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Abstract 
Educators of today recognize the importance of collaboration, support, and shared planning. However, 
thousands of teachers all over the world keep working in isolation because their schools have not 
established an endurable climate of collaboration. This is not an easy task to undertake. Luckily, there 
are schools which have successfully created and maintained interdependent collaborative teams over 
time. These successful, endurable, and interdependent teams are known in the Educational field as 
Professional Learning Communities.  

Not many teachers and principals know what Professional Learning Communities are, let alone how to 
establish one in their schools. There is an urgent need to make educators understand that 
Professional Learning Communities are the most successful way to improve teaching practice and 
student learning, and this paper aims to do so by examining current literature on the topic. Our final 
goal is to enlighten educational professionals who are looking for a clear definition of the term and real 
examples of its implementation. In order to do so, we offer a detailed definition of the term and we 
identify which are the elements all successful Professional Learning Communities share. We also 
provide some guidelines on how to implement Professional Learning Communities in schools, 
including a case study. Finally, we argue how Professional Learning Communities have a number of 
advantages for teachers, being the promotion of distributed leadership one of the most important 
ones. The paper concludes with some suggestions for future research on the field. 

Keywords: Professional Learning Communities, collaborative teams, professional development, focus 
on learning, results orientation, relational trust, distributed leadership, sustainable leadership. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
Teachers work hard every day to make their school improve and to help their students succeed. In 
order to do so, teachers assume many roles and tasks: they become resource providers, curriculum 
specialist, and mentors; they plan, develop, and organize instruction; they differentiate; they reflect on 
their teaching; they keep records; they manage students; they assess their students’ learning; they 
interact with parents; they meet with colleagues; they check emails; they make copies... The list of 
tasks and roles teachers undertake day after day is long. The stress teachers suffer from the lack of 
time to do everything they need to do, and the resulting negative effects in classroom instruction, 
could easily be reduced if teachers did not work so much in isolation. However, isolation is the reality 
for thousands of teachers all over the world because their schools have not established an endurable 
climate of collaboration. Creating a community of collaboration, support, and shared planning is not an 
easy task to undertake. 

Luckily, there are schools which have successfully created and maintained interdependent 
collaborative teams over time. These successful, endurable, and interdependent teams are known in 
the Educational field as Professional Learning Communities. While it is true that the popularity of 
Professional Learning Communities is growing, not many teachers and principals know what they 
exactly are, let alone how to establish one in their schools.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
To gather literature for this literature review, we have used the following databases: Web of Science, 
Scopus, Dialnet, and Google Scholar. Search terms "Professional Learning Communities", 
“professional development”, and “teacher leadership” were used. We author selected the English and 
Spanish language articles published between 1990 and 2017 that were the most relevant. These 
articles were overviewed in order to find additional citations that could be of interest. Additional 
information was obtained through select, reputable Internet websites such as All Things PLC 
(www.allthingsplc.info, 2008). Finally, we selected 4 books written by Richard DuFour and his 

Proceedings of EDULEARN17 Conference 
3rd-5th July 2017, Barcelona, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-697-3777-4
5322



colleagues, given the importance and great contributions of this author to the field of Professional 
Learning Communities.  

This search process produced more than 100 articles and studies on the educational field of 
Professional Learning Communities. We have included 25 articles, reference books, and reports in 
this literature review, which are listed in the Reference epigraph of this paper. Please, note that the 
scope of this paper is limited and some authors have been left out due to length restrictions. 

When reviewing the literature, we concluded there are 5 recurring major themes in Professional 
Learning Communities (PLCs) literature: 

− What is a Professional Learning Community? 
− What are the characteristics all successful PLCs share? 
− How can schools implement a PLC? 
− Is there evidence that supports the idea that PLCs are something desirable?  
− How do PLCs promote leadership? 

The present paper makes these 5 recurring major themes its main points to develop. For simplicity of 
exposition, they are presented in the same order as they are listed above. Please, note that key theme 
4 – Is there evidence that supports the idea that PLCs are something desirable? – is renamed as A 
case study: the Sanger Unified School District, California. 

