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Introduction to PLCs

“When teachers engage regularly in
authentic collaborative work focused on 

explicit, common learning goals 
their collaboration pays off richly in the 

form of higher quality solutions to 
instructional problems, increased teacher 

confidence, and gains in student 
achievement.”

National School Reform Faculty
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Questions to Consider

 What are you currently doing to help 
teachers become reflective practitioners?

 What is a PLC?
 What is your district’s vision for 

establishing PLCs? 
 How does a PLC differ from a staff or 

team level meeting?

11/16/2015 3Office of Primary Education



PLC or Staff Meeting?

PLCs differ from a typical staff or team level 
meeting because they focus on addressing 
specific classroom needs or school goals in an 
intentional way using a process or protocol to  
dig deeper and become more reflective with 
the overall goal of improving practice and 
therefore, achievement outcomes for 
children.  We will be focusing specifically on 
TS GOLD documentation.
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Organizing a PLC
 A PLC typically consists of 8-12 group 

members, depending on the number of 
teachers participating in the NJ KEA, who are 
committed to improving their practice 
through collaborative learning and structured 
interactions (or protocols).  

 We recommend that members meet weekly 
for at least one hour in a quiet room with the 
technology (or hard copies) needed to 
examine documentation.

 Ask participants to take notes in a designated 
notebook which will be used for discussion at 
the Kindergarten Seminar.
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Defining Your PLC

 How will teachers be grouped into PLCs?
 Who will facilitate the PLCs?  Some 

protocols allow participants to take turns 
facilitating.

 How often will you meet?  When?  
Where?

 Refer to the handout below to see how 
districts create time for professional 
learning.

Handout:  Think Outside the Clock
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Forming Ground Rules
 Before beginning any type of group work, it 

is important to form ground rules for working 
together in a safe atmosphere so members 
can talk about challenging issues. 

 One important beginning protocol is 
generating a set of agreements to work by 
(including the expectation of confidentiality). 

 We will explore one process a PLC facilitator 
can use to establish ground rules for a 
learning community.
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Attributes of a  
Learning Community

 In groups of 2-3, write down 4-5 attributes 
that make a learning community productive 
and satisfying. (5 minutes)

 Each group should be prepared to name one 
attribute to report out to the whole group. (5 
minutes)

 Make chart of agreed upon ground rules.

Handout:  Forming Ground Rules
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What is your role as a 
PLC facilitator?

 Be familiar with the NJ Kindergarten Guidelines 
and Teaching Strategies GOLD.

 Choose a protocol for your group work and 
review the protocol with the group.  Adhere to 
the protocol to keep the group on track.

 Give time for active listening and reflection.
 Make it safe to ask difficult questions.
 Help the group work through differences in a fair 

and respectful manner, encouraging active, open 
and sensitive listening.  Acknowledge everyone’s 
efforts.

 Help the group accomplish its goals in the time 
allotted.
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 Connect and build ideas, expand on key points, 
raise new questions, suggest alternative 
viewpoints, provide contextual information, give 
examples and definitions from relevant research 
and recommend further reading.  

Note:  Protocols are designed for equity and 
parity so all voices may be heard and honored, 
allowing participants to gain differing 
perspectives. It ensures that one person does 
not dominate the discussion.

Handouts:  Considerations for Responsive 
Facilitation and Tips for New Critical Friends 

Group Coaches 
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Protocols for PLCs
Adapted for Early Childhood Educators

Protocol Purpose
Inquiry Circles Clarifying values, becoming careful 

listeners and beginning to frame questions 
that individuals or groups will want to 
explore

Goal Setting Protocol Identifying collaborative and individual 
goals

Success Analysis Protocol Learning from successes

What? So What? Now What? A quick way to share challenges and get 
feedback from the group

Peeling the Onion Protocol Understanding the complexity of a 
problem before solving it

The Tuning Protocol Looking at children’s work

Co-Inquiry Meeting Refining and clarifying ideas about 
teaching and learning 
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What is a protocol?
• Protocols are structured processes or 

guidelines to promote meaningful and 
effective communication, problem solving 
and learning. 

• Protocols help participants to give feedback 
in a sensitive, constructive manner, and talk 
about topics in a more honest manner.

• Protocols give everyone equal voice and 
guide participants to respectfully listen to one 
another. 

• The following protocol will be used in Session 
One of the Kindergarten Seminar to introduce 
participants to PLC protocols. 
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Take a moment to be 
alone with your 
thoughts and 
memories.  Thinking 
back to your childhood, 
what play experiences 
do you remember from 
when you were five 
years old? 

