged on a journey that looks something like this.  Variant models of this underpin both action research programmes and school improvement planning cycles.
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The key issue for the Project Leader (and the PLC) is to decide on what level or form of collaborative work is helpful at each stage of the innovation cycle (bearing in mind that each school’s journey will be different).  In terms of knowledge management, level 1 is about school’s ‘learning from another’ (see appendix 1, developed from Jackson and Temperley, 2007).  This involves learning about good practice in another setting, either through web-based research or through a learning visit.  This is important, to avoid schools ‘re-inventing the wheel’ when other schools have already innovated successfully in an area, with the possibility of transferring that knowledge about ‘what works’ to another school.  This kind of activity is a key part of the phases of ‘agenda formation’ and ‘selection’ described above.

Level 2 of collaboration involves schools working alongside one another, and periodically sharing ideas and information to ‘learn from one another’ as they go through their episodes of innovation.  At this level, schools are working on parallel agendas (common themes for improvement), building trust and exchanging knowledge across the network.  This could also involve sharing curriculum resources, for example, and adapting them to the needs of each school.

Level 3 of collaboration is what network PLCs are all about, although it may be difficult to establish a fully-functioning mature PLC during the lifetime of the SEF pilot programme.  This level involves schools really working closely together.  They work on common agendas for innovation, they plan together and work through problem-solving cycles together.  They provide a high level of challenge and support to one another, through techniques such as peer observation, consultancy and study visits.
1. Optimising resources and structures for professional learning

The first area for consideration by Project Leaders is the resource requirement that will be needed to enable staff to engage in collaborative development activities.
The key resource in a professional learning community is the time to carry out individual and collective learning.  This needs to be planned, through negotiation with the headteachers of the schools involved and the staff to be directly involved themselves.  This is particularly difficult if staff from different schools are to be given opportunities to work collaboratively; there may be series of practical constraints to be overcome, including distance, timetabling and suitable accommodation.  

The time that staff will need to work individually and together should be clearly costed, and in some cases, travelling time, will need to be included as well.  Travel and subsistence should also be taken into account.  It should be recognised that additional costs will accrue if staff are to take part in a networked learning community that involves colleagues working in different school settings.  In some cases, schools may need initially to be convinced that the amount of additional effort that it takes to participate in a network is worthwhile (Hill, 2007: 190).
2. Promoting different kinds of activities to support professional learning

The second area for Project Leaders to consider is the way in which people will work together to improve their schools – the practical and professional activities they will do.  

There is a very broad range of different activities that school staff from across the SEF network could potentially engage in to implement and support their action plans for school improvement.  These include, for example, peer observation, action learning, collaborative development, specialist consultancy, and peer coaching and mentoring.  Some further information about different approaches is provided below.
In practice, Project Leaders will need to tailor these approaches on a case-by-case basis, according to the context and resources available. Sometimes, working in a school network will offer a richer mix of learning opportunities than an individual school working alone could provide.  Planning these learning activities should be approached collaboratively, engaging those who will be involved and giving them increasing ownership of the process.  
3. Sustaining the professional learning community over time
The third area for Project Leaders to think about is that different schools will be at stages in terms of their evolution as professional learning communities – from ‘early starters’ through ‘developers’ to ‘mature’.  This evolution will be reflected in the way people think about their professional learning, how they work with others, who they seek to learn with from inside and beyond the school, the extent to which a collaborative ethos has been established, and the structures that exist to enable all of this to happen.
The level of maturity of the PLC in each school taking part in the SEF network will affect what is possible in terms of the range of activities to promote learning.  Some will have more confidence and skills than others in terms of managing their own learning and working in group settings.  As Hill suggests, networks need people who can work and solve problems collaboratively and who act through influence rather than control.  So network leaders should support the PLC in a way that is explicitly intended to promote maturity and collaborative learning over time (Hill 2007: 191).
A key facet of the development of skills for effective professional learning concerns evidence-based policy and practice.  PLCs work best when evidence-based change programmes are managed through regular cycles of planning, enquiry, implementation and review.  These are often based on the classic cycles of action research, but linked much more directly to the school’s priorities for improvement and involve are greater number of staff in order to achieve sustainable school-wide reform (Hargreaves, 2007: 187).  The different learning activities outlined below are also based to some degree on this kind of planning cycle. 
4. Leading and Managing the PLC
The development of a professional learning community that encompasses more than one school requires clear leadership and management by the Project Leader, working in partnership with the headteachers and key workers in the schools involved.
Networks need to have a compelling purpose around which ownership can be built and action taken (Hill, 2007: 190).  In the early stages of work, staff from different schools will need encouragement to begin to share their experiences and to build new professional relationships.  Professional trust is key element of enquiry-driven innovation and development; participants have to be confident about the forum in which they are discussing their professional practice.  To be self-critical in the privacy of one’s own office or classroom is different from engaging in critical reflection and analysis in a group setting.  PLCs do not create themselves; initially, they require leadership to build commitment and trust.
Another key leadership role of the Project Leader is to encourage schools to be outward-looking.  This can also involve acting as a broker to identify additional forms of challenge and support from external sources; this is an area in which the Consortium can provide additional help.
The Role of the Consortium in developing RAISE Networked Professional Learning Communities