2.1 What is a professional learning community? 
Dr. Richard DuFour [1] defines Professional Learning Communities as an ongoing process in which 
educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective inquiry and action research to archive 
better results for the students they serve (2016). This definition highlights the importance of two 
elements. First, that Professional Learning Communities are not a fixed item, but a system which calls 
for constant action and change. This requires commitment from the people that make up a PLC. If 
there is no commitment and search for continuous improvement, a PLC cannot possible function. 
Second, the idea of collaboration and interdependence is key: Professional Learning Communities can 
only be as good as the people in them and the quality of the relationships they develop over the years. 
In a professional learning community, educators create an environment that fosters mutual 
cooperation, emotional support, personal growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot 
accomplish alone (DuFour and Eaker, 1998 [2]). 

Matthew J. Taylor et al. ([3], 2014) point out that consistent definitions and procedural clarity are 
general problems in the PLC literature. Michael Fullan ([4], 2006) similarly states that the term (PLC) 
travels faster and better than the concept. Thus we have many examples of superficial PLCs — 
educators simply calling what they are doing professional learning communities without going very 
deep into learning and without realizing they are not going deep. Following these author’s warnings 
and in order to get a clearer understanding of the concept and avoid ambiguity, we would like to 
highlight what Professional Learning Communities are not. In their book Learning by doing: a 
handbook for Professional Learning Communities at work, DuFour et al. (2016 [1]) identify the three 
aspects people confuse Professional Learning Communities with: a program, a meeting, and a book 
club. PLCs are often mistaken with prescribed programs which can be purchased. However, as 
DuFour et al. explain, the PLC process is not a program, but a continuous, never ending process of 
conducting schooling that has a profound impact on the structure and culture of the school and the 
assumptions and practices of the professionals within it.  

PLCs are also confused with teacher gatherings. Teachers gather with their grade level colleagues, 
the principal in their school and other school and district administrators, their departments, etc. It is 
true that these meetings are necessary for a school’s well-functioning and the context of grade-level 
and department collaborative teams (is) where much of the work of implementing the PLC model 
takes place (Matthew J. Taylor et al., 2014 [3]). However, team meetings should not be confused with 
a PLC. They are, rather, an element within it: the PLC is the larger organization and not the individual 
teams that comprise it. (…) Much of the work of a PLC cannot be done by a team but instead requires 
a schoolwide or districtwide effort (DuFour et al., 2016 [1]).  

Finally, PLCs are not book clubs: teachers who gather to read mystery novels, even if they do so in 
the school library, would not meet our definition of professional community (Grossman and Wineburg, 
2000 [5]). When teachers meet to read educational books, articles, and studies and to comment on 
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them, they are not necessarily reacting to the information. As we pointed out before, a key element in 
a PLC is the call for action, and the fact that teachers meet to read and comment  on books, articles, 
and studies does not guarantee they will put the new ideas learnt into practice once they return to the 
classrooms. 

Karen S. Louis ([6], 2008) points out that Professional Learning Communities are also mistaken with 
instruments of accountability, arguing that more than a few school leaders see PLCs as a strategy to 
increase teachers’ focus on student achievement data. She summarizes the misconceptions of a large 
suburban school district in which PLCs were mandated in every school and which asked each newly 
organized group to select one of the district’s learning objectives and to use the testing data available 
to them to analyze how to improve student achievement. She argues that this school district’s views 
on PLCs is wrong because appointing committees to analyze data and focusing on test score 
improvement as the goal of PLCs shift attention away from the core emphasis on how teachers can 
improve the connection between their daily instructional practice and student learning. (…) a 
mandated focus on data analysis and raising test scores conflicts with the core of PLCs, which involve 
trusting, shared solving of problems of classroom practice. 

2.2 What are the elements all successful PLCs share? 
Sharon Kruse et al. [7] provided in the article Building professional community in schools (1994) what 
is considered by Fullan ([4], 2006) the clearest depiction of the key components of (successful) 
Professional Learning Communities: reflective dialogue, de-privatization of practice, collective focus 
on student learning, collaboration, and shared norms and values. 

In 2016 DuFour et al. published the third edition of their book Learning by doing: a handbook for 
Professional Learning Communities at work [1]. This is a central publication for PLC literature. In the 
first chapter of their book, DuFour et al. identify the three elements that drive the work of all successful 
PLCs: 

• A focus on learning: the fundamental purpose of the school is to ensure that all students learn at 
high levels (…) and actually acquire the essential knowledge, skills, and dispositions of each 
unit, course, and grade level. Every potential organizational practice policy, and procedure is 
assessed on the basis of this question: will this ensure higher levels of learning for our 
students? All the other characteristics of a PLC flow directly from this epic shift in assumptions 
about the purpose of the school. 

