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professional learning commu-
nity craze is sweeping the
country.

School after school is setting
aside time for teachers to meet

in grade-level groups or subject area teams. PLC
time is noted on calendars that parents hang on
refrigerator doors. Students start school later or
leave school earlier so teachers have time to meet
with colleagues.

But, as many schools are learning, profes-
sional learning communities don’t just happen
because a principal sets aside time for teachers to
meet and slaps a new label on that meeting.
That’s especially the case when teachers have
been accustomed to working in isolation.

Principals and teacher leaders must be very
intentional about helping groups of teachers
become communities of learners. And, some-
where between the naming and becoming highly
productive teams, many schools get lost. How do
you move from being a group of people with a
common characteristic — such as teaching the
same subject or grade level — to being a team or
a community with a common vision and focus?

Ann Delehant, who consults with many
school districts on team development issues, said
many teachers don’t immediately recognize that
professional learning communities is “the new
name for a team.”

“A professional learning community is not a
new thing. It’s not a new fad. A PLC is what we
call a team with an intentional focus on learn-
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ing,” she said.
Although many educators understand the

need to devote time to group or team develop-
ment, they often neglect to spend time on the
basics when working on PLCs because they don’t
perceive PLCs to be teams that require the same
kind of support, she said.

Understanding the four stages of group
development is a good place to begin learning
how a PLC might evolve from being a group to
being a team. In 1965, psychologist Bruce
Tuckman reviewed the literature on group
functioning and described the four stages of
group development as forming, norming,
storming, and performing. (See illustration on
Page 3.)

In the initial stage — “forming” — group
members have high expectations and anxiety
about how they fit in. They are testing them-
selves and each other. At this early stage, they
depend on some authority or facilitator to create
a structure for them. During this period, group
members are likely to be polite but impersonal,
watchful, and guarded in their behaviors.

Conflict characterizes the second stage of
development — “storming.” Group members
rebel against each other and against authority.
Storming behaviors, he said, are each

individual’s response to being influenced by the
group and by the work that is required to achieve
the assigned tasks. Group members may describe
themselves as feeling stuck. They may opt out of
the process or they may compete with other
group members for power and attention.

If groups successfully resolve their storming
issues, they arrive at the third stage —
“norming.”  At this point, group members have
overcome their feelings of resistance and begin
to feel that they are a cohesive group. Harmony,
trust, and support develop. Participants develop a
sense of cohesiveness and “intimate, personal
opinions are expressed,” Tuckman wrote. At this
stage, the group is developing skills and agreeing
on procedures for doing the work. They are
confronting issues represented by their work, not
other individuals.

If group members persist, they reach the
fourth stage — “performing” — in which they
become a team rather than a group of disparate
individuals. They work collaboratively and
interdependently, share leadership, and perform
at high levels. They are flexible and resourceful,
close and supportive.

Groups may spend different amounts of time
at each stage and they may move through them in
a different sequence but each group will experi-

DEFINITION
OF TEAM

“A team is a
small number of
people with
complementary
skills who are
committed to a
common
purpose, set of
performance
goals, and
approach for
which they hold
themselves
mutually
accountable.”

Jon Katzenbach

and Douglas

Smith, “The

discipline of

teams,” 
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ence each stage. You can use the survey on Pages
5-7 to help your groups determine which stage of
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Directions

1. Indicate to the group that effective groups generally have a set of norms that governs individual
behavior, facilitates the work of the group, and enables the group to accomplish its task.

2. Recommend to the group that it establish a set of norms:
• To ensure that all individuals have the opportunity to contribute in the meeting;
• To increase productivity and effectiveness; and
• To facilitate the achievement of its goals.

3. Give five index cards and the same kind of writing tool to each person in the group.

4. Ask each person to reflect on and record behaviors they consider ideal behaviors for a group. Ask
them to write one idea on each of their cards. Time: 10 minutes.

5. The facilitator should shuffle all the cards together. Every effort should be made to provide
anonymity for individuals, especially if the group has worked together before.

6. Turn cards face up and read each card aloud. Allow time for the group members to discuss each
idea. Tape or tack each card to a display board so that all group members can see it. As each
subsequent card is read aloud, ask the group to determine if it is similar to another idea that
already has been expressed. Cards with similar ideas should be grouped together.

7. When all of the cards have been sorted into groups, ask the group to write the norm suggested by
that group of cards. Have one group member record these new norms onto a large sheet of paper.

8. Review the proposed norms with the group. Determine whether the group can support the norms
before the group adopts them.

Developing norms

COMMENTS TO THE FACILITATOR: This activity will enable a group to develop a set of
operating norms or ground rules. In existing groups, anonymity will help ensure that everyone is
able to express their ideas freely. That is the reason for suggesting that the facilitator provide
pens or pencils and ask that everyone use the same type of writing implement.

SUPPLIES: Index cards, pens/pencils, poster paper, display board, tape, tacks.

TIME: Two hours.

EXAMPLES
OF NORMS

We will work
together as a

community that

values consensus

rather than majority

rule.

We will be fully
“present’’ at the

meeting by

becoming familiar

with materials

before we arrive

and by being

attentive to

behaviors which

affect physical and

mental

engagement.

We will invite and
welcome the

contributions of

every member and

listen to each other.

We will be involved
to our individual

level of comfort.

Each of us is

responsible for

airing

disagreements

during the meeting

rather than carrying

those

disagreements

outside the

meeting.

Source:  Adapted from Tools for change workshops by Robby Champion. Oxford, Ohio: National
Staff Development Council, 1993.
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1. _____ We try to have set procedures or
protocols to ensure that things are
orderly and run smoothly (e.g.
minimize interruptions, everyone
gets the opportunity to have their
say).

 
2. _____ We are quick to get on with the task

at hand and do not spend too much
time in the planning stage.

 
3. _____ Our team feels that we are all in it

together and shares responsibilities
for the team’s success or failure.

 

OBJECTIVES
To identify the present stage of the teamwork model that your team is presently operating in.

DIRECTIONS
This questionnaire contains statements about teamwork. Next to each question, indicate how
often your team displays each behavior by using the following scoring system:

1 = Almost never 2 = Seldom 3 = Occasionally 4 = Frequently 5 = Almost always

Questionnaire

4. _____ We have thorough procedures for
agreeing on our objectives and
planning the way we will perform
our tasks.

 
5. _____ Team members are afraid or do not

like to ask others for help.
 
6. _____ We take our team’s goals and

objectives literally, and assume a
shared understanding.

7. _____ The team leader tries to keep order
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8. _____ We do not have fixed procedures, we
make them up as the task or project
progresses.

 
9. _____ We generate lots of ideas, but we do

not use many because we fail to
listen to them and reject them
without fully understanding them.

 
10. _____ Team members do not fully trust the

others members and closely monitor
others who are working on a specific
task.

 
11. _____ The team leader ensures that we

follow the procedures, do not argue,
do not interrupt, and keep to the
point.

 
12. _____ We enjoy working together; we have

a fun and productive time.

13.
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