
Wicomico County Public Schools 

Revised 2020



i 

The Handbook for School Improvement is produced by the 
Office of School Improvement. 

Dr. Frederick Briggs, Ed.D 
Assistant Superintendent for Instruction – Chief Academic Officer 

Office of School Improvement 

Dr. Bonnie Ennis, Ed.D 
Supervisor for School Improvement/Strategic Planning 

bennis@wcboe.org 

Karen Parsons 
Supervisor of Assessment/ Local Accountability Coordinator 

kparsons@wcboe.org 

Thomas Ferretti 
Instructional Data Analyst 

tferrett@wcboe.org 

Courtnie Jones Grants 
Specialist cjones@wcboe.org 

Laura Bounds 
STARS: MAST & SL@M Program Coordinator 

STEP UP, RISE UP & Summer LEAP Program Coordinator 
Project MOVE Program Coordinator 

lbounds@wcboe.org 

Beth Sheller
Parent Engagement Specialist

bsheller@wcboe.org

Lashaunda Smith 

Office Associate 
lasmith@wcboe.org 

For additional information, please call 410-677-4434. 

“Every organization is perfectly designed to get the results it achieves.” 
       ---W. Edward Deming

mailto:lstark@wcboe.org
mailto:kparsons@wcboe.org
mailto:tferrett@wcboe.org
mailto:cjones@wcboe.org
mailto:lbounds@wcboe.org
mailto:lasmith@wcboe.org


ii 

Table of Contents 

Page 

I. Introduction ...................................................................................................... 1 

II. Organizing for School Improvement ................................................................. 2 

III. Using Teams to Enhance the School Improvement Process

What is a Team? ......................................................................................... 3 

Why Do We Have Teams? .......................................................................... 3 

Characteristics of an Effective Team ………………………………………………….…... 3 

IV. The Work of Instructional Leadership Teams

Introduction ................................................................................................ 4 

Composition of the Instructional Leadership Team ................................... 4 

The Role of the ILT Chair ............................................................................. 4 

District-level ILT Chair Meeting Norms …………………………………………………… 5 

Instructional Leadership Team Meetings ................................................... 5 

Tips for Effective Meetings …………………………………………………….………………. 5 

Communicating with Staff .......................................................................... 6 

Format for Minutes .................................................................................... 7 

Distribution of Minutes .............................................................................. 7 

V. The School Improvement Plan

Introduction ................................................................................................ 8 

School Improvement Plan Structure ........................................................... 8 

Mission and Belief Statements …………………………………………………….…...…... 8 

Introduction and Title I Information ……………………………………….....………….. 9 

Goal Progress and Needs Assessment ……………………………………………………. 9 

Action Plan …………………………………………………………………………………………….. 9 

Professional Development Plan ……………………………………………………..………. 10 

The School Improvement Plan Approval Process ………………………………….… 10 

Who Approves School Improvement Plans? ………………………………………..…. 11 

Implementing the School Improvement Plan ………………………………….……… 11 

Evaluating the Success of the School Improvement Plan ........................... 11 



iii 

Page 

VI. The Role of Professional Learning Communities

Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………..…. 13 

Four Critical Questions …………………………………………………………………………… 13 

Finding the Time for Professional Learning Communities ……….……………… 14 

What is the Principal’s Role? ………………………………………………………...……….. 15 

What Products Do Professional Learning Communities Generate? ………... 15 



1 

Introduction 

This Handbook is designed to assist users in developing a comprehensive approach to school 
improvement, including the development, implementation and monitoring of the school 
improvement plan.  School improvement is about building the capacity of schools and staff to 
fulfill their primary function: to provide instruction that results in a high degree of learning for all 
students.  The heart of real school improvement is a commitment to continuous, data-driven 
improvement.  This process allows participants to: 

➢ Focus on an important learning problem
➢ Devise a strategy to collect data to identify the root cause of the problem
➢ Analyze the data
➢ Take action based on what is learned
➢ Collect data to see if the action taken has influenced the identified problem

School improvement is hard work.  To be most effective, the school improvement process must 
be both interactive and recursive, engaging key stakeholders and focusing attention on actions 
leading to continuous improvement.   School improvement does not happen in isolation – it must 
occur simultaneously at the whole school, grade and/or subject team, classroom and student 
levels.  Improving student learning requires resources (e.g., sufficient time and professional 
development support) and a safe environment to allow teachers the opportunity to reflect on 
their own practice, share their students' work with colleagues, ask questions, and give and 
receive feedback. 