• A collaborative culture and collective responsibility: in order to ensure the first element, 
educators must work collaboratively and take collective responsibility for the success of each 
student. Therefore, PLCs are teams of educators whose members work interdependently to 
archive common goals for which members are mutually accountable. 

• Results orientation: educators in a PLC focus on results – evidence of student learning. They 
then use the evidence of learning to inform and improve their professional practice and respond 
to individual students who need intervention or enrichment (…), additional time and support for 
learning. In this process teachers also (…) discover strengths and weaknesses in their 
individual teaching in order to learn from one another. A central idea here is that of all of the 
(educators’) efforts must ultimately be assessed on the basis of results rather than intentions.  

Please, notice that the three elements described by DuFour et al. integrate within them the five 
elements stated by Kruse. Therefore, we can conclude that both authors’ ideas complement each 
other, and we encourage already existing and future PLCs to consider both Kruse and DuFour 
elements as the 8 key elements all PLCs share.  

2.3 How can schools implement a PLC? 
As DuFour et al. ([1], 2016) defend, the educational world has to realize that PLCs are necessary for 
every school because they just make sense: it just makes sense that a school committed to helping all 
students learn at high levels would focus on learning rather than teaching, would have educators work 
collaboratively, would ensure students had access to the same curriculum, would assess each 
students’ learning on a timely basis using consistent standards for proficiency, and would create 
systematic interventions and extensions that provide students with additional time and support for 
learning. It just makes sense that we accomplish more working collaboratively than we do working in 
isolation. However, for something that makes so much sense, there are not so many Professional 
Learning Communities in the Educational world. This is due to two main reasons: some schools just 
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do not know about PLCs, and, therefore, cannot implement one; other schools do know about PLCs 
and their advantages, but the gap between knowledge and action is still not closed.   

The present epigraph aims to solve both problems. Firstly, it introduces those teachers and school 
administrators to the world of Professional Learning Communities by providing a comprehensive 
summary of the findings published up to date on this field. Nevertheless, as Erkens and Twadelll ([8], 
2014) point out while a clear understanding of the big ideas is important, it is never, ever, enough. (An 
effective PLC) must be doing the work of implementing and sustaining the concepts of a PLC in the 
daily lives of its districts, schools, and teams in order for significant change to take place. Taking into 
account this notion, this paper encourages and helps those educational communities that know the 
theory about PLCs to take the step and become one themselves. In order to do so, this epigraph 
details what the steps to become a PLC are according to the research done to date on this 
educational field. In order to get a visual and clearer understanding of the process, please see Fig. 2 
on page 13. 

According to the article Building Professional Community in Schools (1994), written by Kruse et al. [7], 
there are two necessary conditions a school district needs to meet in order to establish a successful 
PLC: structural conditions — time to meet and talk, physical proximity, inter-dependent teaching roles, 
communication structures, and teacher empowerment and school autonomy – and social or human 
resources – openness to improvement, trust and respect, cognitive and skill base, supportive 
leadership, and socialization. In the same article, Kruse et al. claim that structural conditions are 
necessary, but the social or human resources are even more important and traditionally we have failed 
to give the culture, climate, and interpersonal relationships in schools the attention the needed. It 
seems that the first step to start building a PLC is to nurture the community and the people within it. 

In the same line, Karen S. Louis ([6], 2008) claims that the idea of professional community was 
developed as an effort to integrate two previously distinct concepts: professionalism (which is based 
on specialized knowledge and a focus on serving client needs) with community (which is based on 
caring, support, and mutual responsibility within a group). In implementation, the focus is too often on 
increasing professionalism, while ignoring the problem of community. 

How can we define the term ‘community’ so it serves the purposes of a PLC? Bellah et al. ([9], 2007) 
provide a definition of the term that is aligned to our needs: a community is a group of people who are 
socially interdependent, who participate together in discussion and decision making, and who share 
certain practices that both define the community and are nurtured by it. They are also right to point out 
that such a community is not quickly formed. We must add that it is not only a slow process, but also 
one filled with difficulties we must get ready to encounter and be ready to solve. The biggest difficulty 
we may encounter is a problem Grossman and Wineburg ([5], 2000) identified as the danger of 
bringing teachers together: few teachers entered the profession to work with other adults. The easy 
retreat to the classroom provides an ever-present safety valve for pressures that develop with other 
adults working in crowded and often financially strapped settings. Given a setting in which teachers do 
not necessarily share common visions and pedagogical philosophies, it is far easier to mark papers 
alone rather than negotiate with other adults who do not share your beliefs. (…) Reducing isolation 
can unleash workplace conflicts that were, ironically, kept in check by the very isolation in which 
teachers work. To assume that just because teachers have experience in creating social organizations 
among children that they will spontaneously organize themselves into congenial social units reflects a 
romanticism that misrepresents the realities of group dynamics in complex settings such as schools. 

