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R E P R O D U C I B L E

4.2
Conditions to Consider Before  

Establishing Collaborative Teams

Those who hope to improve student achievement by developing the capacity of staff 
to function as a PLC must create and foster the conditions that move educators from 
mere work groups to high-performing collaborative teams.

—Richard DuFour, Rebecca DuFour, Robert Eaker, Thomas W. Many, and Mike Mattos

There are several conditions administrators 
and teacher leaders should consider as they 
contemplate establishing collaborative teams. 
Teachers will inevitably ask questions like: 
“Why was the team established? What is the 
team’s purpose? When will the team meet? 
How will the team communicate? Who will be 
on the team?” All of these are important ques-
tions to consider, and if principals, coaches, 
and teacher leaders answer as many of these 
questions as possible during the early phases 
of implementing the PLC process, they greatly 
enhance the chances of a successful launch.

We already established why collaborative 
teams are important. If we, as educators, believe 
the fundamental purpose of schools—and by 
extension, collaborative teams—is learning, not 
teaching, and if we acknowledge teachers are 
better able to fulfill that purpose when they 
collaborate, then it is not complicated; working 
together is more effective than working alone.

Designated and protected time for teams 
to meet during the regular school day is one 
of the critical conditions that must be in place 
before establishing teams. According to Mary 
Anne Raywid (1993), “Collaborative time for 
teachers to meet to undertake and sustain 
school improvement may be more important 
than equipment, facilities, or even staff devel-
opment” (p. 30).

When will teams find time to collaborate? is 
really the wrong question. It’s unlikely leaders 
will find any more time, so it’s important that 
schools make time for teams to collaborate 
on a high priority when designing the master 
schedule. Time is a resource, and how (and 
on what topics) time is spent reflects what 
schools value.

As teams’ PLC practice develops, the way 
teachers use time shifts. They find they need 
less time learning about the work and more 
time working on the work. Researchers Gary D. 
Watts and Shari Castle (1993) identify five strat-
egies school leaders can use to make time for 

Five Strategies to Make 
Time for Collaboration

1. Free up time: This strategy involves
relieving teachers of nonteaching respon-
sibilities so time can be set aside for col-
laborative team meetings. Administrators,
other teachers, instructional aides, or even
volunteers can assume some of the rou-
tine tasks, freeing up time for teachers to
collaborate on their instructional practice.

2. Purchase time: Schools can budget funds
to pay for substitutes or release time for
teachers to collaborate during the regular
school year. Some schools have been
successful paying teachers additional sti-
pends for time collaborating on Saturdays
or during the summer months.

3. Restructure or reschedule time: Some
schools and districts schedule late arrival
or early dismissal so teachers have the
opportunity to collaborate on a regu-
lar basis. A similar strategy—banking
time—has been successful, and some
districts are moving to a four-day week
for students to release one day a week for
teacher collaboration.

4. More efficient use of existing time: Other
schools are conducting time audits and
launching into careful reviews of the way
educators use time to accomplish oper-
ational tasks. These schools are finding
ways to use technology to simplify and
streamline procedures to find time to
reinvest in teacher collaboration.

5. Schedule common planning time:
Planning time is not a new or novel idea,
but the daily schedule can be designed in
new and different ways to allow teachers
from the same class, course, or grade level
to have planning time at the same time
during the day.

Source: Adapted from Watts & Castle, 1993.
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4.2 collaboration (see the sidebar for more informa-
tion). Leaders need to understand that as teacher 
roles shift from working in isolation to working in 
collaboration with others, so too must the way 
that schools use time.

Building common language is the best way to 
respond to questions about how teams will com-
municate, and schools should address it during the 
process of establishing teams. As teachers begin 
collaborating with colleagues, they discover the 
need for greater clarity around the definition and 
meaning of important words, terms, and phrases. 
Teams naturally develop common language around 
their practice; however, it is more efficient and 
effective to be intentional about the development 
of common language. Regardless of the strategy 
used to develop a PLC vocabulary (like playing 
PLC vocabulary bingo or using more sophisticated 
mental models like the Frayer Model), teachers find 
it very beneficial to focus on common language.

Teachers can participate in workshops, read 
relevant articles, or participate in book studies 
as they begin to learn about the PLC process. 
Occasionally, teams with more experience find 
it necessary to engage in professional develop-
ment to refocus the PLC process in their school. 
Whether beginner or advanced, W. Richard 
Smith (2015), former deputy superintendent of 
the Sanger Unified School District in California, 
believes creating a districtwide glossary of PLC 
terms using these kinds of activities offers great 
opportunities to develop common language. 

Smith (2015) suggests the faculty engage in a 
simple but powerful process to build common lan-
guage (see the sidebar for a description of the pro-
cess). Note that starting the process differs for those 
new to PLCs and those with experience; but regard-
less, building common language is essential to the 
successful implementation of the PLC process.

Finally, teachers must be members of meaning-
ful teams. Some argue that factors such as access 
and proximity to other team members during the 
regular school day should be considered when 
creating teams, but the single most critical factor 
in deciding who should be on a team is based on 
the answer to a relatively straightforward ques-
tion: “Do team members have a shared responsi-
bility for responding to the four critical questions 
in ways that enhance student learning?” (DuFour 
et al., 2016, p. 60). If the answer is yes, the leaders 
have identified right team members.

Creating highly effective teams is a deliberate 
process, and consideration of each of these con-
ditions enhances the odds that a school’s efforts 
to establish teams will succeed.

Building Common 
Language

For teams beginning their PLC journey, 
each member of the team should create a list 
of twenty-five to thirty words they believe are 
essential to understanding the PLC process. 
At the end of a professional development 
activity (training, reading, observing), partici-
pants write down a few more words, terms, or 
phrases they think are especially important. If 
they read an article, they add a word or two 
to their list. If they participate in a workshop, 
they add a few more words to their list. When 
they hear a word during a conversation they 
believe is important, they add it to the list.

For teams with more experience with 
the PLC process, the initial step is slightly 
different. In these schools, individuals should 
write down twenty-five to thirty words, terms, 
or phrases they believe are important but 
at this time, are confusing or unclear to the 
faculty and staff. Next, teachers work in pairs, 
compare their lists, and reach consensus on 
a common list of twenty-five to thirty words, 
terms, or phrases both agree are important.

After the first step, the process is the same 
regardless of the group’s experience level. 
In the next step, each pair writes their words 
on sticky notes—one word per note. The 
entire group engages in an affinity process to 
uncover any patterns or highlight any areas 
of agreement. Then the participants group 
the sticky notes by the same or similar words, 
terms, or phrases and compile them into a final 
list of key terms. This list becomes the district’s 
working glossary.

Teams identify terms for the working glossary, 
clarify meaning, and create a common under-
standing of each word, term, or phrase. During 
the next part of the process, teachers working 
in small groups work on subsets of the glossary 
to write working definitions for their part of the 
document. The small groups can take several 
weeks to draft their working definitions.

The next step takes place when the faculty 
reconvenes. The draft definitions are posted 
on chart paper. The group then engages in a 
gallery walk leaving feedback, suggestions, or 
possible revisions for each draft definition on 
sticky notes. After collection of the feedback, 
small working groups finalize the definitions. 

The last step in the process is to celebrate, 
share the agreed-on definitions, and publish 
the glossary of key PLC terms with all the 
teams in the school.

Source: Smith, 2015.
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