This Handbook for School Improvement provides guidance for individuals and groups engaged in 
the school improvement process.  As noted in the National Study of School Evaluation’s 
publication, School Improvement: Focusing on Student Performance, if schools are not constantly 
improving and growing in their capacity to meet the needs of today’s students, then they are 
losing ground and failing in their mission.  Today, as a profession, educators have access to a vast 
body of research on high-performing systems of teaching and learning.  Through the school 
improvement process, it is imperative that we put these best practices to work on behalf of 
improving student learning. 

“School improvement is about building 

the capacity of schools and staff to fulfill 

 their primary function:  to provide 

instruction that results in a high degree 

of learning for all students.” 
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ORGANIZING FOR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT 

Schools are no longer judged by the processes in which educators engage, but by the results that 
students achieve.  Improving the capacity of schools to positively impact student learning lies at 
the heart of the school improvement process.  School capacity refers to the potential of a school 
to fulfill its primary function, which is to provide instruction that results in a high degree of 
learning for all students.  Newmann, King, & Young state, “School capacity is the crucial variable 
affecting instructional quality and corresponding student achievement.”  Key elements of school 
capacity include: 

➢ Staff knowledge, skills, attitudes and expectations
➢ Existence of one or more professional learning communities
➢ Teaching and learning program consistency
➢ Availability of technical support and resources
➢ Effective instructional leadership by skilled administrators

In Wicomico County, the organization for school improvement is comprised of an Instructional 
Leadership Team with representatives from various professional learning communities (whether 
those communities are organized around grade levels, content areas, or decision making areas). 

The Division of Instruction, including the Office of School Improvement and the Department of 
Curriculum and Professional Development, provides support for school-based instructional 
improvement activities.  Along with providing resources (e.g., substitute funds and/or stipends) 
to support Instructional Leadership Team and Professional Learning Community meetings, a 
calendar is developed each year to assist schools in scheduling meeting times. Central office staff 
are always available when needed.  
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USING TEAMS TO ENHANCE THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PROCESS 

What is a Team? 
The school improvement process in Wicomico County uses a collaborative, team approach.  A 
team is a group of individuals working together interdependently to achieve a mutually 
understood mission.  Teams function in a special environment in which all members are equal 
members, and it is against the “rules” to not speak your mind. 

Why Do We Have Teams? 
As a part of the mandate outlined in “Guide and Procedures for Maryland School Performance 
Program Implementation - State, School Systems, and Schools” dated June 1991, each school is 
charged with the creation of a School Improvement Team.  The Team, representative of, and in 
collaboration with, the entire school community, works to develop, implement and evaluate 
programs which will improve student performance.  The Instructional Leadership Team fulfills 
this charge in the public schools of Wicomico County. 

There are many benefits to using a team approach when discussing and dealing with complex 
issues, some of which include: 

➢ Teams have a greater array of resources, knowledge, and information.
➢ Teams can employ a greater number of creative problem-solving methods.
➢ Working in teams promotes improved learning and comprehension of ideas and

suggestions discussed.
➢ Members’ satisfaction with the team’s decision increases because they participated in the

problem-solving process.
➢ Team members gain a better understanding of themselves as they interact with others.
➢ Teams pool the skills, talents, and knowledge of many people.
➢ The synergy that comes from people working together productively on an important

project is usually enough to sustain the enthusiasm and support, even through difficult
times.

