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Introduction
Professional Learning Communities: Using Data in Decision Making to Improve
Student Learning grew out of a case study I conducted of South Loop Elementary School
in Chicago Public Schools. This study was informed by my work as the school’s principal,
my former experiences as an educator, and my current work as an administrator in the
district office.
This story about South Loop begins with a description of the conditions at this once
high-need urban elementary school, then discusses how the school’s administration and
teacher teams addressed these concerns, and concludes with descriptions of some of the
accomplishments and lessons learned. Ultimately, this book is about how teachers learned
to work with one another and engaged in common practices within and across grade-level
teams. It is designed to show how the school leadership and teacher teams worked
collaboratively to implement a great deal of reform over a relatively short period of time at
a school that was historically resistant to change.
Plans were developed at South Loop to address issues and concerns about the school’s
culture, climate, teaching, and learning. The focus of this book is on the attention brought
to teaching and learning, and specifically how South Loop used standardized and
formative assessments to improve student learning in literacy. The systems and structures
at the core of this work were new to most of the teachers at the school. Making change in
practice is never easy. This book offers the opportunity to explore the school from the
inside out and the outside in. You will read teachers’ recollections about their experiences
—some of which involved fear, resistance, courage, support, growth, learning, pride, and
accomplishment.
This book demonstrates how South Loop’s use of assessments and assessment data in
assessment cycles contributed to school change. This work, grounded in the use of
formative assessments, engaged teacher teams in the analysis of student assessment data,
including student writing. On a regular basis, the school leadership team made time for the
entire faculty and grade-level teams to analyze student work and discuss student reading,
writing, and mathematics achievement data.
This cycle of assessment, data analysis, and data-driven curriculum planning and
instruction influenced the quality and dynamic of the school’s professional learning
community, which developed strong teacher teams. This use of ongoing, schoolwide
formative assessments provided a focus for the school community and became central to
the work of teachers and students.
While the challenges at the school were significant, South Loop, a school that was once
underperforming, made significant change. Not only did many of the students at the
school improve in their ability to achieve as measured on standardized tests, but student
behavior and the quality of student life at the school also improved.
Many teachers at the school experienced similar changes, resulting in improved

collegiality and greater, deeper understanding about curriculum and instruction. Now,
teachers at South Loop have supportive systems, structures, routines, and tools to
overcome obstacles, and as a result, engage in high-quality teaching and learning.
These improvements attracted public attention, and the school has been featured a
number of times in local news media as an example of school improvement. In fact, The
Chicago Tribune referred to SLES as “the poster child” for school improvement in
Chicago (Banchero November, 2005; The Chicago Tribune Editorial Board 2007). In
October 2008, the Chicago Board of Education approved the opening of a new elementary
school, South Shore Fine Arts Academy, based on the “South Loop Way.” This new
school will model its curriculum and administration on South Loop. To the principal at the
new school, the “South Loop Way” means “collective responsibility” for student
achievement (Maidenberg 2008).
After five years as the principal of South Loop, I made the decision to leave the school
to work in the district’s central office, where I have been working for two years. Initially I
supported the work of the curriculum offices. Currently, I work as an administrator with
the focus on improving the quality of teaching and learning in some of the district’s most
underperforming schools.
As a district administrator with Chicago Public Schools, I am very aware of our
challenges. However, I know that when we work together, great things can happen. The
case study of South Loop gave me the opportunity to reflect on some of the key work that
took place in one school over five years and to understand the key factors that contributed
to the school’s success. Knowing that it takes a school community to develop a
community school, I work with school principals, their schools, and neighborhood
communities to dramatically improve the quality of the learning environment and teaching
and learning at our schools. I know the challenges are significant and that, while it is
important that there is a sense of coherence at the school, it is essential that multiple
strategies be implemented in support of the desired change.
In August 2002, I remember walking into South Loop Elementary School for the first
time, just two short weeks before the new school year was to begin. I had a sense of where
things were and what needed to be accomplished; yet in the midst of it all, I saw the
possibilities…a vibrant school community, teacher leadership, high degrees of
collaboration, and most importantly, students with access and opportunities.
The story of South Loop illustrates that while the work at the school was built on a
vision and mission, it took more than that to bring about changes at the school. At the core
of this work was a focus on teachers—the continuous cycle of assessments, data analysis,
and curriculum planning. Over time, teachers became accustomed to the structures,
routines, expectations, and processes that facilitated collaboration. By themselves, these
factors did not make a professional learning community. However, data shows that as
these factors were implemented at South Loop, teacher use of assessments, data, and
curriculum planning all increased and improved. These improvements brought about
change and led to the development of a professional learning community.

