Chapter 2

A Clear and Compelling Purpose

rincipal Cynthia Dion left the Professional Learning Communities Insti-

tute with the zeal and fervor of a recent convert. She was convinced that

the PLC concept was the best strategy for improving student achieve-
ment in her school, and she was eager to introduce the concept to her faculty at
the Siegfried and Roy Middle School (nickname: The Tigers).

On the opening day of school she assembled the entire staff to share both
her enthusiasm for PLCs and her plans for bringing the concept to the school.
She emphasized that she was committed to transforming the school into a PLC
and that the first step in the process was to develop a new mission statement
that captured the new focus of the school. She presented the following draft to
the staff and invited their reaction:

It is our mission to ensure all our students acquire the knowledge and
skills essential to achieving their full potential and becoming produc-
tive citizens.

The moment Principal Dion presented the statement a teacher challenged
it, arguing that any mission statement should acknowledge that the extent of
student learning was dependent upon their ability and effort. Another teacher
disagreed with the reference to “ensuring” all students would learn because it
placed too much accountability on teachers and not enough on students. A
counselor felt the proposed mission statement placed too much emphasis on
academics and not enough on the emotional well-being of students. Soon it
became difficult to engage the entire staff in the dialogue as pockets of conver-
sation began to break out throughout the room. Principal Dion decided to
adjourn the meeting to give staff members more time to reflect on her mission
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statement and promised to return to the topic at the after-school faculty meet-
ing scheduled for the next month.

In the intervening weeks fierce lobbying took place among teachers as they
argued for and against different variations of a mission statement. When the
staff convened for their next faculty meeting, a group of teachers proposed a
compromise, a mission statement they felt would be more acceptable to the
staff. It stated:

It is our mission to give each student the opportunity to learn accord-
ing to his or her ability and to create a school that is attentive to the
emotional needs of every student.

Principal Dion expressed concern that the statement did not convey a com-
mitment to helping all students learn; instead, it merely promised to give them
the chance to learn. The ensuing discussion revealed significant differences of
opinion, and the respective parties became more entrenched in the defense of
their positions. Finally, as the time to end the meeting approached, an impatient
staff member proposed a show of hands to determine support for the two dif-
ferent mission statements. Fifty-five percent of the staff preferred the compro-
mise statement, 25% supported the mission presented by the principal, and
20% were indifferent. Principal Dion acknowledged the decision of the major-
ity and said the compromise statement would become the new mission state-
ment of the school.

Principal Dion remained hopeful that this mission statement would inspire
new effort and commitment from the staff. As the year wore on, however, she
was disappointed to see the staff had returned to business as usual. She became
increasingly disenchanted with the PLC concept. After all, she had engaged the
staff in clarifying the mission of the school, just as she had been advised to do
at the PLC Institute. There was virtually no evidence, however, that this new
mission had impacted either teacher practice or student achievement. She

resolved to find another improvement model during the summer.
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Despite her good intentions and initial enthusiasm, Principal Dion strug-

gled with two significant factors that adversely impacted her efforts:
1. The process she utilized in attempting to build consensus

2. Her failure to move the dialogue beyond the philosophical debate about
the mission of the school

A Failure to Build Consensus

How would a PLC work to build consensus, and what steps would it take to
move from dialogue to action? Leaders of a PLC recognize it is a mistake to
launch an improvement initiative without the support of a guiding coalition. As
John Kotter (1996) of the Harvard Business School concluded in his definitive
study of the change process:

No one individual is ever able to develop the right vision, commu-
nicate it to large numbers of people, eliminate all obstacles, generate
short-term wins, lead and manage dozens of change projects and
anchor new approaches deep in an organization’s culture. A strong,
guiding coalition is always needed—one with a high level of trust
and shared objectives that appeal to both head and heart. Building
such a team is always an essential part of the early stages of any effort
to restructure a set of strategies. (p. 52)

The challenge Principal Dion faced was not “selling” staff on her version of
the school’s mission, but rather engaging in a process that would help the staff
co-create a mission (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994). A guiding
coalition is a powerful tool in that process. It could be composed of existing
structures in the school such as a school improvement committee, department
chairpeople, or representatives of the teacher’s association. Alternatively, she
could create a new structure such as a task force convened for the specific pur-
pose of leading an improvement process. In any case, a principal benefits by
working through the issues with a small group of key staff members and secur-
ing them as allies before engaging the entire faculty. In fact, a comprehensive
study of effective school leadership concluded the creation of a guiding coali-
tion or leadership team is a critical first step in the complex task of leading a
school (Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).

In presenting the proposal to the entire staff at one time; Principal Dion
used a forum—a large group—that was ill-suited to the dialogue that facili-
tates consensus. Most people will have questions when significant change is
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proposed, and they will want those questions answered before they are will-
ing to give their consent for moving forward. The large-group forum she used
in the case study allowed those skeptical of the proposal to dominate the dis-
cussion before the idea had been fully considered. A more intimate venue with
a small number of staff would have been more effective. Principal Dion might
have asked teachers to meet with her in small groups during a preparation
period to engage in this dialogue, particularly if she was willing to cancel an
after-school faculty meeting to compensate teachers for their lost time. She
might have hired enough substitute teachers to free small groups of teachers
to meet with her during the school day. Had she done so, she would have
found it easier to build consensus one small group at a time rather than in an
entire faculty.