The Consortium staff also have a key role to play in supporting the development of networks and identifying additional support. The brokering role involves the following activities:
Brokering membership of broader networks:

The Consortium staff hold a data-base summarising all of the work that RAISE schools across the region have undertaken in the last three years.  This could be useful in identifying other schools across the region, perhaps for a learning visit.
Brokering relationships within networks

In some cases, networks of schools may face particular barriers as they are encouraged to work as a professional learning community.  Project Leaders can request individual support from Consortium staff to help them address these barriers.

Brokering external challenge and support:
The Consortium has access to a range of contacts and professional intelligence relating to sources of expertise across the Local Authorities and beyond.  We can provide individualised support for Project Leaders to identify schools and specialists who may be able to provide additional challenge and support for their networks.
Brokering knowledge-exchange across networks:

The Consortium has a responsibility to promote networked professional learning communities across the region as a whole. In doing so, it will collect evidence about effective practice in this area and seek to disseminate this across the team of Project Leaders, thereby deepening shared understanding of what works in practice.  We will also find ways of sharing the innovations and improvements that projects achieve with a wider audience, celebrating their achievements across the region.
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	Professional Learning Communities in Action 

Learning Visits



	What is this:

A way of providing opportunities for teachers to observe good practice first-hand in another school setting and consider its applicability to their own school setting.

When to use this:

When a school is interested in taking forward a particular initiative, but may need to build awareness and commitment amongst staff at different levels in the school.  

How to organise this:

· The first task is to find a school that really does demonstrate good practice in a specific area; this may be in a different Local Authority. 

· The learning visit may be a half or full day.  

· It normally starts with a briefing session led by a senior member of staff.  

· The visiting teachers then have the opportunity to observe practice first-hand and spend time talking with teachers and pupils.  

· The day normally ends with a plenary session to review lessons learned and also to explore how the visiting school could take these ideas forward.  

· In some cases, this could be followed up by specialist consultancy provided by the host school (see below).

Resources that may be needed:

· Normally, the host school should be resourced for hosting the visit.  

· Also, key members of staff may be needed to be released from teaching to lead and manage the event.  

· Some refreshments may need to be organised.  

· Teachers attending the event may also need supply cover.

Useful references:

David Hargreaves (2004) Education Epidemic: Transforming secondary schools through innovation networks.

Available at www.demos.co.uk



	Professional Learning Communities in Action

Problem-solving Team building


	What is this:

A way in which a group can focus on a specific issue owned by one or more of the schools and work through a structured process to develop an action plan.