Inquiry Circles

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We will be using this protocol to introduce PLCs in Session One of the Kindergarten Seminar:SMALL GROUP ACTIVITY: Thinking back to your childhood, what play experiences do you remember most when you were five?  Small groups or partner share (5 minutes)Participant Report Out.  (Can chart responses.)



Journaling Your Recollections
 Where was your favorite place to play?
 What fascinated you?  What feelings and 

sensations did it evoke?  Recall sounds, 
textures, patterns or even the scent of it.

 Describe play activities and settings that fully 
engaged you in childhood (the ones you 
could do for long periods  with no sense of 
time passing.)  What was it about them that 
captured your full attention?

 What places relaxed you most?  What or who 
calmed you most easily?

 What places scared you?  Why?
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Telling Your Story
 In partners, decide who will be the “teller” 

and who will be the “listener.”
 The “teller” shares their play memories and 

the “listener” takes notes without 
interrupting the “teller”. (5 minutes)

 Switch roles. (5 minutes)
 Review your notes and clarify the stories. (5 

minutes)
 Partners will each have 2 minutes to 

introduce their partner and share highlights 
of their partner’s story with the whole group.
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Storytelling Summary
 What themes and core values about play 

emerged from these stories?
 What do you want to remember from these 

stories that might influence your practice?
 Did any questions emerge in your mind about 

play?  What were they?
 What did you learn about respectfully 

listening to other’s stories?
 How did this protocol work for you?
 What types of questions, issues or problems 

might you address using this protocol?
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Goal Setting Protocol
Protocol Objectives:

• Get an overall picture of what the group wants to 
accomplish for the upcoming year.

• Collaboratively identify district, school, individual 
and group goals related to Teaching Strategies 
GOLD and the Kindergarten Guidelines.

• Create a shared sense of ownership and 
responsibility for future meetings.

Handout:  Goal Setting Worksheet

11/16/2015 17Office of Primary Education



Goal Planning
1. Using the Goal Planning Worksheet, 

individually list as many topics, issues or 
questions as you can in each of the three 
columns. (5 minutes)

2. In groups of 3, each person will have 3 minutes 
to discuss what they have listed on their 
worksheet. (10 minutes total)

3. The group now votes on which goals they will 
work on as a district or school and as a group.

4. Individual teachers then select 1-3 goals they 
personally want to work on for the year.
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Whole Group Debriefing

 How did the goal setting protocol work?  
 How could you tailor this for your PLC 

work, keeping individual teacher needs 
in mind? 

 Note that goals may change during the 
year as new challenges and ideas arise.
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Success Analysis Protocol
Protocol Objective:

 To analyze how a new successful practice has 
developed so that teachers can apply the lessons 
learned to future work.

 Each participant takes turns being a facilitator, 
keeping the group on task.   The facilitator is a 
full participant in this protocol.

“Success” is defined as something that proved to 
be highly effective in achieving an outcome 
important to the presenter.
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 In triads, the first presenter tells the story of his or 
her success. (5 min.) 

 In turn, each participant asks clarifying questions 
about the success story in order to fill in any missing 
information and to help the presenter reflect upon 
the success.  (5 min.)

 Group members discuss what they heard the 
presenter say, and offer additional insights and 
analysis of the success.  The presenter is silent and 
takes notes. (10 min.)

 The presenter reflects on the group’s discussion 
about what made this so successful.  The group then 
discusses briefly how what they have learned might 
be applied to all their work. (5 min.)

Note:  The protocol would begin again for each member of the group.
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Small Group Debriefing

 What worked well?  What  didn’t?  
 How might we apply what we learned?
 List the factors that contributed to the 

presenter’s success. 
 Whole group share-out.  
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What?  So What?  Now What?

Protocol Objectives:

 To give teachers time to examine areas of 
growth or challenge in their work.

 To give teachers an opportunity to give 
useful feedback to one another.
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STEP 1 (5 minutes each)

 In groups of 3 or 4, participants individually write 
down a current challenge related to their work 
and briefly share the challenge with their group.

 Choose one presenter from the group to focus on 
their current challenge.

 Chart the answers to these two questions: 

WHAT? (Describe the challenging situation.)

SO WHAT? (Why is this important to address?)
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STEP 2 (15 minutes each)

 Presenter gives more details about what they’ve 
written to their group.  Participants take 
notes/write questions.