The biggest process mistake Ms. Dion made was her failure to build shared
knowledge among the staff. Although she had apparently learned of concepts
and strategies at the PLC Institute that convinced her of the benefits of a PLC,
she did nothing to share that learning with her colleagues in the school. When
a school functions as a PLC, staff members attempt to answer questions and
resolve issues by building shared knowledge. Members of a learning community
learn together. When all staff members have access to the same information, it
increases the likelihood that they will arrive at similar conclusions. Without
access to pertinent information, they resort to debating opinions or retreating
to a muddied middle ground.

Working with her guiding coalition, Ms. Dion might have presented
information to help the staff assess the current reality of the school. For
example, she could have presented data to help paint a picture of the school’s
current reality. The data picture worksheet (A Data Picture of Our School,
pages 17 and 18) assists in the gathering and presentation of information to
help clarify the existing conditions of the school. Anecdotes and stories
about students who were not being successful could also help establish what
the school experience was like for some students. The coalition could have
also presented staff with a synthesis of research on topics such as professional
learning communities, improving schools, clear academic goals for every stu-
dent, and high expectations for student achievement to support the premise
that schools are most effective when staff members define their purpose as
helping students learn rather than ensuring they are taught. The staff might
have heard testimonials from other schools that had adopted PLC concepts
or conducted site visits to see a PLC in action. Time spent up front building
shared knowledge results in faster, more effective, and most importantly,
more committed action later in the improvement process (Patterson, Grenny,
McMillan, & Switzler, 2002).
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Confusing Mission With Action

The biggest mistake made by Principal Dion and her staff was confusing
writing a mission statement with living a mission. No school has ever improved
simply because the staff wrote a mission statement. In fact, we have found no
correlation between the presence of a written mission statement, or even the
wording of a mission statement, and a school’s effectiveness as a PLC. The
words of a mission statement are not worth the paper they are written on unless
people begin to do differently.

What could Principal Dion have done to bring the mission to life in her
school? First, after engaging staff in building shared knowledge on the specific
practices and characteristics of schools where all students were learning at high
levels, she might have asked them to describe in vivid detail the school they
hoped to create. For almost 30 years, beginning with the Effective Schools
research, those who have examined the practices of improving schools have
cited the same characteristics again and again:

B A safe and orderly environment

8 Clear and focused academic goals for each student

B Frequent monitoring of each stﬁdent’s learning

m Additional opportunities to lea\rn. for those who struggle initially
A collaborative culture |

B High expectations for each student

B Strong leadership

B Effective partnerships with parents

For each of these characteristics, she might have asked the staff to describe
specific practices that would embed the conditions in their school, such as cre-
ating systems to monitor each student’s learning of key concepts every 4 weeks,
developing an intervention plan to give struggling students extra time and sup-
port for learning during the school day, organizing teachers into collaborative
teams based on common courses or grade levels, and designing a schedule that
provides teachers with time to collaborate.

Once the staff agreed on the school they hoped to create, the principal and
her guiding coalition could have then led the staff in a discussion of the specific
commitments each member would need to honor in order to become the
school they had envisioned. Principal Dion might have modeled a willingness
to make commitments by identifying the specific things she was prepared to do
to gupport the effort to transform the school. She could have shared her com-
mitments with the staff and asked for their reactions, revisions, and additions.
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- Memdbers of the guiding coalition could have then led the staff in a process to

clarify their collective commitments.

Principal Dion might also have asked the faculty to identify the indicators
that should be monitored to assess the progress they made in creating their
agreed-upon school. Benchmarks could have been established for what they
hoped to achieve in the first 6 months, the first year, and the first 3 years. Each
team of teachers could have been asked to establish specific team goals that, if
accomplished, would have contributed to achieving school-wide goals and to
moving the school toward the ideal the staff had described.

Of course, all of this dialogue would impact the school only if purposeful
steps were taken to demonstrate that creating the school of their hopes, honor-
ing their commitments, and achieving their goals were the collective responsibil-
ity of every member of the staff. How is that message best communicated? The
most powerful communication is not a function of what is written or said, but
rather, once again, what is done. As James Autry (2001), author of Servant Lead-
ership, wrote, “Those around you in the workplace—colleagues and employ-
ees—can determine who you are only by observing what you do ... the only way
you can manifest your character, your personhood, and your spirit in the work-
place is through your behavior” (p. 1). Or to paraphrase Ralph Waldo Emerson,
what you do stands over you all the while and thunders so loudly that I cannot
hear what you say to the contrary.

Consider some of the specific actions the principal and staff might have
taken to convey their commitment to improving their school:

1. Initiating structures and systems to foster qualities and characteristics
consistent with the school they are trying to create. When something is
truly a priority in an organization, people do not hope it happens; they
develop and implement systematic plans to ensure that it happens. For
example, if the staff was committed to creating a collaborative culture,
steps could be taken to organize teachers into teams, build time for col-
laboration into the contractual workday, develop guidelines and param-
eters to guide the work of teams, and so on. True priorities are not left
to chance but are carefully and systematically addressed.

