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Glossary of Terms

A

Action research: A process of collective inquiry in which 
individuals work together to become more proficient at 
identifying and solving problems. The steps of action research 
include (1) formulating a problem, (2) identifying and 
implementing a strategy to address the problem, (3) creating 
a process for gathering evidence of the effectiveness of the 
strategy, (4) collecting and analyzing the evidence, and (4) 
making decisions based on the evidence.

Asynchronous learning and communication: A process that 
transfers knowledge and ideas among individuals or groups 
without the barriers of time and space. Participants can access 
conversations and lessons at their own pace and according to 
their own schedules, allowing for the appropriate think time 
and reflection periods.

C

Capacity building (individual/collective): “Developing the 
collective ability—dispositions, skills, knowledge, motivation, 
and resources—to act together to bring about positive change” 
(Fullan, 2005, p. 4).

Coblabberation: The antithesis of thoughtful collaboration, this 
is when teams get together and fail to follow protocol and use 
team time for “blabbing” instead of collaborating.

Collaboration: A systematic process in which people work 
together, interdependently, to analyze and impact professional 
practice in order to improve individual and collective results. 
In a PLC, collaboration focuses on the critical questions of 
learning: What is it we want our students to know and be able 
to do? How will we know if our students are learning? How will 
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we respond when students do not learn? How will we enrich 
and extend the learning for students who are proficient?

Collaborative culture: The ongoing process of creating a 
school culture in which collaboration is at the heart of ongoing 
efforts in a school to communicate, learn, grow, and evolve.

Collective commitments: The third pillar of the PLC 
foundation. Collective commitments (or values) represent 
the promises made among and between all stakeholders 
that answer the question, What must we do to become the 
organization we agreed we hope to become?

Collective inquiry: The process of building shared knowledge 
by clarifying the critical questions that a group explores 
together. In PLCs, educators engage in collective inquiry 
to investigate effective practices, examining both external 
evidence (such as research) and internal evidence (teachers 
who are getting the best results). They also build shared 
knowledge regarding the reality of the current practices and 
conditions in their schools or districts.

Common assessment: An assessment of student learning that 
uses the same instrument, or a common process utilizing the 
same criteria, for determining the quality of student work. 
State and provincial assessments and district benchmark 
assessments are “common” assessments. However, in a PLC, 
teams of teachers also create common assessments, assuming 
collective responsibility for the learning of a group of students 
who are expected to acquire the same knowledge and skills. 
Team-developed common assessments provide teachers with 
the basis of comparison that turns data into information and 
helps individuals identify strengths and weaknesses in their 
instructional strategies. They also help identify problem areas 
in the curriculum that require attention.

Consensus building: Consensus is achieved when (1) all points 
of view not only have been heard but also have been solicited 
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and (2) the will of the group is evident even to those who most 
oppose it.

Continuous improvement process: The ongoing cycle of 
planning, doing, checking, and acting designed to improve 
results—constantly. In a PLC, this cycle includes gathering 
evidence of current levels of student learning, developing 
strategies and ideas to build on strengths and address 
weaknesses in that learning, implementing those strategies 
and ideas, analyzing the impact of the changes to discover 
what was effective and what was not, and applying new 
knowledge in the next cycle of continuous improvement.

Critical conversations: While even casual conversations 
within a PLC can help teams realize broader objectives, critical 
conversations challenge team members to reconsider their 
assumptions and make their own professional practice open 
to examination and thoughtful reflection by other members.

D

Dialogue: The sustained collective inquiry into everyday 
experience and what we take for granted. It makes people 
“more aware of the context around their experience, and 
of the processes of thought and feeling that created that 
experience” (Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 1994,  
p. 353). Dialogue is “the capacity to discuss the undiscussable” 
(Kanter, 2004, p. 81).

Dispersed leadership: A type of servant leadership that 
recognizes the need for and benefits of developing leaders 
throughout an organization.