Characteristics of an Effective Team 
To be effective, teams must pay attention to two things – the project, or its goals and objectives; 
and the people, or the feelings, ideas, and participation of its members.  It is especially important 
to concentrate on creating an atmosphere in which the members are willing to share their own 
ideas and work together to solve problems.   
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THE WORK OF INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP TEAMS 

Introduction 
The Instructional Leadership Team (ILT) is representative of, and works in collaboration with, the 
entire school community, to develop, implement and evaluate programs that will improve 
student performance. The ILT is charged with the development, implementation and monitoring 
of the school improvement plan and its associated professional development plan.  All schools 
are expected to use one full day prior to the start of the school year for school improvement 
activities, which may include time for professional learning communities to meet. 

Composition of the Instructional Leadership Team 
Instructional Leadership Teams must be representative of the both the school staff and the larger 
school community.  In all cases the Principal should be a member of the Team.  Other school-
based members might include teachers (classroom and content area), Title I 
teachers, media specialist, guidance counselor, and support staff.  One or more 
parents should be asked to serve on the Team.  At the secondary level, one or 
more students should also be included.  Representatives from community 
organizations and the school’s business partner(s) should be asked to serve as 
well. 

To ensure constancy of purpose, a rotation schedule should be established for 
school-based positions on the Instructional Leadership Team.   For example, if 
there are three fourth-grade teachers in a school, it might be understood that 
each teacher would serve for a two-year period of time in rotation.  Keep in 
mind that the rotation schedule needs to remain flexible to accommodate 
individual situations. 

While not every staff member will attend Instructional Leadership Team meetings, every staff 
member will be responsible for implementing some portion of the School Improvement Plan. 
Therefore, it is very important that clear and open lines of communication are established and 
maintained with all staff as well as stakeholders outside the building.  It is crucial that 
Instructional Leadership Team members take seriously the responsibility of reporting the 
business of the Team to those not present at meetings.  It is equally important that Team 
members discuss issues and concerns with other staff so as to accurately reflect their positions 
when decisions are made.  Accurate minutes for each meeting should be distributed in a timely 
manner within a week’s time of the meeting. 

The Role of the ILT Chair 
The Instructional Leadership Team Chair serves as a teacher-leader for the school improvement 
process.  The Chair acts as a liaison between the Office of School Improvement and the school by 
attending district level school improvement meetings and professional development sessions 
and communicating what is learned to the school staff.  Working collaboratively with the school’s 

Together

Everyone

Achieves 

More 
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administration and staff, the Chair and other members of the Instructional Leadership Team 
facilitate the development, implementation and evaluation of the school improvement plan.  ILT 
Chairs receive a stipend for their work under the negotiated agreement with WCEA. 

District-level ILT Chair Meeting Norms 
The following norms have been adopted for use at district-level ILT Chair meetings. 

• Decisions will be made by consensus.

• Have fun and enjoy each other.

• Meetings will begin on time and we will make our best effort to be on time.

• We share responsibility to achieve the goals of each session.

• Limit side discussions.

• Breaks are flexible.

• Conclude each meeting with a plus/delta.

Instructional Leadership Team Meetings 
Instructional Leadership Teams meet on a regular basis during the course of the school year. 
Substitute funding is allocated by school to provide time during the school day for half-day 
meetings.  Teams wishing to meet after the school day may do so, but are not guaranteed full 
funding of stipends for teachers attending the meetings.  Prior approval for after school meetings 
is required.  The Office of School Improvement will schedule additional days devoted to the 
business of school improvement during the year as indicated. These may include data analysis 
sessions and other professional development. 

Tips for Effective Meetings 
Meetings require some organization prior to and during the event to be most effective.  At least 
two days prior to the meeting, distribute the agenda so members are prepared to discuss items 
and complete any pre-work ahead of time.  Ensure materials for the meeting are available (e.g., 
technology, handouts).  Arrange tables and seating so that all participants can see each other 
easily.  Start the meeting on time and assign a recorder and timekeeper.  Develop a list of group 
norms for the team to follow.  Wrap up the meeting by summarizing accomplishments, clarifying 
assignments, and setting the agenda for the next meeting. 

When designing an agenda: 

• Note the date, time and location of the meeting prominently.

• Include a list of all member names and identify roles and responsibilities.

• Use phrases rather than single words to describe topics.

