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MEMORANDUM

To:

Members of the Board of Education

From:

Jerry D. Weast, Superintendent of Schools

Subject:
Update on Professional Learning Communities Institute 

Executive Summary

The Professional Learning Communities Institute (PLCI) is an innovative professional development initiative designed to increase student achievement in selected elementary schools by building the school improvement capacity of each school’s leadership team.  Through participation in the PLCI, leadership team members, including administrators, teachers, supporting services staff, and parents, develop the skills and knowledge that will enable them to create and sustain a high-performing professional learning community in their schools.  PLCI participants review case studies, engage in reflective discussions, examine their own practices, and plan for improvement.  Teams are provided with structured professional development, ongoing support from the PLCI staff, and enhanced school improvement funding.  As a result of these experiences, teams identify needs, plan strategies, and implement action plans to improve achievement for all students.  Today’s discussion focuses on the collaborative development of the PLCI, the inaugural implementation of the program during the 2005–2006 school year, and the next steps for expanding the impact of the initiative.
Background

PLCI is a key component of efforts by the Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) to improve the ongoing professional development of staff throughout the system.  Building the capacity of staff is important for ensuring that teachers, administrators, and supporting services staff have the skills, strategies, practices, and beliefs to meet the learning needs of all students. Providing professional development and ongoing, job-embedded support for staff is a fundamental aspect of the school system’s strategic plan, Our Call to Action: Pursuit of Excellence.  The focus on building professional learning communities is evident in key reform initiatives.  At the elementary school level, for example, the comprehensive Early Success Performance Plan was designed to improve student-learning results through a strong professional development plan focused on curriculum, instruction, and assessment.  Additionally, the Professional Growth Systems for teachers, administrators, and supporting services staff provided the processes for the necessary supports.  Effective implementation of these reform efforts has produced important student learning results, including greater reading proficiency in kindergarten, improved reading performance across all grade levels, and record-setting performances on the Maryland School Assessments (MSA).  Through the study of our successes, model schools have been identified and have become case studies for improvement efforts.  The PLCI is designed to share these promising practices and to build collaboration and capacity at the local school level.
 

The PLCI was developed by a cross-functional team that included the deputy superintendent of schools, the deputy superintendent for information and organizational systems, the chief operating officer, the president of the Montgomery County Education Association (MCEA), the president of the Montgomery County Association of Administrative Supervisory Personnel (MCAASP), the president of SEIU Local 500, the associate superintendent for organizational development, the associate superintendent for special education and student services, the chief school performance officer, and the director of the department of shared accountability.  The project team also included representatives from three successful schools—Broad Acres, Ronald McNair, and Viers Mill elementary schools.
This project team began meeting in September 2004 with two purposes in mind—to facilitate the writing of case studies of three exemplary MCPS elementary schools and to formulate a professional development plan using the case studies as a tool to help schools improve.  From September 2004 through June 2005, the project team met monthly and worked with staff from the Department of Shared Accountability (DSA) and the Office of the Superintendent of Schools to develop the case studies for Broad Acres, Ronald McNair, and Viers Mill elementary schools.  These three schools were selected as the subjects for the case studies because they had achieved significant gains in student achievement and had sustained the gains over a period of three years or more.  The case studies were based on visits to each of the schools and interviews with administrators, teachers, supporting services staff, parents, and central office personnel.  The case studies reflect a detailed narrative about the reform efforts of each school.  As the case studies were developed, the project team collaborated on the development of an innovative plan to use the case studies for the professional development of school leadership teams. Attachments A and B describe the overall structure and professional development cycle of the PLCI.

PLCI was introduced to all MCPS elementary principals at an Administrative and Supervisory Staff meeting in May 2005.  Schools were invited to apply for participation in the institute through submitting a letter of interest.  The PLCI cross-functional team reviewed all of the submitted letters and selected eleven schools for participation in the PLCI.—Ashburton, Damascus, Dr. Charles R. Drew, Fox Chapel, Gaithersburg, Glen Haven, Highland, S. Christa McAuliffe, Judith A. Resnik, Sally K. Ride, and Whetstone elementary schools.  

PLCI implementation is carried out by Mr. Jamie Virga, director of the PLCI and former principal of Viers Mill Elementary, one of the model schools for the institute, and Ms. Joan Mory, instructional specialist for the PLCI.  Mr. Virga and Ms. Mory work together to plan and implement professional development and supports for the PLCI schools.