When to use this:
When you have a difficult issue or problem that requires a team solution.  It is particularly useful w hen you require a rigorous process to address a complex, intractable, multi-faceted issue.
How to organise this:
· Problem solving, team building (PSTB) is a structured way of making breakthrough progress on an intractable problem by using the power of the team.  
· The benefits are that the owner of the problem goes away with actions that inform future plans, while team members feel they have worked together to enrich the thinking behind a solution.
· Use Problem solving, team building at the development stage after initial work has been done to deepen the shared understanding of the problem first (with tools such as Fishbone analysis and/or Five whys).
· Suffient time is needed for the team to meet and discuss the problem in depth; this could be scheduled as a set of specific time-limited meetings
· Ensure that the dialogue is managed in a disciplined way to keep the discussion at the right level.
· Try to encourage people to be open-minded, recognise that all ideas should be heard, and all enabled to contribute.
· It is useful that clear roles and responsibilities are maintained – owner, facilitator, resource-provider.
· Good practice to appoint a recorder who keeps detailed notes of proceedings and then produces document for the team.
Resources that may be needed:

The key resource here is the time for teachers to work together.  This is likely to involve some supply cover.  Problem-solving team building that involves staff from different schools can be particularly productive. Staff therefore may also need to travel to visit one another’s schools, although some of this could be managed through virtual networking.
Useful references:

This is one of the techniques developed by the National Remodelling Team.  Further information is available at the 
swamwac website

http://www.swamwac.org/remodel/documents/section%206%20tools%20booklet.pdf
Training and Development Agency website:
http://www.tda.gov.uk/remodelling/managingchange/tools/pstb.aspx 

	Professional Learning Communities in Action 

Collaborative Use of Data



	What is this:

A way to enable senior leaders to work together to identify key areas for action and to improve the use of data to inform improvements in teaching and learning.

When to use this:

When more than one school in a network is interesting in improving its use of data to support improvements in teaching and learning (for example, in target-setting, pupil tracking, self-evaluation, performance management, etc).  Schools are able to engage in parallel processes of system-building and provide peer feedback and support on the progress made.

How to organise this:

· Networks using this approach are building individual school and network capacity through joint action where systems, data and outcomes are shared and debated. 

· The first task is to identify schools that are keen to improvement their management information systems and improve school performance.  

· An initial meeting of senior staff from the schools is needed to scope out the purpose and focus of their work, agree protocols for sharing data, and plan collaborative action.  

· This is likely to involve comparison of current systems and approaches across the schools and web-based research into good practice elsewhere.  

· Schools then provide peer support for designing/implementing improvements and continue to review progress collaboratively.

Resources that may be needed:

· The key resource here is the time for teachers (and sometimes school business managers) to work together. 

· This is likely to involve some supply cover.  

· Staff may also need to travel to visit one another’s schools, although some of this could be managed through virtual networking. 

· A project plan should be agreed at the initial meeting so that resource requirements can be mapped.

Useful references:

NCSL (2006) Network leadership in action: Getting started with Networked School Self-evaluation.  Available at:

http://www.ncsl.org.uk/publications-index/publications-display.htm?id=21362
NFER (2005) Schools’ Use of Data in Teaching and Learning  (DfES Research Report 671). London: DfES. Available at:

http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research-areas/pims-data/summaries/schools-use-of-data-in-teaching-and-learning.cfm


	Professional Learning Communities in Action 

Shared INSET sessions: Seminar programme



	What is this: 

The organisation of collaborative sessions to raise awareness of specific elements within the School Effectiveness Framework.

When to use this:

· When a number of schools express an interest in developing a particular area of innovation, but do not feel that they are sufficiently knowledgeable about the area to progress directly to planning improvements.  
· This condition has been described as ‘knowing broadly where you want go but not how to get there, although you are committed to finding out’.  In such cases, the first stage of innovation involves building capacity to raise shared understanding and inform decision-making.  Davies et al (2005: 52) refer to this as ‘strategic intent’.
· The collaborative sessions, which may take the form of seminars, are designed to raise staff awareness about current policy initiatives, describe good practice nationally and explore the possibilities for innovation.  
· The sessions may also involve some initial self-evaluation activities, to establish a benchmark for further progression in the area.

How to organise this:

· The key task is to identify precisely what specific elements of the SEF the schools are interested in, and the areas in which they wish to improve.  
· The challenge is to identify a suitable specialist to lead the seminar.  
· This could be a practitioner from another school, a local authority school improvement professional, academic researcher or private consultant.  
· You are recommended to consult with the swamwac team in the first instance to try to identify a suitable person.

Resources that may be needed:
· The key resource here is the specialist knowledge and understanding that the person(s) leading the session bring to the task.  
· The session may be organised as a twilight event, ideally in one of the schools. 
· Key areas of expenditure may be the specialist’s fee and travel expenses for participating staff.