E

e-Acceleration: In this text, e-acceleration refers to the steps 
educators can take to accelerate learning and innovation 
opportunities for the team or for a broader audience by utilizing 
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connectivity tools to reach beyond local school boundaries to 
discover, generate, and apply new ideas and solutions.

e-Collaboration: The steps educators can take to follow 
accepted strategies, roles, and protocols in relation to learning 
and interacting in virtual learning spaces. E-collaboration 
also refers to the steps educators can take to maximize 
collaborative opportunities with appropriate strategies related 
to virtual collaboration.

e-Connection: This book references the term e-connection in 
relation to planning activities in which educators participate to 
develop team objectives and interactions expected as a result 
of the work of virtual teams. Investment in e-connection or 
the planning process helps team members make appropriate 
design choices to put the team in a better position to yield the 
best possible outcomes.

Engagement: Learning phraseology related to the degree of 
individual or team neurological energy devoted to a particular 
learning experience or task. Highly engaged learners bring 
a stimulated brain to the learning or innovation experience. 
The degree to which a team within a PLC is engaged drives 
team members’ levels of learning, the development of shared 
knowledge, and their ability to innovate.

Enrichment: The process of offering alternative learning 
experiences for students who have met standards. It is a 
mistake to confuse enrichment with extra work. Assigning 
an advanced student extra problems isn’t enrichment. 
Enrichment, in many cases, involves the establishment of an 
entirely different set of learning experiences.

Evidence of student learning: Because learning is the 
ultimate goal of a PLC, teams within a PLC are consistently 
striving for increasingly valid measures of student learning, 
as represented by some measure of quantifiable evidence. 
Evidence can come in the form of locally developed test 
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scores, qualitative narrative notes, and other agreed-on 
evidentiary standards that demonstrate the level of student 
learning attained.

Expertise/competence: This term refers to striving, on a 
continuous basis, to accelerate what’s possible in terms of 
improving student learning and a focus on developing certain 
skills, competencies, or professional abilities that ultimately 
contribute to these new outcomes for students. 

G

Guaranteed and viable curriculum: This refers to a curriculum 
that (1) gives students access to the same essential learning, 
regardless of who is teaching the class and (2) can be taught in 
the time allotted (Marzano, 2003). 

Guiding coalition: An alliance of key members of an organiza-
tion who are specifically charged with leading a change pro-
cess through the predictable turmoil. Members of the coalition 
should have shared objectives and high levels of trust.

H

Horizontal teaming: Team structures that include educators 
who are teaching the same course or who serve students in the 
same grade level. Fourth-grade teachers or all teachers teaching 
eighth-grade science are examples of horizontal teaming.

I

Innovation: The establishment, promotion, and implementation 
of novel strategies and approaches. Change happens randomly 
with the passage of time. Innovation is strategic, deliberate, and 
designed to produce improved or enhanced results.

Interdisciplinary teams: These teams are made up of educators 
serving students from multiple disciplines.
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Isolation: The antithesis of teaming and connectivity. Teachers 
who are not an active part of a PLC may feel they are on their 
own as they attempt to solve the complex myriad of challenges 
inherent in meeting the needs of large numbers of students.

L

Laissez-faire leadership: A leadership style wherein the 
members of an organization have complete control and 
freedom to make decisions. Leaders are “hands-off” and give 
autonomy to the members of the organization. In other words, 
leaders turn people loose and hope for the best.

Learning (individual/collective): The acquisition of new 
knowledge or skills through ongoing action and perpetual 
curiosity. Members of a PLC engage in the ongoing study and 
constant reflective practice that characterize an organization 
committed to continuous improvement.

Learning targets: At their most granular level, teams within 
a PLC identify specific learning targets that they expect each 
student to reach in all units of study they design and teach. 
These learning targets are then consistently measured, and 
instructional practice is evaluated against the relative ascent  
of student progress toward these targets.

M

Micromanaging: A leadership style wherein a leader controls 
and monitors every detail of a project or situation. Team 
members are given no freedom or autonomy because the 
leader watches every move they make.