Taking into account the hardship that comes with such a complex process, we ask ourselves the next 
question: How can we build a sense of community in a school? Here we should consider the work of 
West-Burnham and Otero [10], who explain what social capital is and how to actively create social 
capital within school communities in their article Leading together to build social capital (2004). These 
authors understand social capital as relationships matter and they identify two strategies for building 
social capital – or the sense of community: building relational trust and promoting and practicing 
dialogue. We would like to clarify the first strategy – relational trust, for it may be unknown to our 
readers. According to Rousseau et al. [11], relational trust is a type of trust which derives from 
repeated interactions over time between trustor and trustee. Information available to the trustor from 
within the relationship itself forms the basis of relational trust. Reliability and dependability in previous 
interactions with the trustor give rise to positive expectations about the trustee's intentions. Emotion 
enters into the relationship between the parties, because frequent, longer term interaction leads to the 
formation of attachments based upon reciprocated interpersonal care and concern.  
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In our journey to build a PLC, we have already discussed how a school needs to have structural 
conditions and social or human resources – or a community built upon relational trust and constant 
dialogue. Once these criteria are met, it is time to take action: we need to start reforming the system. 
This systematic transformation from a traditional school to a PLC is what Fullan ([4], 2006) calls lateral 
capacity building, or system change occurring at a larger scale. Our literature review has identified a 
series of steps to undertake (see Fig. 2 on page 13):  

• Building a guiding coalition: before explaining to the whole school community the change we 
want to undertake, DuFour et al. ([1], 2016) recommend to find a small group of people who 
help us do so because if a mission is to be truly shared, it must be co-created, not sold, and co-
creation requires a process that fully engages others. Bergstrom ([12], 2016) explains that the 
best candidates to become part of our guiding coalition are the opinion leaders within our 
community: opinion leaders are anyone who has an active voice in a community. It is somebody 
who speaks out and gets asked for advice a lot. They should be our first choice because they 
influence the rest of the people in the community. By engaging them in our cause, we will be 
engaging almost the whole community. 

• Informing the community: or build shared knowledge, as DuFour et al. ([1], 2016) call this step. 
In this step the guiding coalition shares their knowledge about PLCs and informs the whole 
community of the current reality of the school and the need to establish a PLC to improve this 
reality – there is always room for improvement. In other words, this step ensures all staff 
members are provided with the information and knowledge essential to make informed 
decisions (…) and that the group studies the information before it is called on to make a 
decision (DuFour and DuFour, 2012, [13]).This is a critical step because, as DuFour et al. ([1], 
2016) defend, when all staff members have access to the same information, it increases the 
likelihood that they will arrive at similar conclusions. Similarly, DuFour and DuFour ([13], 2012) 
argue that action to information is the lifeblood of empowered groups. 

• Building collaborative teams: in order to do so, there are several structures that can be used 
(see Fig. 1 on this page). It is the responsibility of each emerging PLC to choose which structure 
will ensure the highest meaningful collaboration among teams.  Once the teams are created, 
the need to be provided with time to collaborate and the school must ensure the campus layout 
supports ongoing collaboration and shared responsibility for student learning (DuFour and 
DuFour, [13] 2012). 

 
Fig. 1: Possible Collaborative Team Structures. Adapted from DuFour and DuFour ([13], 2012). 
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• Establishing norms: Erkens and Twadell ([8], 2014) explain that once teams are established, we 
must define the expectations of team products up front, setting parameters for outcomes but 
remaining flexible regarding methods, (and) establish clear expectations and criteria for quality 
of the required work. The best way to do so is to ask each collaborative team to develop a set of 
norms which will guide their work and have profound impacts in the school community: 
according to McLaughlin and Talbert ([14], 2010), PLCs should have norms of collaboration and 
mutual accountability (…), of openness and candor and learning from failure, so the cultural 
shift is actually quite profound for educators. By agreeing on a set of norms, each team member 
will be clarifying their expectations of one another regarding procedures, responsibilities, and 
relationships (DuFour et al., 2016, [1]). Furthermore, the process will also help teams start 
building trust and openness, as Erkens and Twadell ([8], 2014) defend: developing group norms 
is not only a task that immediately generates a team product; it is also an early opportunity to 
engage team members in collaborative conversations regarding their individual hopes and fears 
about functioning on the team. 