• Note the amount of time allotted and who is responsible for each item on the agenda .

• Position important agenda items early while group energy is high.

• Conclude each meeting with an evaluation using the Plus/Delta tool.
At the first ILT meeting of the year, group norms (the “ground rules” for the meeting) should be 
established.  Norms set the tone for how the team will handle its business.  Norms should be 



6 

briefly revisited by the team on a regular basis and always when new members join the team to 
ensure everyone understands and agrees with them.  Norms should be posted during each 
meeting.  Some possible ground rules might relate to: 

• Attendance and punctuality

• Meeting place, time and location

• Team member roles

• Participation and basis conversational courtesies

• Distribution of agendas and minutes

Various roles, taken on by team members, help distribute the team’s workload more evenly and 
can provide opportunities for skill development.  Useful roles include: 

• Agenda Developer – during the meeting, notes items for future agendas

• Meeting Facilitator – runs the meeting; encourages participation; keeps the team on
track

• Recorder – serves as the group’s memory by taking minutes

• Timekeeper – keeps track of time for each agenda item

• Facility Arranger – responsible for setting up room, materials and equipment

• Refreshments – provides a light snack for the meeting

Depending on the team’s preference, each role may be assumed by a single individual for the 
entire year or can be rotated among members.  In either case, it is helpful to decide during the 
first meeting of the year, how the work will be divided and if there will be a rotation of roles from 
month to month.  If it is agreed that rotating roles makes sense, then also decide at the first 
meeting who will be responsible for each role at each meeting. 

After each meeting, it is important that minutes are distributed in a timely manner (e. g, no later 
than one week after the meeting).  The ILT Chair should also communicate with anyone who has 
responsibility for an action item to ensure the work is being completed, offering assistance as 
needed. 

Communicating with Staff 
Effective communication with staff members is a vital link in building consensus and in achieving 
the desired results of the school improvement plan.  While the minutes of your team’s meeting 
do not serve to replace discussion and dialog with staff, they do serve as a permanent and 
accurate record of what happened during the team meeting.  As such, useful minutes need to 
identify pertinent discussion points and decisions (including enough information that those who 
were not in attendance can follow how and why decisions were made).  A suggested format for 
minutes follows. 
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Format for Minutes 

NAME OF SCHOOL 

Instructional Leadership Team Minutes 

MEETING DATE: 

LOCATION: 

TIME: (begin - end) 

RECORDER: 

PRESENT: 

Minutes 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. Plus / Delta Meeting Evaluation

Plus (What happened during the meeting that helped us to achieve our goals?)

Delta (What could be improved for the next meeting to make us more effective and/or
efficient in reaching our goals?)

5. Date/time/location of next meeting

Agenda topics

Distribution of Minutes 
Post minutes of all meetings in your folder within one week of meeting: 
Copies of minutes may be emailed to ILT members and school staff 

You may also wish to consider sending minutes to the ILT Chair(s) and Principal of your paired 
and/or feeder school(s). 
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THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PLAN 

Introduction 
The School Improvement Plan serves as a blueprint of the actions 
and processes needed to produce school improvement and 
improve student learning. Under the leadership of the Instructional 
Leadership Team, plans are to be developed, implemented and 
monitored by each school in alignment with the Bridge to 
Excellence Master Plan. Once developed, the School Improvement Plan should guide resource 
allocation, professional development, instructional content and practice, and assessment. The 
school needs to focus staff meetings, staff in-service, staff recognition, and staff monitoring 
around the goals and objectives of the Plan. To ensure that all members of the school community 
are aware of the School Improvement Plan, on-going communication concerning the Plan’s 
objectives, priorities and action steps is critical. 