2. Creating processes to monitor critical conditions and important
goals. In most organizations, what gets monitored gets done. A critical
step in moving an organization from rhetoric to reality is to establish
the indicators of progress to be monitored, the process for monitoring
them, and the means of sharing results with people throughout the
organization. For example, if the staff agreed student learning was the
priority in their school, procedures to monitor each student’s learning
on a timely and systematic basis would be imperative.
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3. Reallocating resources to support the proclaimed priorities. Marshall
McLuhan observed, “Money talks because money is a metaphor.” The
actual legal tender may have little intrinsic value, but how it is expended,
particularly in times of scarcity, reveals a great deal about what is valued.
Money, however, is not the only significant resource in an organization,
and in contemporary public education, time is even scarcer than money.
As Phil Schlecty (1990) wrote:

The one commodity that teachers and administrators say they
do not have enough of, even more than money, is time; time to
teach, time to converse, time to think, time to plan, time to talk,
time to go to the restroom or have a cup of coffee. Time is
indeed precious in schools. (p. 73)

Decisions about the spending of precious resources are some of the
most unequivocal ways organizations communicate what is important.
Had Principal Dion created a schedule that provided teachers with time
to collaborate and students with time for additional support for learn-
ing when they experienced difficulty, she would have sent the message
that teacher collaboration and student learning were viewed as priori-

ties in the school. C?M . 5},ue>(

4. Posing the right questions. The questions posed by an organization— (@M{ P
and the effort and energy spent in the pursuit of answers—not only
communicate priorities but also direct members in a particular direc-
tion. In too many schools the prevalent question is, “What is wrong with

these kids?”—a question that typically has little impact on improving
student achievement. Principal Dion and her staff could have conveyed /

their commitment to student learning by devoting time to the pursuit’

of critical questions aligned with that goal, questions such as: /
B What knowledge and skills should every student acquire as a,,{esult Example is still
of this unit of instruction? the most power-

ful teacher. . ..

m How will we know when each student has acquired the essential
If a leader res-

knowledge and skills?
onates energy
B How will we respond when some students do not learn? and enthusiasm,
How will we respond when some students have clearly achieved the an organization
intended outcomes? _ thrives; if a

leader spreads
negativity and
dissonance, it
flounders.

5. Modeling what is valued. Example is still the most powerful teacher. In
his study of effective leadership, Daniel Goleman (2002) found that a
leader’s emotions are contagious. If a leader resonates energy and

enthusiasm, an organization thrives; if a leader spreads negativity and
dissonance, it flounders. If Principal Dion hopes the staff will make a .
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commitment to high levels of learning for all students, she must demon-

strate her own commitment by focusing on learning with laser-like

intensity and keeping the issue constantly before the faculty. If she hopes

\  to build a culture in which teachers collaborate, she must engage the

5 staff in collaborative decision-making and provide the time and support

essential for effective collaboration. As one study concluded, “The single

most powerful mechanism for creating a learning environment is that

the leadership of the organization be willing to model the approach to
learning they want others to embrace” (Thompson, 1995, p. 96).

6. Celebrating progress. When an organization makes a concerted effort to
call attention to and celebrate progress toward its goals, the commitments
it demonstrates in day-to-day work, and evidence of improved results,
people within the organization are continually reminded of the priorities
and what it takes to achieve them. Furthermore, this provides real-life
models by which they can assess their own efforts and commitment. If
Principal Dion devoted a part of every staff meeting to a celebration of
steps forward on the journey of school improvement, the faculty would
soon learn what was noted, appreciated, and valued in their school.

7. Confronting viclations of commitments. If Principal Dion hopes to
convey what is important and valued, she must be prepared to confront
those who act in ways that are contrary to the priorities of the school
and the commitments of the staff. Leaders who are unwilling to pro-
mote and defend improvement initiatives put those initiatives at risk.

Given the many demands on teachers and principals, why should they take

the time to consider and build shared knowledge regarding the questions posed
in this chapter? What evidence is there that reflection upon and dialogue about
these issues will be beneficial?

Engaging members of an organization in reflective dialogue about the fun-
damental purpose of the organization, as Principal Dion attempted to do, can
be a powerful strategy for improvement. In fact, the first question any organi-
zation must consider if it hopes to improve results is the question of purpose
(Drucker, 1992). Why does our organization exist? What are we here to do
together? What exactly do we hope to accomplish? What is the business of our
business? (Bardwick, 1996; Champy, 1995; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, &
Smith, 1994)
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Research has repeatedly found a correlation between clarity of purpose and
effective schools (Lezotte, 1991). As one study concluded, “There is no point in
thinking about changes in structure until the school achieves reasonable con-
sensus about its intellectual mission for children” (Newmann & Wehlage, 1996,
p. 295). Lickona and Davidson (2005) found that:

Great schools “row as one”; they are quite clearly in the same boat,
pulling in the same direction in unison. The best schools we visited
were tightly aligned communities marked by a palpable sense of com-
mon purpose and shared identity among staff—a clear sense of “we.”
By contrast, struggling schools feel fractured; there is a sense that peo-
ple work in the same school but not toward the same goals. (p. 65)

Educators who believe that merely clarifying or reaffirming their mission
will somehow improve results are certain to be disappointed. In fact, in many
schools, developing a mission statement has served as a substitute, rather than a
catalyst, for meaningful action. Merely drafting a new mission statement does
not automatically change how people act, and therefore writing a mission state-
ment does nothing to close the knowing-doing gap (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000).

Engaging staff members in a dialogue to reaffirm their mission can be an
important step in the improvement process, but transforming schools also
requires that educators become clear about the vision, values (that is, collective
commitments), and goals that drive the daily workings of the school.

Imagine that the foundation of a PLC rests upon the four pillars of mission,
vision, values, and goals (see the chart on page 24). Each of these pillars asks a
different question of the educators within the school. When teachers and admin-
istrators have worked together to consider those questions and reach consensus
regarding their collective positions on each question, they have built a solid
foundation for a PLC. Much work remains to be done, for these are just a few of
the steps in the thousands of steps that must be taken in the never-ending
process of continuous improvement. But addressing these questions improves
the likelihood that all subsequent work will have the benefit of firm underpin-
nings. If staff members have not considered the questions, have done so only
superficially, or are unable to establish common ground regarding their posi-
tions on the questions, any and all future efforts to improve the school will stand
on shaky ground.