 
Fig. 2: Steps to implement a PLC. Source: García García (2017). 

Once each of the collaborative teams are working and showing results it may seem the 
implementation of the PLC is done. This misconception can ruin all the work done and turn the PLC 
into a group of teacher meetings who have forgotten they are part of a greater good. Once the 
collaborative teams are working, the next step is to constantly revise and revisit the work made in the 
whole PLC and in each of the collaborative teams (see Fig. 1 above). Erkens and Twadell ([8], 2014) 
explain that we must continually survey the culture, making sure all teams are working collaboratively. 
They also warn us of the complexity of a PLC: a system is, by nature, complex. Each system has its 
own subparts and, at the same time, each entire system might be a subpart of another greater system. 
In the context of a PLC, we understand the system is the whole PLC, whereas the subsystems are 
each of the collaborative teams which make up the PLC. Erkens and Twadell [8] argue that we must 
align all these systems if we want to have a successful PLC, and that the process of aligning systems 
is both recursive – it is addressed repeatedly – and iterative – each effort builds on and refines 
previous efforts. Only by constantly revising our system we will get an aligned organization in which 
everything the school does is designed to support the message that helping all students learn at high 
levels requires a collaborative and collective effort (DuFour and DuFour, 2012, [13]). 

Being the process of establishing a PLC a never-ending one, after some time teachers may start 
feeling tired or even burnt out. In order to avoid this and ensure our PLC is always working properly, 
not only we need to constantly revise and revisit the work we are doing, but we also need two more 
ingredients: establishing sustainable leadership and integrating meaningful celebration into the PLC 
culture. The former will be discussed on pages 16-18, under the epigraph ‘How PLCs promote 

5327



leadership’. Concerning the later, in such a long journey as the implementation and sustaining of a 
PLC is, breaking it into incremental steps and then recognizing and celebrating the completion of 
those steps is crucial to sustaining the efforts to transform schools and districts into PLCs (DuFour, 
DuFour, and Eaker, 2008, [15]). Celebrating success motivates the members of a PLC to continue 
working hard because frequent reinforcement energizes the improvements process: there is no 
motivator more powerful than frequent successes. By replacing large-scale, amorphous improvement 
objectives with short-term, incremental projects that quickly yield tangible results, (the members of a 
PLC) can enjoy the psychological fruits of success (Schaffer and Thomson, 1992 [16]). 

2.4 A case study: the Sanger Unified School District, California  
This section aims to illustrate all the points discussed so far with a real example of a district which 
implemented a PLC and obtained very positive results. We have taken into consideration Grossman 
and Wineburg’s [5] warning: researchers often implicitly treat professional community as generic, but 
the nature of teacher community differs—just as teaching does—by grade level, by subject matter, 
and by student population. A model of community developed for one population of teachers may not 
work for others. In community as in clothing, one size does not fit all (2000). However, the work of the 
Sanger District appears frequently in PLC literature. Therefore, we consider important to include a 
summary of the experiences and the findings this school district has made concerning the 
implementation of a PLC. 

The article Culture of Collaboration ([17], 2012), written by Richard Smith, deputy super-intendant in 
the Sanger Unified School District, describes the situation of this district as one of the worst 98 school 
districts in California in 2004: it was not only one of the worst-performing districts in a state with 1,042 
districts, but it also had been flagged as one of the first to be named a program improvement district 
under No Child Left Behind. In Sanger Unified, the child poverty rate is two to three times the national 
average, with families locked in a cycle of poor educational outcomes and poverty for decades.  

Many school districts in the USA face similar situations and do not do anything about it. The Sanger 
District had been doing that for years, until they experienced a “wake up call” that provided the 
impetus for dramatic, district-wide change (Knudson et al., 2011, [18]). Smith ([17], 2012) describes 
this call as the realization that the problem was the lack of coordination of the district: although 
everyone in the district was working hard, we were working hard on random acts of improvement at 
every school and at the district leadership level. We were doing a lot of stuff, but none of it coordinated 
or focused on what our student achievement data were telling us. We were functioning not as a 
focused system, but as group of independent operators joined only by the common name Sanger 
Unified.  