School Improvement Plan Structure 
Each school’s Plan is expected to have the following components: 

1. Mission and Belief Statements
2. SIP Summary Narrative
3. Academic Data, Analysis, Strategies and Goals

a. Literacy
b. Mathematics
c. Science
d. College and Career Ready
e. Advanced Placement
f. Dual Enrollment

4. Attendance Data
5. Culture and Climate with Parent Involvement Data

       

Mission and Belief Statements 
At the beginning of each year, schools are encouraged to review their Beliefs and Mission 
Statement and revise each as needed in collaboration with their stakeholders.  The school’s belief 
statements summarize its response to the question, “What do we believe about student learning, 
about teaching and about the characteristics of quality schools?”  The mission statement answers 
the question, “What is the primary purpose of our school?”  Both sets of statements should be 
clearly stated and free of jargon.  Many schools include their mission statement on publications 
such as newsletters, student agendas, and bulletins along with displaying it prominently within 
the school. 
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Introduction and Title I Information 
Many schools begin their school improvement plan with a brief introduction describing their 
overall instructional program, organizational structure, demographics, etc.  Additionally, schools 
receiving Title I funding are required to describe the resources and special programs that 
supplement the learning environment which are made possible by those funds in this section of 
the school improvement plan.  Specific requirements of what must be included in this area are 
shared each year by the Title I supervisor with all Title I schools. 

Goal Progress and Needs Assessment 
Specific assessment results are tracked each year within the school improvement plan including 
Maryland School Assessments, High School Assessments, benchmarks in reading and math.  
Additionally, schools are asked to track information related to attendance, and/or graduation 
rate, school climate and parent involvement.  For each set of data, an analysis of both aggregated 
and disaggregated results should be completed.  From this analysis, action steps to address 
identified needs are developed. 

Action Plan 
The school’s Action Plan should include steps, aligned with the Bridge to Excellence Master Plan, 
which can be taken to help the school more fully achieve its mission and the desired results for 
student learning.  Factors to be considered when developing the action steps include the school’s 
mission, goals, and analysis of results.  The Action Plan serves as a blueprint for how the school 
intends to close the gap between actual student performance and desired student learning.  The 
Action Plan focuses on four priority areas: 

• Priority A – Accelerate student learning

• Priority B – Improve Student Attendance (elementary and middle schools)

• Improve graduation rate and student attendance (high schools)

• Priority C – Improve school climate to ensure a safe, drug-free environment conducive
to learning

• Priority D – Increase parent and community involvement
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Even the best plan will not yield the desired results if it stays “a plan.”  Only when the plan is fully 
and consistently implemented is there a chance for success.  Therefore, each action step in the 
School Improvement Plan must also identify the person(s) responsible for carrying out the step 
and the time frame of the activity.  Teacher skills and knowledge that are fundamental to the 
success of the plan should be evaluated and addressed accordingly in a professional development 
plan. 

Professional Development Plan 
The purpose of professional development is to help teachers develop and apply the knowledge 
and skills needed to help all students learn and achieve at high levels.  Planning high quality 
professional development begins with an examination of student learning needs followed by 
identification of teacher knowledge and skills required to address those needs.  The professional 
development plan therefore should be aligned with the analysis of current reality within the 
school improvement plan and the action steps which have been designed to close the gap 
between current reality and the goals.  An evaluation of the effectiveness of the professional 
development plan in helping teachers attain the intended professional learning outcomes is 
critical to the continuous improvement process. 

The School Improvement Plan Approval Process 
Good alignment is vital to the success of a school improvement plan.  Just as the Maryland State 
Department of Education is expected to align its goals with those articulated at the federal level, 
school systems are expected to align with State goals.  Taking it one step further, full alignment 
then dictates that the school’s mission and goals must reflect the mission and goals of the school 
system.  It is important to note that the priorities, action steps, and manner in which resources 
(human, time, facility and financial) are allocated in each school improvement plan must also 
target the goals for student learning.  When all systems – state, district and school – are aligned 
and the plan is implemented consistently, the likelihood of success is much greater. 

SCHOOL DISTRICT STATE 
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Who Approves School Improvement Plans? 
The Office of School Improvement provides technical assistance and resources to schools as they 
develop, implement and evaluate their school improvement plans.  School Improvement Plans 
are uploaded onto School Improvement site.  The Office of School Improvement works with 
Instructional Leadership Teams to ensure Plans meet the basic requirements stated in this 
document and other district guidance. Plans are then reviewed for additional review and 
approval to the following individuals: 

• Director of Curriculum and Professional Development – Reviews professional
development activities for alignment with the district’s Professional Development Plan
and focus.