 Group asks two or three clarifying questions.
 Participants reflect back:  “What we hear you 

saying is…” or “Why this seems important to you 
is…” or  “What we wonder about is…” or “The 
question this raises for me are…” along with any 
other focused discussion the group decides to 
have.

 The group listens as the presenter reflects out 
loud his/her responses to this process. 
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STEP 3 (5 minutes)

NOW WHAT?
 The presenter charts some possible next 

steps.
 Charts from each group are posted 

around the room for a gallery walk.
 All participants can add post-its to place 

comments or questions on the charts.

Whole group debriefing:  How did it work?
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Peeling the Onion Protocol
Protocol Objectives:

 To develop an appreciation for the complexity of 
a problem in order to avoid the inclination to 
start out by “solving” the problem before it has 
been fully defined.

 To peel away the layers in order to address the 
deeper issues that lie beneath the surface.
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 Divide up into small groups of 3-5.

 Each group identifies a facilitator. The 
facilitator should strictly keep to the times 
and gently remind people when they are 
giving advice too early. 

 The presenter (person bringing the problem 
to the group) describes the problem/dilemma 
and asks a question to help focus the group’s 
responses. (5 min.)

 Each group member asks a clarifying 
question (purely informational) about the 
problem. (5 min.) 
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 In turn, each group member states:  “What I heard the 
presenter say is…”  (The presenter is silent and takes 
notes.) (5 min.)

 Each group member then says:  “One assumption that 
seems to be a part of the problem is…” or “One thing I 
assume to be true about this problem is…(The presenter is 
silent and takes notes.) (5 min.)

 Then, each group member says:  “A question this raises for 
me is…”  (The presenter is silent and takes notes.) (5 min.)

 Another round where each group member asks:  “Have we 
thought about…? or “I wonder if…” (The presenter is silent 
and takes notes.) (5 min.)

 The presenter reviews his/her notes and says, “Having 
heard these comments and questions, now I think…”(The 
members are silent and take notes.) (5 min.)
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Whole Group Debriefing

 Together, the presenter and group 
members talk about the possibilities and 
options that have surfaced.

 How was this like peeling an onion?  What 
about the process was useful?  
Frustrating?
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Tuning Protocol
Protocol objectives:

 To give teachers the opportunity to receive 
feedback from other members of the group 
about student work.

 Feedback and discussion helps teachers refine 
their teaching and assessments.
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Step 1 (3 minutes)
 Facilitator briefly introduces goals, guidelines and 

schedule.
 Participants briefly introduce themselves.
Step 2 (10 minutes)
 Presenter shares the context for the student work 

(describe the assignment, targeted TSG learning 
objectives, copy of student work for each group member, 
focusing question for feedback.)

 Participants are silent; no questions at this time.
Step 3 (5 minutes)
 Participants ask clarifying questions to help them 

understand the context for the student work.
 Facilitator should be sure participants are not giving 

feedback.
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Step 4 (15 minutes)
 Participants look closely at the work, taking notes on 

where it seems to meet the objective or where there 
might be a disconnect or problem.

 Presenter is silent; participants work silently.
Step 5 (2 minutes)
 Participants reflect on feedback to give to presenter.
 Presenter is silent; participants reflect silently.
Step 6 (15 minutes)
 Participants share feedback while the presenter is silent. 

Participants start with warm feedback (how the work 
meets the desired objective) then move on to cool 
feedback (disconnect or problem).  Suggestions for 
strengthening the work may be presented.

 Facilitator may need to remind participants of the 
presenter’s focusing question.

 Presenter is silent and takes notes.
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Step 7 (5 minutes)
 Presenter speaks to the comments/questions while 

participants are silent.
 This is not a time to defend oneself, but is instead a time 

for the presenter to reflect aloud on those ideas or 
questions that seemed particularly interesting.

 Facilitator may intervene to focus or clarify issues.
Step 8 (5 minutes)
 Facilitator debriefs this experience with the participants.
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Co-Inquiry Protocol
Protocol Objectives:

 To refine and clarify ideas about teaching and 
learning

 To use the inquiry process to define a problem, 
raise questions, observe and gather data, 
analyze and interpret data, continue the cycle of 
inquiry as new questions emerge and decide on a 
possible plan for action.