With this wake up call, the Sanger District started changing their mentality and decided to reformulate 
their views on education. They wrote three principles which summarized their new teaching culture: 1) 
Hope is not a strategy. The district employs concentrated efforts to improve student outcomes and 
reverse trends of low performance; 2) Do not blame the kids. The challenges of Sanger’s student 
population are not an acceptable excuse for failure; and 3)It is about student learning. Student 
learning is generated by high quality instruction; dialogue must constantly focus on the evidence of 
teacher impact, learning itself (Knudson et al., 2011 [18]). 

The next step they needed to take was to translate their new teaching culture into practice, into 
results. They decided how to turn their ideas into action when they heard Richard and Rebecca 
DuFour speak about PLCs in the spring of 2005. After hearing the DuFours, they decided they would 
establish a PLC in their district. In order to do so, a guiding coalition of leaders who understood the 
goals and concepts of implementing PLCs (was sent) to participate in a workshop led by the DuFours 
(Smith, 2012 [17]). Then, the whole district went on an intensive training, early release and late start 
days were created to allow time for collaboration, and group norms were created. Their PLC became 
focused on student learning, data, and instructional strategies in order to ensure learning. Smith ([17], 
2012) considers the process was successful because as trust and sharing grew within teams, 
teachers began not only to share best practices but to use opportunities to observe one another 
teaching, to group students for re-teaching of concepts by learning need among teachers in their PLC 
and to develop and use common formative assessments as a team. The PLC truly became a system 
of teachers supporting teachers to ensure the learning of all students. 

The results the Sanger District has experienced are real, as Hakuta ([19], 2011) summarizes: Sanger 
has gone through a transformation in which the schools exited Program Improvement. Thirteen 
schools have been named California State Distinguished Schools, and two have attained National 
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Blue Ribbon School status. The superintendent, Marc Johnson, was selected as National 
Superintendent of the Year by the American Association of School Administrators for 2011. Clearly, 
positive things are happening in Sanger. 

2.5 How do PLCs promote leadership? 
This epigraph aims to make the reader understand how leadership and PLCs go hand in hand, 
nurturing each other: leadership is essential for the establishment of a PLC and its sustaining over 
time; in turn, PLCs develop leadership skills among the people inside them. 

In their article Seven strong claims about successful school leadership, Leithwood, Harris, and 
Hopkins ([20], 2008) state that school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence 
on pupil learning and that leadership serves as a catalyst for unleashing the potential capacities that 
already exist in the organization. As we have repeatedly pointed out throughout this document, one of 
the three elements all successful PLCs share is a focus on learning, or the understanding that the 
fundamental purpose of the school is to ensure that all students learn at high levels. Thereby, when 
we move from a traditional school to a Professional Learning Community, we are committing 
ourselves to helping each of the students learn at high levels. If leadership, as Leithwood et al. 
suggest, is such an important aspect in the promotion of students’ learning, while we implement the 
PLC we should also be cultivating leadership among the members of the PLC, since leadership 
promotes student learning in turn. Similarly, Voelkel ([21], 2011) demonstrates the existing link 
between PLCs and leadership:  leadership is an essential condition in developing and sustaining a 
PLC model. 

As we explained under the epigraph ‘How can schools implement a PLC?’ (pages 9-14), to start the 
journey of implementing a PLC, leadership is placed only on a few individuals, the guiding coalition, 
who slowly develop the leadership capacity of the rest of the community. According to Grossman and 
Wineburg ([5], 2000), the construction of community requires ongoing social negotiation, including the 
regulation of social interactions and group norms. While a few individuals may do most of this 
regulation at the beginning of the group’s history, for a community to form members must begin to take 
on this responsibility themselves. This requires new forms of participation in leadership. Erkens and 
Twadell ([8], 2014) also share this view: in high-performing and self-sustaining PLC systems, effective 
leaders engage the entire system in learning to lead. Education must abandon the assumption that 
there are only natural-born leaders and must embrace the work of intentionally developing current and 
future leaders. 