Mission

The mission pillar asks the question, “Why?” More specifically, it asks, “Why
do we exist?” The intent of this question is to help reach agreement regarding
the fundamental purpose of the school. This clarity of purpose can help estab-
lish priorities and becomes an important factor in guiding decisions.
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accomplish our
fundamental
purpose?”

FUNDAMENTAL COMPELLING COLLECTIVE TARGETS AND
PURPOSE FUTURE COMMITMENTS TIMELINES
Clarifies .
Priorities and Gives Directions Guides Behavior Estgbllls.hes
Priorities
Sharpens Focus

Vision

The vision pillar asks “What?”: “What must we become in order to accom-
plish our fundamental purpose?” In pursuing this question, a staff is attempting
to create a compelling, attractive, realistic future that describes what they hope
their school will become. Vision provides a sense of direction and a basis for
assessing both the current reality of the school and potential strategies, pro-
grams, and procedures to improve upon that reality. Researchers within and out-
side of education have routinely cited the importance of developing shared
vision (Autry, 2001; Blanchard, 1996; Eastwood & Louis, 1992; Kotter, 1996;
Kouzes & Posner, 1996; Newmann & Wehlage, 1996; Schlecty, 1997; Senge, 1990;
Tichy, 1997). The conclusion of Burt Nanus (1992) is typical: “There is no more
powerful engine driving an organization toward excellence and long-range suc-
cess than an attractive, worthwhile and achievable vision of the future, widely
shared” (p. 3). The very first standard for school administrators drafted by the
Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (1996) calls upon educational
leaders to “promote the success of all students by facilitating the development,
articulation, implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning that is
shared and supported by the school community” (p. 10).
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Values

In their study of high-performing organizations, Collins and Porras (1997)
found that although creating a vision can be a helpful step in the improvement
process, It is never sufficient. Teachers and administrators must also tackle the
collective commitments they must make and honor in order to achieve the
shared vision for their school or district. The third pillar of the foundation, the
values pillar, is an attempt to clarify these collective commitments. It does not
ask, “Why do we exist?” or, “What do we hope to become?” Rather, it asks, “How
must we behave to create the school that will achieve our purpose?” The focus
shifts from philosophical musings regarding mission or the shared hopes for the
school of the future to commitments to act in certain ways—starting today.
Clarity on this topic guides the individual work of each member of the staff and
outlines how each person can contribute to the improvement initiative. When
members of an organization understand the purpose of their organization,
know where it is headed, and then pledge to act in certain ways to move it in the
right direction, they don’t need prescriptive rules and regulations to guide their
daily work. Policy manuals and directives are replaced by commitments and
covenants. As a result, members of the organization enjoy greater autonomy
and creativity than their more rigidly supervised counterparts.

Leaders benefit from clearly defined commitments as well. When leaders in
traditional hierarchical structures address an employee’s inappropriate behav-
ior and demand change, their rationale tends to be, “Because the rules say we
have to do it,” or, “Because I am the boss, and T said so.” If, however, the mem-
bers of the organization have specified collective commitments, leaders operate
with the full weight of the moral authority of the group behind them. Inappro-
priate behavior is presented as a violation of collective commitments and the
leader moves from the role of “boss” to the promoter and protector of what the
members have declared as important or sacred.

Finally, achieving agreement about what we are prepared to start doing, and
the implementation of that agreement, is one of the most effective strategies for
closing the knowing-doing gap. Those who “do” develop deeper knowledge,
greater self-efficacy, and a stronger sense of ownership in results than those who
talk about what should be done.

Shared values (or, as we prefer, collective commitments) have been described
as the “vital social glue that infuses an organization with passion and purpose”
(Bolman & Deal, 2000, p. 185). Creating a community of shared values has been
described as one of the most crucial jobs of a leader (Lezotte, 1997; Tichy, 1997).
For over 2 decades both organizational and educational researchers have cited
the importance of attention to this crucial element of organizational effective-
ness (Champy, 1995; Collins & Porras, 1997; Fullan, 2001; Heskett & Schlesinger,
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1996; Kanter, 1995; Kouzes & Posner, 1996; Marks, Doanne, & Secada, 1996;
Mandl & Sethi, 1996; Newmann & Wehlage, 1996; Peters & Waterman, 1982;
Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994; Sergiovanni, 2005; Steele, 1996).
We believe that attention to clarifying collective commitments is one of the most
important and, regrettably, least-utilized strategies in building a PLC.

Goals

The final pillar of the foundation asks members to clarify the specific goals
they hope to achieve as a result of their improvement initiative. The goals pillar
identifies the targets and timelines that enable a staff to answer the question,
“How will we know if all of this is making a difference?”

Goals provide staff members with a sense of their short-term priorities and
the steps to take to achieve the benchmarks. Effective goals foster both the
results orientation of a PLC and individual and collective accountability for
achieving the results. They help close the gap between the current reality and
where the staff hopes to take the school (the shared vision).

Furthermore, goals are absolutely essential to the collaborative team
process. We define a team as a group of people working together interdepend-
ently to achieve a common goal for which members are held mutually account-
able. In the absence of a common goal, there can be no true team. Effective goals
generate joint effort and help collaborative teams clarify how their work can
contribute to school-wide or district-wide improvement initiatives.

Perhaps most importantly, measurable, results-oriented goals are essential
to sustaining the momentum of any improvement initiative. We are often asked
how a school can support and nourish the effort to build a PLC over time.
Experts on the process of organizational change offer very consistent advice
regarding that question (see the feature box on page 27).