Millennials: The generation in the early 1980s through the 
early 2000s that often possesses traits such as the following: 
is confident about the future, is team oriented, feels pressure 
to achieve in his or her education and professional life, and is 
comfortably reliant on technology.
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Mission (purpose): The fundamental purpose of an organization. 
Mission answers the question, Why do we exist?

Mutual accountability: The commitment that team members 
can count on one another to fulfill their commitments and 
contribute to the success of the team.

O

Openness: The philosophy of enhancing individual and team 
learning by utilizing technology to reach out beyond local 
boundaries; challenge old paradigms; and transform how 
teams think, learn, and innovate.

Open source: A term referring to strategies that reach beyond 
the team or school level. In larger districts, a team may 
elect to apply open-source approaches to other schools in 
its district. More commonly, however, the scope of open-
source strategies would be either regional/state or national/
international.

P

Professional: Someone with expertise in a specialized field; 
an individual who not only has pursued advanced training 
to enter the field but also is expected to remain current in its 
evolving knowledge base.

Professional learning community (PLC): An ongoing process 
in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles 
of collective inquiry and action research to achieve better 
results for the students they serve. PLCs operate under the 
assumption that the key to improved learning for students is 
continuous job-embedded learning for educators.

Proficiency: An agreed-on level of performance wherein 
competence is established at a level deemed acceptable by a 
team. Maintaining agreed-on levels of proficiency regarding 
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identified learning objectives helps to minimize confusion 
and maximize planning opportunities for teams en route to 
improving professional practice.

R

Reciprocal accountability: The premise that leaders who 
call on members of the organization to engage in new work, 
achieve new standards, and accomplish new goals have a 
responsibility to those members to develop their capacity 
to be successful in meeting these challenges: “For every 
increment of performance we ask of educators, there is an 
equal responsibility to provide them with the capacity to meet 
that expectation” (Elmore, 2004, p. 93). For example, principals 
of PLCs recognize that they have an obligation to provide staff 
members with the resources, training, mentoring, and support 
to help them successfully accomplish their goals.

Results orientation: A focus on outcomes rather than inputs 
or intentions. In PLCs, members are committed to achieving 
desired results and are hungry for evidence that their efforts 
are producing the intended outcomes.

Roger Bannister moment: In this book, the Roger Bannister 
moment references the engagement that occurs when a team 
(or member of a team) observes extraordinary results that lead 
to higher expectations and a willingness to seek new levels  
of performance.

S

Sacred time: Providing time for educators to engage in 
the essential work of the PLC process is a prerequisite for 
successful implementation of that process. Sacred time means 
that time set aside for educators to engage in the work will not 
be preempted for other purposes.
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School culture: The assumptions, beliefs, expectations, values, 
and habits that constitute the norm for a school and guide the 
work of the educators within it. Culture has been defined as 
simply “the way we do things around here.”

Servant leadership: A theory and practice of leadership wherein 
a leader works with others to establish a shared sense of 
purpose, goals, and direction and then creates the conditions to 
help them succeed at what they are trying to accomplish.

Shared goals: The specific targets and time lines established 
by a team in agreed pursuit of a specific result.

Shared knowledge: Members of PLCs attempt to answer 
critical questions by first learning together. They engage in 
collective inquiry to build shared knowledge. This collective 
study of the same information increases the likelihood that 
members arrive at the same conclusion. Members of a PLC, by 
definition, learn together.

Singleton: A term used to describe an educator who is the 
only person in his or her school assigned to teach a particular 
grade level or course. This makes the process of collaboration 
difficult in that the teacher is working alone.

Situational leadership: A theory and practice of leadership 
wherein a leader adapts his or her leadership style to the 
group, situation, and desired outcomes. It is based on the 
belief that there is not one “best” style of leadership but 
that each situation and group calls for different strategies of 
leading (Hersey & Blanchard, 1969).

SMART goals: Goals that are strategic and specific, 
measurable, attainable, results oriented, and time bound 
(Conzemius & O’Neill, 2014).