Note:  This protocol has been adapted to address the quality of
documentation of children’s learning that teachers have
entered as evidence in meeting the objectives in Teaching Strategies 
GOLD.  The facilitator may show the video on documentation below.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xyLpxMNbd-8
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Setting the Stage for the
Co-Inquiry Meeting

 Each teacher should have at least one 
opportunity to share actual evidence of one child 
meeting one TSG objective (Social Emotional, 
Math or Literacy) with the whole group.

 Prepare an agenda with the names of presenters 
and distribute them to participants prior to the 
meeting.

 Ask participants to get written permission for 
sharing children’s documentation and explain to 
families how it will be used, if necessary.

Handout:  Co-Inquiry: Documentation, 
Communication Action by Abramson
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The Co-Inquiry Meeting
1.A teacher in the group begins by presenting evidence 

for one child that meets a TSG SE, math or literacy 
objective and explains how they leveled the child.

2.Each participant takes a turn responding to the 
evidence by asking a question for clarification or 
providing feedback about the evidence and how the 
child was leveled.

3.The presenter responds to the feedback and shares 
how the evidence will inform decisions regarding next 
steps for this child. 

4.Based on the comments, questions, and ideas from 
the exchange, the presenter develops a better 
understanding of what quality evidence includes, the 
accuracy of the leveling and how that impacts future 
decisions on developing learning experiences for this 
child.
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Presentation Notes
 Documentation1. Example: A Huggins preschool teacher who changed classrooms mid year is the presenter. She shares her observation notes on an issue concerning peer relationships.The children seem to be having difficulties in waiting their turn, sharing materials, and limiting their disagreements and conflicts during play.Communication2. Example: The other teachers comment on aspects they see as important. One teacher points out that the mid-year arrival of the teacher may have caused stress for the children. Another teacher observes that the issue seems to involve taking turns rather than personal animosities or differences. The group discusses why children whohave been together for some time might be havingthese difficulties.3. Example: Teachers ask: “Are the same children involved in most of the conflicts?” “How are activities organized?” “Are there possible parental influences?” One teacher wonders, “How do children acquire skills in taking turns, anyhow?” The director describes an article on peer conflicts (Katz 1984) that she thinks may be useful and offers to make copies for the group.Action4. Example: The presenting teacher’s colleagues suggest possible actions to take, such as talking with the children about the problems; reading the documentation of conflicts to the children; and offering learning experiences that require turn taking and cooperation, like a science experiment or cooking project.5. Example: Returning to the classroom, the presenter shares her meeting notes with others on the teaching team. They have a class discussion with the children and suggest doing a group project. The children talk about what it means to take turns, and they share activities they like to do with others at school and at home.  The classroom teachers plan and carry out several activities, and cooking emerges as a favorite of the children. The teachers know that cooking is both educationally complex and socially challenging. It requires children to do many things cooperatively (such as reading recipes; using ingredients and utensils; following directions; measuring, pouring, and stirring; and watching the time), and the teachers can document each step. Cooking also invites family participation, because parents can send in recipes and ingredients or visit the classroom to make favorite recipes with a small group. In cooking together, the children not only practice taking turns and cooperating, but also discover the importance of individual and group efforts. The teachers learn new strategies for developing positive peer relations and parent participation. The classroom becomes a more communicative, collaborative, and caring community. 6. This protocol provides structure but allows flexibility. At times, some questions or comments may lead participants away from the topic, but they still should be addressed. After such discussions the facilitator suggests a return to the protocol.



Evaluating your PLC
 To improve collaborative professional learning 

teams, it is important to conduct regular 
evaluations.

 Evaluations should focus on efficiency, 
effectiveness and results.

 Be sure to analyze the results and make changes 
as needed.

Handout:  Learning Team Survey
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PLC Resources 
 Studying Our Own Practice by Janis Strasser from NAEYC’s 

Teaching Young Children
 Voices of Practitioners:  Teacher Research in Early Childhood 

Education, NAEYC. 
 Our Inquiry, Our Practice by  Gail Perry, Barbara Henderson, and 

Daniel Meier,  NAEYC.
 Center on Great Teachers & Leaders gtlcenter@air.org

www.gtlcenter.org  |  www.air.org
 National School Reform Faculty  http://www.nsrfharmony.org/
 Collaborative Professional Learning in School And Beyond: A Tool 

Kit for New Jersey Educators is a resource for supporting 
educators who are implementing job-embedded, collaborative 
professional learning in schools and districts. To obtain a link to 
download the toolkit, email TeachPD@doe.state.nj.us and include 
your name and the name of your district. 
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