When schools create short-term goals and routinely celebrate as those goals
are achieved, they foster a sense of confidence and self-efficacy among the staff.
Confidence is merely “the expectation of success” (Kanter, 2005), and when
people expect to be successful they are more likely to put forth the effort to
ensure it. Thus, goals play a key role in motivating people to honor their com-
mitments so the school moves closer to fulfilling its fundamental purpose of
learning for all students. We will have more to say about goals in chapter 6, but,
once again, educational researchers and organizational theorists consider meas-
urable goals as a key element in improvement (Champy, 1995; Consortium on
Productivity in Schools, 1995; Drucker, 1992; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993; Klein,
Medrich, & Perez-Ferreiro, 1996; Kotter, 1996; Marzano, 2003; Nanus, 1992;
Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000; Schlecty, 1997; Schmoker, 1999; Senge, Klein-
er, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994; Symonds, 2004; Tichy, 1997).
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“Complex change strategies risk losing momentum if there are no short-term goals to meet and
celebrate. Most people won’t go on the long march unless they see compelling evidence . . . that
the journey is producing expected results. Without short-term wins, too many people will give up.
But creating short-term wins is different from hoping for short-term wins.”

—John Kotter (1996, p. 11)

“Milestones that are identified, achieved, and celebrated represent an essential condition for
building a learning organization.”

—John Thompson (1995, p. 96)

“The most effective change processes are incremental—they break down big problems into
small, doable steps and get a person to say ‘yes’ numerous times, not just once. They plan for
small wins that form the basis for a consistent pattern of winning that appeals to people’s
desire to belong to a successful venture. A series of small wins provides a foundation of stable
building blocks for change.”

—James Kouzes and Barry Posner (1987, p. 219)

“Specific goals should be designed to allow teams to achieve small wins as they pursue their
common purpose. Small wins are invaluable to building members’ commitment and overcom-
ing the obstacles that get in the way of achieving a meaningful, long-term purpose.”

—J. Katzenbach and D. Smith (1993, p. 54)

“When people see tangible results, however incremental at first, and see how the results flow from
the overall concept, they will line up with enthusiasm. People want to be a part of a winning team.
They want to contribute to producing visible, tangible results. When they feel the magic of momen-
tum, when they begin to see tangible results—that’s when they get on board.”

—Jim Collins (2001, p. 175)

“[Leaders build momentum] by encouraging participants to savor the joys of successive small
accomplishments that signal milestones along the way toward achieving more ambitious goals.”

—Dov Eden (1990, pp. 186-87)
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Leaders must
realize that the
most important
element in com-
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between their
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their words. It is
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ever, that they
demonstrate
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between what
they say and
what they do.

28

The Importance of Effective Communication

Marcus Buckingham (2005) contends that the one thing leaders of any
organization must know to be effective is the importance of clarity: communi-
cating clearly and consistently the purpose of the organization, the primary
clients it serves, the future it is creating, the indicators of progress it will track,
and the specific actions members can take immediately to achieve its long-term
purpose and short-term goals. Michael Fullan (2001) agrees effective leaders
provide clarity for those in the organization and lists the ability to create coher-
ence as one of the five core components of leadership. Effective communication
is indeed an “essential prerequisite” of great leadership (Tichy, 1997).

Powerful communication is simple and succinct, driven by a few key ideas,
and is repeated at every opportunity (Collins, 2001; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000;
Tichy, 1997). Leaders must realize, however, that the most important element in
communicating is congruency between their actions and their words. It is not
essential that leaders are eloquent or clever; it is imperative, however, that they
demonstrate consistency between what they say and what they do (Collins &
Porras, 1997; Drucker, 1992; Kouzes & Posner, 1987; Maxwell, 1995; Ulrich,
1996). When leaders’ actions are inconsistent with what they contend are their
priorities, they overwhelm all other forms of communication (Kotter, 1996).

One of the most effective ways leaders communicate priorities is by what
they pay attention to (Kouzes & Posner, 1999; Peters & Austin, 1985). In subse-
quent chapters, we will provide specific examples of leaders communicating
what is valued by creating systems and structures to promote priorities, by
monitoring what is essential, by re-allocating time, by asking the right ques-
tions, and by the way in which they respond to conflict. In this chapter, we pres-
ent a powerful tool for communication that is often overlooked and
underutilized: celebration.

Celebration

Celebration is a particularly powerful tool for communicating what is val-
ued and for building community (Deal & Key, 1998; Kouzes & Posner, 1999).
When celebrations continually remind people of the purpose and priorities of
their organizations, members are more likely to embrace the purpose and work
toward agreed-upon priorities. Regular public recognition of specific collabo-
rative efforts, accomplished tasks, achieved goals, team learning, continuous
improvement, and support for student learning remind staff of the collective
commitment to create a PLC. The word recognize comes from the Latin “to
know again.” Recognition provides opportunities to say, “Let us all be remind-
ed, let us all know again, what is important, what we value, and what we are
committed to do. Now let’s all pay tribute to someone in the organization who
is living that commitment.”
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Celebrations allow for expressions of both appreciation and admiration.
Appreciation lets others know we have received something we value, something
we are happy to have. Admiration conveys the message that we have been
inspired or instructed by observing the work and commitments of others. When
admiration and appreciation are repeatedly expressed, organizations create a
culture of ongoing regard that sustains effort because such language is “like
pumping oxygen into the system” (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, p. 102). ‘

Celebrations also provide an opportunity to use one of the oldest ways in
the world to convey the values and ideals of a community: telling stories. As
Kouzes and Posner (1999) write: “The intention of stories is not just to enter-
tain. . . . They are also intended to teach. Good stories move us. They touch us,
they teach us, and they cause us to remember” (p. 25). Good stories appeal to
both the head and the heart and are more compelling and convincing than data
alone. Stories are a leader’s most powerful weapon in the arsenal for communi-
cating priorities (Gardner, 1990), and the ability of an individual to weave
vibrant stories that lead others to a shared understanding of a better future is
the “ultimate hallmark of world-class champion leaders” (Tichy, 1997, p. 173).
Good stories personify purpose and priorities. They put a human face on suc-
cess by providing examples and role models that can clarify for others what is
noted, appreciated, and valued.