Useful references:

Davies, B et al (2005) Success and Sustainability: Developing the strategically-focused school. Nottingham: NCSL.  Available at ncsl.org.uk




	Professional Learning Communities in Action 

Action Learning Partnership



	What is this:

A systematic way for staff from different schools to work together on a collaborative project to secure school improvement and share professional learning.  This approach applies action research methodology on a collaborative basis – through the use of action learning sets.
When to use this:

When more than one school in a network is interesting in working on a particular aspect of school improvement and would benefit from the additional challenge and support that comes with staff from different schools working together.

How to organise this:

· Discuss with participating headteachers whether they would like to consider the use of action learning sets as a way to address common themes for improvement.

· Identify individuals who are willing to join an action learning set.

· Provide some initial briefing in action research methodology to build upon participants’ current knowledge and experience of this.

· Action research methodology is based upon a cycle of activities to investigate current provision, plan and implement changes, and observe and reflect on outcomes.
· Participants need time and space to engage in their action research programmes and to share findings with others.

· The time needed to work through the stages of an action research cycle should be recognised; it may be that there is insufficient time, given the duration of the pilot programme, to secure clear outcomes in terms of school improvement/innovation.

· The action learning set will need someone to facilitate its work, to encourage dialogue, share learning and act as a critical friend.
· There is a need to organise learning workshops, peer observation, study visits and school-based development work.
· Participants will also require guidance and support to ensure that action research projects are fully documents as a basis for dissemination to other audiences. 
Resources that may be needed:

· The key resource here is the time for teachers (and sometimes school business managers) to work together.   This is likely to involve some supply cover.  

· Staff may also need to travel to visit one another’s schools, although some of this could be managed through virtual networking. 

· A project plan should be agreed at the initial meeting so that resource requirements can be mapped.

Useful references:

Hill, R. (2007) Chapter 11: Lessons from Action Learning Partnerships. In Achieving More Together: Adding value through partnership.  Leicester: ASCL.


	Professional Learning Communities in Action 

Specialist Peer Consultancy



	What is this:
The provision of peer consultancy support to a school, delivered by the headteacher and/or staff from another school demonstrating good practice in specific elements of the School Effectiveness Framework.

When to use this:
When you feel a school would benefit from (and be receptive to) guidance and support from someone who has a recent and successful track record of leading innovation in a specialist area. This support takes the form of specialist guidance and support, based on the consultant’s professional experience.
How to organise this:

· Discuss the possibility of specialist consultancy support with the headteacher, and if s/he would like to pursue this option, clarify the specific areas in which advice would be beneficial and the key issues to be faced.

· Use this information to work up a concise brief for the consultancy.

· Consult with LA colleagues and others to identify possible people to take on the consultancy.

· Plan for a two- or three-day consultancy programme. 
· Liaise with the headteacher over the selection of an appropriate consultant and check that they are willing to take on the role.

· In practical terms, the consultancy will probably involve the following kinds of activities: initial meeting with headteacher and/or SMT, further observation/discussion with colleagues, time for analysis/research and feedback by the consultant, collaborative development of an action plan, and support for implementation. This is very much dependent on the relationship that develops between the headteacher and the consultant.

· It is important to monitor the progress of the consultancy, and ensure that the phases of consultative work are completed to the satisfaction of the school.

Resources that may be needed:
· When planning the consultancy programme, costings could either be based on teacher supply at £173 per day + expenses or a full consultancy fee at £450 per day. 

Useful references:

Moor, H., Lord, P., Johnson, A. and Martin, K. (2005). 'All Together Better': an Evaluation of the GTC-DfES-LEA Continuing Professional Development Partnership Project. Slough: NFER.
Summary available at http://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/pdfs/downloadable/CPZsummaryreport1.pdf



Sharing Good Practice: Three models of knowledge management

	Model One: knowledge transfer                                                                                                                   ’Learning from another’
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	Model Two: knowledge sharing                                                                                                            ‘Learning from one another’
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	Model Three: Co-construction of knowledge                                                                                       ’Learning with one another’
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