Stretch goals: Goals intended to inspire, capture the 
imagination of people within an organization, stimulate 
creativity and innovation, and serve as a unifying focal point of 
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effort. Stretch goals are so ambitious that they typically cannot 
be achieved without significant changes in practice. Stretch 
goals are also referred to as BHAGs: Big Hairy Audacious 
Goals (Collins & Porras, 1997).

Synchronous learning and communication: A process that 
transfers knowledge and ideas among individuals or groups 
within the barriers of time and space. Participants must access 
conversations and lessons in real time, limiting reflection and 
think time to the present moment.

Systems of intervention and enrichment: A schoolwide plan 
that ensures every student in every course or grade level 
receives additional time and support for learning as soon 
as he or she experiences difficulty in acquiring essential 
knowledge and skills. Multitiered intervention occurs during 
the school day, and students are required, rather than invited, 
to devote the extra time and secure the extra support for 
learning. Systematic intervention means that what happens 
when a student does not learn is no longer left to the 
individual teacher to determine but is addressed according to 
a systematic plan.

T

Team: A team is a group of people who work interdependently 
to achieve a shared goal for which there is mutual 
accountability.

Team learning process: The cyclical process in which all teams 
in a PLC engage to stay focused on student learning. The team 
learning process includes clarifying the essential student 
learning (skills, concepts, and dispositions) for each unit of 
instruction; agreeing on the length of time devoted to a unit; 
developing multiple common formative assessments aligned 
with each essential outcome; establishing specific target 
scores or benchmarks necessary to demonstrate proficiency; 
analyzing common assessment results; and identifying and 
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implementing improvement strategies. Teams address each 
step in the process by first building shared knowledge rather 
than pooling opinions.

Team norms: Collective commitments developed by each team 
to guide members in working together. Norms help team 
members clarify expectations regarding how they will work 
together to achieve their shared goals.

Technophiles: People who are enthusiastic about new technology.

Technophobes: People who avoid, dislike, or fear new technology.

Threaded discussions: A threaded discussion is an interaction 
that occurs in a virtual collaboration/discussion space 
wherein commentary is posted and follow-up commentary is 
added. The term thread is used because, as the conversation 
emerges, most learning management systems (LMSs) 
represent these discussions in what appears to be a weaving 
thread down the screens of the users. Threaded conversations 
offer a written history of dialogue and interaction regarding 
any idea debated or discussed.

V

Values (shared/collective commitments): The specific 
attitudes, behaviors, and collective commitments that must 
be demonstrated in order to advance the organization’s 
vision. Articulated values answer the question, How must we 
behave in order to make our shared vision a reality? See also 
collective commitments.

Vertical teaming/collaboration: Collaborative efforts that 
involve team members from multiple grade levels. A K–12 
mathematics team is an example of a vertical team. A K–5 
elementary education team could also be considered vertical.

Virtual collaboration: Collaborative efforts that embrace the 
essence of what is required for true face-to-face collaboration 

page 11 of 12

http://go.solution-tree.com/PLCbooks


PLCs at Work™ and Virtual Collaboration: On the Tipping Point of Transformation  

© 2016 Solution Tree Press • solution-tree.com • Visit go.solution-tree.com/PLCbooks to download this page.

R E P R O D U C I B L E1 8 4  |

and use technology to enhance this essential learning dynamic. 
Virtual collaboration is intended to ensure that the work online 
truly does represent the collaborative work of a team.

Virtual teaming: For the purposes of this book, virtual teaming 
is a term for describing the strategic approaches required for 
encouraging a team to use technology in a thoughtful and 
strategic way to work interdependently to achieve shared 
goals for which members are mutually accountable. Virtual 
teams not only require thoughtful adherence to what it 
means to be a team, they also must make thoughtful use 
of technology to embrace and, in some cases, enhance the 
power and potential of teams.

Vision: A realistic, credible, attractive future for an 
organization. Vision answers the question, What do we  
hope to become at some point in the future?
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