Most schools and districts, however, will face a significant challenge as they
attempt to integrate meaningful celebration into their cultures. The excessive-
ly egalitarian culture of schools (Lortie, 1975) makes it difficult to publicly rec-
ognize either individuals or teams. In most schools and districts, generic praise
(“You are the best darn faculty in the state!”) or private praise (“I want to send
you a personal note of commendation”) are acceptable—public recognition is
not. Generic and private praise are ineffective in communicating priorities
because neither conveys to the members at large what specific actions and
commitments are valued, and therefore neither is effective in shaping behavior
or beliefs. As Peter Drucker (1992) advises, “Changing behavior requires
changing recognition and rewards. For over a quarter of a century we have
known that people in organizations tend to act in response to being recognized
and rewarded” (p. 195). Tom Peters (1987) put it this way: “Well-constructed
recognition settings provide the single most important opportunity to parade
and reinforce the specific kinds of new behaviors one hopes others will emu-
late” (p. 307).

An excellent predictor of the future behavior of any organization is to exam-
ine the people and events it elects to honor (Buckingham, 2005). This is true of
schools in particular. In his study of school culture, sociologist Robert Evans
(1996) concluded, “The single best low-cost, high-leverage way to improve
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performance, morale, and the climate for change is to dramatically increase the

levels of meaningful recognition for—and among—educators” (p. 254).

We offer the following suggestions to those who face the challenge of incor-

porating celebration into the culture of their school or district:

1.

30

Explicitly state the purpose of celebration. The rationale for public
celebration should be carefully explained at the outset of every celebra-
tion. Staff members should be continually reminded that celebration
represents:

B An important strategy for reinforcing the shared purpose, vision,
collective commitments, and goals of the school or district

g The most powerful tool for sustaining the improvement initiative

Make celebration everyone’s responsibility. Recognizing extraordinary
commitment should be the responsibility of everyone in the organiza-
tion, and each individual should be called upon to contribute to the
effort. If the formal leader is the sole arbiter of who will be recognized,
the rest of the staff can merely sit back and critique the choices. Every
staff member should have the opportunity to publicly report when they
appreciate and admire the work of a colleague.

Establish a clear link between. the recognition and the behavior or
commitment you are attempting to encourage and reinforce. Recogni-
tion must be specifically linked to the purpose, vision, collective com-
mitments, and goals of the organization if it is to play a role in shaping
culture. As we wrote in 1998, “Recognition will have little impact if a
staff believes the recognition is presented randomly, that each person
deserves to be recognized regardless of his or her contribution to the
improvement effort, or that rewards are given for factors unrelated to
the goal of creating a learning community” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, p.
145). It is imperative, therefore, that clear parameters are established for
recognition and rewards. The answer to the question, “What behavior or
commitment are we attempting to encourage with this recognition?”
should be readily apparent. Recognition should always be accompanied
with a story relating the efforts of the individual back to the core foun-
dation of the school or district. It should not only express appreciation
to and admiration for the individual, but it should also provide others
with an example they can emulate.

Create opportunities to have many winners. Celebration will not have
a significant effect on the culture of a school if most people in the
organization feel they have no opportunity to be recognized. In fact, cele-
bration can be disruptive and detrimental if there is a perception that
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1. Explicitly state the purpose of celebration.

2. Make celebration everyone’s responsibility.

3. Establish a clear link between the recognition and the behavior
or commitment you are attempting to encourage and reinforce.

4. Create opportunities for many winners.

recognition and reward are reserved for an exclusive few (Dilworth,
1995; Peters & Austin, 1985). Establishing artificial limits on apprecia-
tion—such as, “We honor no more than five individuals per meeting,”

or, “Only those with five or more years of experience are eligible”—
lessens the impact celebration can have on a school or district. Develop-
ing a PLC requires creating systems specifically designed not only to
provide celebrations, but also to ensure that there are many winners.

Frequent public acknowledgements for a job well done and a wide distribu-
tion of small symbolic gestures of appreciation and admiration are far more
powerful tools for communicating priorities than infrequent “grand prizes” that
create a few winners and many losers. An effective celebration program will
convince every member of the staff that he or she can be a winner and that his
or her efforts can be noted and appreciated.

Adlai Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois, is often cited as a
school that has used celebration to communicate purpose and priorities and to
shape culture (Deal & Peterson, 1999; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Kanold, 2006;
Schmoker, 1999). Stevenson does not offer a “Teacher of the Year” program, but
it has distributed thousands of “Super Pat” awards (small tokens of appreciation
that represent a “pat on the back” for a job well done) to hundreds of teachers
in the past decade. In fact, in the past 20 years Stevenson has never had a faculty
meeting without celebrating the effort and commitment of individuals and
teams. Stevenson also surveys its seniors each year to ask, “Which member of
the staff has had the most profound impact on your life and why?” The heart-
felt responses of the students are then published in an internal “Kudos Memo-
randum” and distributed to the entire staff each quarter. Staff members have
read thousands of testimonials citing specific examples of how they and their
colleagues are making a difference in the lives of students. Stevenson employees
receive ongoing reminders of the priorities of their school and the commit-
ments that are being honored in order to achieve those priorities, and every
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member of the staff feels like he or she has the opportunity to be recognized and
celebrated as a winner.