• Director of Elementary Education and/or the Director of Secondary Education – Reviews
Priorities A, B, C, and D.  Together with the Director of Curriculum and Professional
Development, determines overall alignment within each plan.

• Supervisor of Title I – Reviews plans of schools receiving Title I funding for compliance
with Title I requirements.

At the discretion of one or more Directors or the Supervisor of Title I, meetings with the Principal 
and ILT Chair(s) may be held to discuss modifications to a school’s Plan.  School Improvement 
Plans will then be forwarded to the Assistant Superintendent for Instruction and Student Services 
for final approval.  The Office of School Improvement will notify each school when its Plan has 
been approved and will ensure the Plan is linked to the school system’s website for public access. 

Implementing the School Improvement Plan 
Given the number of competing agendas for a school staff, keeping a sharp focus on the target is 
a challenge.  However, keeping staff focused on school improvement goals is critical to the 
attainment of those goals.  The Principal of the school plays the primary role in keeping this focus. 
It is the Principal who determines how staff time is used, what is monitored, what is recognized, 
and how professional development and faculty meeting time and resources are used.  The School 
Improvement Plan, developed using a consensus approach, provides a roadmap to maintain this 
focus.  Therefore, it is strongly encouraged that the Principal engage in the following: 

Use regularly scheduled time with staff – 

• Identify on the monthly school calendar activities that staff will discuss or complete
during staff, team, and department meeting times to advance school improvement
goals.

• Regularly discuss school improvement efforts and progress at these meetings.

• Preserve time dedicated for professional learning communities from interruptions.
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Use written communications – 

• Include in staff and parent newsletters progress updates on school improvement
goals.

• Use back to school paperwork, end of year paperwork, improvement goals and
other correspondence to focus on school improvement goals and progress.

• Ensure that expectations and priorities given orally to staff are also given to them in
a written format for later reference.

• Use the physical environment, including bulletin boards and entryway signs and
signboards reflect the school’s priorities.

Celebrate – 

• Identify strategies to recognize those activities and staff that support school
improvement goals, including showcasing at staff meetings promising practices in
using data to monitor individual student progress or to inform instruction.

Evaluating the Success of the School Improvement Plan 
The Goal Progress section of the School Improvement Plan serves as a measure to evaluate the 
success of the Plan and provides the school with an on-going data collection summary to show 
progress throughout the year.  It depicts student achievement on benchmark assessments among 
other measures.  Other criteria the school can use to measure the success of the Plan include an 
assessment of the extent to which the Plan is fully implemented, the degree of stakeholder 
satisfaction, and how the school climate is perceived. 
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THE ROLE OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES 

Introduction 
A professional learning community (PLC) is composed of educators committed to working 
collaboratively in ongoing processes of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better 
results for the students they serve.  The community operates under the assumption that the key 
to improved learning for students is continuous, job-embedded learning.  Transforming a school 
to a professional learning community is a journey that takes time and effort. (DuFour, DuFour, & 
Eaker, 2008) 

Kate Nolan, Director of Re-Thinking Accountability for the Annenberg Institute of School Reform, 
believes “The process of studying student work is a meaningful and challenging way to be data-
driven, to reflect critically on our instructional practices, and to identify the research we might 
study to help us think more deeply and carefully about the challenges our students provide us. 
Rich, complex work samples show us how students are thinking, the fullness of their factual 
knowledge, the connections they are making.  Talking about them together in an accountable 
way helps us to learn how to adjust instruction to meet the needs of our students.” 

Four Critical Questions 
Professional learning communities strive to answer four critical questions: 

• What do we want each student to learn?

• How will we know when each student has learned it?

• How will we respond when a student experiences difficulty in learning?

• How can we enrich and extend their learning when they already know it?

What do we want each student to learn? 
Answering this question involves identifying the desired results for student learning.  What 
do we want students to know and be able to do?  What are the curriculum standards and 
outcomes that are most important? 