We have observed that the term distributed leadership appears constantly in PLC literature:  in the 
process of establishing a PLC, distributed leadership is also developed. For example, Wahlstrom et al 
([22], 2010) observe that school personnel rarely attributes leadership behaviours and influence to a 
single person. The array of individuals or groups identified as providing leadership includes a mix of 
principals, assistant principals, teachers in formal leadership roles, teachers informally recognized by 
peers as influential, parents, district administrators and professional staff, and external consultants 
linked to curriculum, program, and teacher development initiatives at the school level.  

Finally, leadership ensures continuity once a solid foundation is in place: Erkens and Twadell ([8], 
2012) explain that the difference between becoming a great PLC and sustaining great PLC work is 
sustainable leadership. Spillane, Halverson, and Drummond [23] share a similar view, in which they 
link distributed to sustainable leadership (2001):  leadership succession, therefore, means more than 
grooming the principal's successor. It means distributing leadership throughout the school's 
professional community so others can carry the torch after the principal has gone. Finally, DuFour and 
DuFour ([13], 2012) complement Spillane et al.’s view by connecting it to the work in PLCs: if widely 
distributed leadership is vital to implementing the leadership process, it is even more important in 
sustaining that process. If a principal has delegated authority, created collaborative decision-making 
processes, led from the centre rather than the top, and purposefully built the capacity of people 
throughout the school to serve as leaders, the improvement process will have many champions rather 
than one. In this school culture, changes in the principalship do not automatically result in changes in 
direction, because there are many leaders prepared to continue the work.  

3 CONCLUSIONS 
This paper set out to provide the reader with a brief but complete literature review on the Educational 
field of Professional Learning Communities. We have always been fascinated by this topic and we 
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wanted to contribute with our work to the research done to date on this academic field. When we read 
Taylor et al.’s call for action, we realized the educational world needed a comprehensive literature 
review on Professional Learning Communities. Since we had always thought this academic field holds 
great potential, we decided to answer their call. The result is the work you have today in your hands. 
We hope to have added value to the field by consolidating research to date. 

Our literature review highlights the importance of the work done by Richard DuFour and his 
colleagues. DuFour is a guru on the topic of Professional Learning Communities and we have 
included four of his books in this literature review. His definition of the term Professional Learning 
Community helped us start writing the first epigraph of this document and we have constantly turned 
back to his work to write the rest of the epigraphs. The work of Cassandra Erkens and Eric Twadell [8] 
has also contributed greatly to our research, especially when understanding the key issues related to 
leadership and PLCs.  

Information is power. We wanted to empower teachers who work in isolation every day with the 
knowledge that helps them change their situation. Thanks to this literature review, teachers all over 
the world can easily understand what a Professional Learning Community is and, what is more 
important, what it is not, so they do not confuse them with something else and fail when implementing 
one. They can also get a clear understanding of what the key elements all successful PLCs share are: 
reflective dialogue, de-privatization of practice, collective focus on student learning, collaboration, 
shared norms and values, a focus on learning, a collaborative culture and collective responsibility, and 
results orientation (Kruse et al., 1994 [7] and DuFour et al., 2016 [1]). Finally, teachers can also look at 
our paper in order to know what the steps for successful implementation of a PLC are: a change in our 
mentality, gathering the necessary structural and social conditions, lateral capacity building, and 
constant revising. 

However, having the knowledge to do something does not translate into actions all the time. Thus, we 
also wanted to provide educators all over the world with a real story: the story of the Sanger District’s 
implementation journey and the extremely positive results they have obtained. We hope the story 
serves as a powerful motivational force for educators to start doing something, and as a reminder of 
how worthy the journey of implementing a PLC is when the process turns difficult. The last epigraph of 
this document also reminds the reader how desirable PLCs are by explaining how they promote two 
forms of leadership among their members: distributed leadership and sustainable leadership. 

This document helps the educational world understand what PLC literature has focused on to date. In 
turn, it also highlights the gaps in research concerning this field. We have observed there are no large 
scale studies which analyze the improvement in students’ achievement as teachers participate in 
PLCs. In order to move forward, research tools to analyze this aspect should be created and in-depth 
studies carried out. In addition, we recommend school districts to facilitate and promote teacher 
training and professional development on the field. Finally, it would be interesting to create a 
compilation of case studies as the one we have analyzed from the Sanger District. Different 
experiences from different school and countries can help educators all over the world with real, 
already-implemented ideas. 
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