Study after study of what workers want in their jobs offer the same conclu-
sion: they want to feel appreciated (Kouzes & Posner, 1999). Yet Kegan and
Lahey (2001) concluded that “nearly every organization or work team we've
spent time with astonishingly undercommunicates the genuinely positive,
appreciative, and admiring experiences of its members” (p. 92).

One of the most frequent concerns raised by educators who are wary of
making celebration a part of their school or district is that if celebration is fre-
quent, it will lose its impact to motivate. Yet research has drawn the opposite
conclusion; it reaffirms that frequent celebration communicates priorities, con-
nects people to the organization and to each other, and sustains improvement
initiatives (Kegan & Lahey, 2001; Kouzes & Posner, 1999; Peters, 1987).

Can celebration be overdone? Absolutely. The criterion for assessing the
appropriateness of recognition for a team or individual should be the sincerity
with which the recognition is given. A commendation should represent genuine
and heartfelt appreciation and admiration. If that sincerity is lacking, celebra-
tion can be counterproductive.

The PLC Continuum
In each chapter of this handbook, you will be asked to reflect upon the cur-

rent conditions in your school or district and assess the alignment of those con-
ditions with the principles and practices of a PLC. The assessment will present
a four-point continuum: '

1. Pre-Initiation Stage. The school has not yet begun to address this prin-
ciple or practice of a PLC.

2. Initiation Stage. An effort has been made to address this principle or
practice, but the effort has not yet begun to impact a critical mass of
staff members.

3. Developing Stage. A critical mass of staff has begun to engage in the
practice. Members are being asked to modify their thinking as well as
their traditional practices. Structural changes are being made to support
the transition.
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4. Sustaining Stage. The principle or practice is deeply embedded in the
culture of the school. It is a driving force in the daily work of staff. It is
deeply internalized and staff would resist attempts to abandon the prin-
ciple or practice.

District leaders may lead the entire administration through the survey or
ask randomly selected representatives from each school to complete it. Princi-
pals would typically invite the entire staff to participate. Both district- and
school-based groups will benefit from the perceptions of others (community
members, parents, students, and support staff) as they engage in the process.

We recommend that all those participating in this endeavor work quietly
and independently to make individual assessments before making comparisons.
We also recommend that staff members be encouraged to be as objective and
honest as possible in making their assessments. Fach participant should be pre-
pared to cite evidence and anecdotes to support his or her conclusions on each
characteristic. Remember that if you are to move your school or district toward
greatness, you must have “the discipline to confront the facts of your current
reality whatever they might be” (Collins, 2001, p. 13).

Once they complete their individual assessments, participants should share
their conclusions and engage in dialogue to clarify, as accurately as possible, the
current status of their school or district. Discrepancies in assessment provide a
rich opportunity for learning. Often groups have a tendency to gloss over dis-
agreements. One person contends the school is in the pre-initiation stage while
another thinks it is developing, and to avoid discussion, they might merely
compromise and settle for the initiation stage. Avoid this temptation. Delve into
one another’s thinking to see if you can clarify discrepancies and establish com-
mon ground.

Where Do We Go From Here?

You will complete this phase of the process by turning to the “Where Do We
Go From Here?” planning worksheet that follows the continuum (page 36).
Each worksheet presents a principle or practice of a PLC and calls upon partic-
ipants to develop a specific plan for moving forward. Beware of plans that call
Jor study, training, discussions, or anything less than specific action to advance your
school. The plan should specify what needs to be done, by whom, a timeline for

Discrepancies in
assessment
provide a rich
opportunity for
learning. . . .
Delve into one
another’s
thinking to see
if you can clarify
discrepancies
and establish

common ground.

A\

A
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completion, gnd how both its implementation and impact will be monitored. e

Consider each indicator of a professional learning community described in
the left column of the Where Do We Go From Here? Worksheet on page 36, and
then answer the questions listed at the top of the remaining four columns.
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Move quickly to action. Remember that you will not progress on the
PLC continuum or close the knowing-doing gap until people in the
school or district begin to “do” differently. We have seen educators

devote years to studying, debating, rewording, and revising different elements
of the foundation, thereby giving the illusion of meaningful action. In most
instances a staff should be able to consider and resolve all of the questions of the
foundation in a matter of weeks. They may need to return to the foundation in
the future to make changes as the vision becomes clear, the need for additional
commitments arises, or new goals emerge. Perfection is not the objective: action
is. Once again, the school or district that actually does the work of a PLC will
develop its capacity to help all students learn far more effectively than the school
or district that spends years preparing to be a PLC.

s s
g

&

Build shared knowledge when asking people to make a decision.
Asking uninformed people to make decisions is bound to result in

uninformed decisions. Members of a PLC resolve issues and answer
important questions by asking, “What information do we need to examine
together to make a good decision?” and then building shared knowledge regard-
ing that information. Learning together is, by definition, the very essence of a
learning community. Furthermore, giving people access to the same informa-
tion increases the likelihood that they will arrive at the same conclusions. All
staff should have direct access to user-friendly information on the current real-
ity in their school or district as well as access to best practices and best thinking
regarding the issue under consideration.

Use the foundation to assist in day-to-day decisions. Address-
ing the foundation of a PLC will impact the school only if it becomes
a tool for making decisions. Posting mission statements in the build-

ing or inserting a vision statement or goals into a strategic plan does nothing to
improve a school. When proposals are considered, the first questions that
should be asked are:

@ s this consistent with our purpose?
® Will it help us become the school we envision?