Defining “What do we want each student to learn?” in a measureable way is one of the first 
tasks of the professional learning community.  After all, if you don’t know where you want to 
go…  Effective teams focus on results by developing goals.  The best goals are “SMART” goals. 
That is they are  

 Specific    Measurable  Attainable  Results-oriented  Time-bound 

How will we know when each student has learned it? 
Though teachers have always examined student work as part of their grading process, the 
new focus on accountability and standards has driven a more structured and collaborative 
examination of student work. The focus of the examination has shifted from a summative 
evaluation of student performance to a diagnostic evaluation of student performance, 
teacher assignment, and implications for instruction. 
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Student work takes many forms, including essays, drawings, projects, reports, presentations, 
portfolios, etc.  It is usually in response to a teacher's assignment for classwork or homework. 
It may be completed by an individual, for example, a child's drawing, or collaboratively, for 
example, a group presentation. 

Common formative assessments, developed by teachers and based on standards and 
objectives, are an important tool for the evaluation of student learning.  Assessments can 
take many forms such as Every Pupil Response (EPR) activities, exit tickets, and warm-ups. 
Assessment items can be drawn from multiple sources (e.g., textbook assessments, item 
banks) and can be revised for future use as teachers evaluate their effectiveness.  The key 
use of assessment data is that of providing timely evidence of what is being learned. 

The effective use of common assessments and the examination of student work imply the 
results are analyzed and probing questions are discussed by the members of the learning 
community.  It is important that we look beyond such measures as mean or average scores 
and look at individual student results and trends in the data.  Questions which may be helpful 
in these conversations include: 

• What does this student work tell us about what students know and can do?

• What does this student work tell us about what students are still missing?

• What indicators, if any, offer insight into student misconceptions and highlight
potential intervention strategies?

• What do the students’ responses tell us about the effectiveness of the assignment?
How might the assignment be improved?

• What does this work tell us about how well the student understands the concept of
the assignment?

Acting Upon Student Learning Results 
Knowing what we want students to learn and assessing whether they have learned it are 
important but unless teachers respond to the assessment results to altering instruction we 
won’t accomplish the goal of improving student learning. Assessment results must be used 
to address the last two critical questions. 

• How will we respond when a student experiences difficulty in learning?

• How can we enrich and extend their learning when they already know it?

Finding the Time for Professional Learning Communities 
Teachers rarely have time in their professional lives for meeting with colleagues about important 
questions about teaching and learning.  Providing time during the school day for teachers to 
engage in these important discussions is a key element of efforts to improve student learning. 
We know that looking at student work is a big part of every teacher's job.  Teachers score, grade, 
and comment on their students' classwork and homework. They may also use samples of student 
work as models or for diagnostic purposes.  Typically, though, teachers look at their students' 
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work on their own rather than with colleagues. They usually try to review all the work, to mark 
or grade, rather than focus on a deep analysis of what students are learning and how to improve 
that learning.  Professional learning community meetings provide time for teachers to focus on 
the student work and to engage in an in-depth, insightful, conversation about teaching and 
learning.  In Wicomico County, schools are encouraged to find time for PLCs during weekly grade 
level/team meetings, professional development days, and faculty meetings.  Additionally, 
substitute time is offered to schools for this purpose through the Office of School Improvement. 

What is the Principal’s Role? 
Principals play a critical role in setting up the expectation that examining student work should be 
an ongoing, collaborative process.  Principals need to identify strategies that would promote this 
and provide time for it to happen.  They need to consider how they could use staff meeting time 
to build capacity and set expectations for how teams or departments would examine student 
work as a regular activity at their team meetings.  Principals must also monitor this process and 
champion it when it happens.  

What Products Do Professional Learning Communities Generate? 
As PLCs work, certain products are naturally generated as part of the process.  These include: 

• Group norms

• SMART goals

• Summaries of findings during the examination of student work and common
assessments

• Plans to address how teachers will respond when a student experiences difficulty in
learning

• Plans to address how teachers will enrich and extend learning when students already
know the concept, skill, etc.