The Structure of the Professional Learning Communities Institute

Structured Professional Development

Six times during the school year, the leadership teams from the PLCI schools attend structured professional development sessions.  These half-day sessions are designed to build team understanding of the characteristics of effective professional learning communities, build team capacity to create changes in the PLCI schools, and provide teams with the time and guidance to produce specific action steps. The majority of these sessions involve the careful review of a case study of an effective business or school.  The case study review includes small group discussion, a whole-group debrief, and reflection in school action teams.  Guest presenters from the case study schools speak at each session offering their insights and answering questions.  School teams are then provided with time to apply their learning to their own school and student achievement goals.  At the end of each session, teams commit to specific action steps to be completed before the next PLCI session. 

Ongoing School Support

In between structured professional development sessions, the PLCI staff provides ongoing support to all schools, tailoring the support to each school’s needs.  The PLCI team visits the individual schools, meeting with the principal, the staff development teacher, and other school staff.  PLCI staff members participate in leadership team meetings, school improvement plan sessions, data dialogues, and instructional team meetings.  The PLCI team conducts presentations to staff and parent groups on a variety of topics, including building effective teams, using student data, using content maps to communicate curriculum, increasing parent involvement, pursuing national board certification for teachers, and providing effective intervention for struggling students.  The PLCI team also has worked with entire PLCI elementary school staffs to review case studies facilitating reflection, self-assessment, and action-planning. PLCI schools also have been connected with the case study schools through visits, observations, and sharing of effective practices.  As a result of these efforts, PLCI schools are modifying their practices and processes to focus school efforts on increasing student achievement.

Additional Baldrige-guided School Improvement Plan Funding

Each PLCI school is eligible to apply for up to $10,000 in additional Baldrige-guided School Improvement Plan funding.  Schools must develop budget proposals following the same procedures in place for regular Baldrige-guided School Improvement Plan funds.  Plans must be developed collaboratively with the school improvement team and must support school improvement plan goals.  Draft plans must be approved by the director of the PLCI and the school’s community superintendent.  Schools are encouraged to use the additional funding to support academic interventions for students, facilitate collaboration among teachers, enhance instructional quality, and expand parent and community outreach.  PLCI Cohort I schools have used additional Baldrige-guided School Improvement Plan funds to support a variety of strategies, including the implementation of before and after school reading clubs, expansion of time for instructional team analysis of student work, the purchase of instructional materials to enhance math acceleration, and  parent curriculum nights.  

Measuring Success

It is the goal of the PLCI to increase academic achievement for all students in the PLCI schools.  Research indicates that schools characterized by highly functioning professional learning communities are able to realize and sustain student achievement gains.  Accordingly, the PLCI will measure effectiveness by monitoring student achievement gains and examining evidence of professional learning community characteristics and products. Student performance on MCPS assessments and the MSA will be reviewed over time to determine if PLCI participation contributes to increases in student performance.  Staff and team surveys are used to monitor perceptions of the professional learning community culture in each PLCI school.  For example, a PLCI team survey was designed to measure staff members’ perceptions of the professional learning community in their school.  Results indicated that staff perceptions improved from June 2005 to January 2006.  School artifacts, indicative of a professional learning community, including content maps, student intervention strategies, and parent outreach methods, will be collected and used as references for other schools.  In January 2006, the original PLCI project team was reconvened to hear an update on the implementation of the institute.  Project team members heard testimonies from PLCI participants and reviewed products, budget plans, and success stories.  As the PLCI is expanded, the PLCI project team will reconvene periodically to monitor the effectiveness of the institute.

Next Steps

Next steps for the PLCI include the following:

· Complete year one of PLCI for the first cohort of schools through facilitating reflection, review, and celebration.
· Implement PLCI for a second cohort of schools—Bel Pre, Burning Tree, Cashell, Clopper Mill, Lake Seneca, Monocacy, Montgomery Knolls, Strathmore, Summit Hall, and Woodlin elementary schools—which were selected in April 2006.  Cohort II schools began their PLCI experience with full-day sessions in May 2006.
· Plan for future expansion of the PLCI initiative considering the possible extension of PLCI to middle and high school leadership teams.
Conclusion
The PLCI is a promising approach for providing high-quality ongoing professional development for school leadership teams.  We believe that continuing implementation and expansion of the PLCI will help build the capacity of our teachers, administrators, and supporting services staff resulting in increased student achievement.

Present at the Board table today are Ms. Darlene Merry, associate superintendent for the office of organizational development; Mr. Jamie Virga, director, Professional Learning Communities Institute; and Ms. Joan Mory, instructional specialist, Professional Learning Communities Institute.
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