Are we prepared to commit to do this?

Wil it enable us to achieve our geats?
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An honest assessment of these questions can help shorten debate and lead the
group to the right conclusion.

Use the foundation to identify existing practices that should
be eliminated. Once your foundation has been established, use it to
identify and eliminate any practices that are inconsistent with its

principles. As Jim Collins (2001) wrote:

Most of us have an ever-expanding “to do” list, trying to build momen-
tum by doing, doing, doing—and doing more. And it rarely works.
Those who build good to great companies, however, made as much use
of “stop doing” lists as “to do” lists. They had the discipline to stop doing
all the extraneous junk. (p. 139)

Translate the vision of your school into a teachable point of
view. Effective leaders create a “teachable point of view”: a succinct

explanation of the organization’s purpose and direction that can be
illustrated through stories that engage others emotionally and intellectually
(Tichy, 1997). They have a knack for making the complex simple in ways that
give direction to those in the organization (Collins, 2001). They use simple lan-
guage, simple concepts, and the power of common sense (Pfeffer & Sutton,
2000). Develop a brief teachable point of view that captures the vision of your
school in a message that is simple, direct, and jargon free.

Write value statements as behaviors rather than beliefs. “We
believe in the potential and worth of each of our students” is a moral-

ly impeccable statement; however, it offers little insight into what a
staff is prepared to do to help each child realize that potential. Another difficul-
ty with belief statements is their failure to assign specific, personal responsibil-
ity. A staff may agree with the statement, “We believe in a safe and orderly
environment,” but feel it is the job of the administration to create such an envi-
ronment. Simple, direct statements of what we commit to do are preferable to
the most eloquent statements of our beliefs. For example, “We will monitor
each student’s learning on a timely basis and provide additional time and sup-
port for learning until the student becomes proficient” helps to clarify expecta-
tions far more effectively than assertions about the potential of every child.

Focus on yourself rather than others. In our work with schools,
we have found that educators rarely have difficulty in articulating

steps that could be taken to improve their schools, but they call
upon others to do it: Parents need to be more supportive, students need to be
more responsible, the district needs to reduce class size, the state needs to pro-
vide more funding, and so on. This external focus on what others must do
fails to improve the situation and fosters a culture of dependency (Sparks,
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A Clear and Compelling Purpose

2005). Furthermore, we cannot make commitments on the behalf of others.
We can only make them for ourselves. Members of a PLC have an internal
focus that acknowledges that there is much that lies within their sphere of
influence that could be done to improve their school. They create a culture of
self-efficacy and optimism by concentrating on what is within their collective
power to do (Goleman, 2002, p. 87).

Recognize that the process is nonlinear. Although we present the
four pillars sequentially, the process of clarifying purpose, vision, col-

lective commitments, and goals is nonlinear, nonhierarchical, and
nonsequential. Working on the foundation is cyclical and interactive. Writing
purpose and vision statements can help shape commitments and goals, but as
those commitments are honored and goals are achieved, purpose and vision
become more real, clearer, and more focused.

gt
That is what you do that matters, not what you call it. When

concepts take on a label, they accumulate baggage. People get the
impression that a proposal represents the latest fad, or they settle for

a superficial understanding rather than really engaging in an assessment of the
underlying ideas. There are schools and districts throughout North America
that call themselves professional learning communities yet demonstrate none of
the characteristics of a PLC. There are schools that could serve as model PLCs
that are unfamiliar with the term. We are not advocating that faculties be asked
to vote to become a PLC or take a PLC pledge. In fact, it may be more helpful
to never use the term. What is important is that we first engage staff members
in building shared knowledge of certain key assumptions and critical practices
and then call upon them to act in accordance with that knowledge.

(continued)
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For Clarifying the Mission of Your School or District, Ask:

1. What is our fundamental purpose?

2. Why was this school buiit? What have we been brought here to do together?

3. Does the concept of public education for all children mean that all students shall learn or merely
that they will be required to attend school?

4. What happens in our school or district when a student experiences difficulty in learning?

For Clarifying the Vision for Your School or District, Ask:

1. Can you describe the school we are trying to create?

7. What would our school look like if it were a great place for students? What would it look like if it
were a great place for teachers?

3. It is 5 years from now and we have achieved our vision as a school. In what ways are we different?
Describe what is going on in terms of practices, procedures, relationships, results, and climate.

4. Imagine we have been given 60 seconds on the nightly news to clarify the vision of our school or
district to the community. What do we want to say?
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For Clarifying the Collective Commitments (Values) of Your School or District, Ask:

1. What are the specific commitments we must honor to achieve our purpose and vision?

2. What are the specific behaviors we can exhibit to make a personal contribution to the success of
our school?

3. What commitments are we prepared to make to each other?

4. What commitments or assurances are we prepared to make to every student in our school?

5. What are the “must dos” and the taboos for this staff?

6. What agreements are shared among all of us?

For Clarifying the Goals of Your School or District, Ask:

1. How will we know if we are making progress toward achieving our vision?

2. How will we know if we are more effective 3 years from now than we are today?

3. If we achieve our shared vision, what will student achievement look like in our school?

4. What are the most essential conditions and factors we must monitor on an ongoing basis?
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For Clarifying How Effective You Are at Communicating Priorities, Ask:

1. What are the most important factors that drive the day-to-day decisions in our school or district?

2. What are the priorities in our school or district?

3. What systems have been put in place to monitor progress in our priority areas?

4. What gets paid the closest attention in this school or district?
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