Chapter 1

The Challenge of Change
The problem of student underachievement in reading continues to be a challenge for
most urban school leaders and teachers. I became acutely aware of this challenge as
principal of South Loop Elementary School in Chicago, Illinois. I was the principal there
from August 2002 through June 2007. Throughout the school’s history, and specifically
during the six years preceding my arrival as principal, the school was a place of rapid and
repeated administrative turnover and low student performance on standardized exams.
Demographically, the school was composed of predominantly black students. The
majority of the students qualified for Free and Reduced Lunch and were bussed to the
school from nearby public housing.
My goal as principal was to work with the teachers to support them in strengthening
instruction that would lead to improvements in student reading achievement. Because of
the school’s recent history, I was well aware of the obstacles the teachers faced, as well as
those I had to confront in my attempts to build a professional learning community. Since I
started as principal, the teachers and administration at South Loop have together brought
about a great many changes.
These changes and how they were accomplished form the story that I tell in this book.
Working together in a professional learning community, teachers and administrators
became more observant about the meaning of assessment results and ways to improve
student achievement. This story of South Loop provides a potential model that could be
adapted to any school community and can help faculties become focused on improving
student learning. Our experience demonstrates that teacher learning is the link between
teacher conversation and student learning. In this model, teacher conversation is the
domain for work-embedded professional development designed to bring focus to teaching
and learning. Concentrating on what matters most results in the development of a
professional learning community, not simply a learning community. Within this
environment, South Loop teachers, literacy coaches, and administrators learned how to
work with one another to improve the focus on teaching and learning by using common
assessments and curriculum. Through dialogue and collaboration, teachers learned to trust
one another, their sense of self within the school changed, and their sense of collective
responsibility increased. Teachers increased their expectations for themselves and one
another, assumed added responsibility for improving the school, and felt responsible for
helping each other to do their best so that all students would learn. Such achievements are
not accomplished in the short term, nor can they be sustained without ongoing
opportunities for teachers to collaborate and witness the beneficial results of their efforts.
Over a period of five years, faculty at South Loop demonstrated that changing its culture
and approach to curriculum and instruction produced significant improvements in student
learning. These changes and their effects on student achievement continue at South Loop.

“There is no such thing as an instant community, nor is there a single template for its form and
content. It takes time for a community to take hold and for its members to develop effective ways
to talk, think, and learn together.”
—Lieberman and Miller (2008, 12)

History of South Loop Elementary School
South Loop Elementary School, a Chicago Public School located near the city’s
commercial center, was a place of controversy even prior to the opening of its doors in
1988 (Tanner 1988). Of 600 public elementary schools in Chicago, South Loop was one of
the first to be built in an area of the city undergoing gentrification. Two years before the
school opened, real estate developers promised middle class families moving into the
school’s attendance area that a new school would be part of the community. Low-income
families in the Long Grove Homes, a subsidized apartment complex, and the Chicago
Housing Authority’s Hilliard Homes were also interested in enrolling their children in the
school. While the desire for a quality education may have been the spark that moved
families to lobby for access to the school, tensions around race and class emerged and the
focus shifted away from education. These controversial matters dominated the school’s
agenda, preventing students from achieving academically. Decisions made by the Board of
Education contributed to the problems because they did not please anyone. The Board
intended for all interested families to come together and form one school community. The
experiment was short-lived, and within three years, White, Asian, Hispanic, and Black
middle class families either moved from the area or enrolled their children in other public
or private schools.
Between 1990 and 1995, the school’s demographics changed significantly. When the
school opened, 25% of the 495 students were White and 70% of the students were Black.
Within five years, 96% of the 546 students were Black. In 1990, 56% of the students were
low-income students; by 1992, all the students were classified as low income.
Academically, student reading achievement as reported on standardized tests paralleled the
school’s changing demographics. Schoolwide results were at their highest the first year
that the school reported in 1990: 359 students were tested, and 26% demonstrated
proficiency and were at or above national norms in reading achievement. In subsequent
years, 22% to 16% of the students were at or above the national norms in reading
comprehension. Students in third grade were consistently the lowest in student
achievement out of the six grades tested each year. At least 85% of the students were not
proficient in reading, as measured by the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills.
Low student achievement and demographic changes were not the only areas of concern
for the neighborhood and the district. The school leadership was called into question.
Between 1995 and 2002, South Loop experienced repeated turnover in administration,
with six different principals serving over that period. The school’s leadership was unable
to resolve key issues within the school and in the community. As a result, most students in
the neighborhood did not attend their neighborhood school.

The problems for South Loop continued and gained some media attention. In April
2002, a local paper characterized the school as a “sinking ship” and went on to report that
“parents and neighbors worry about long-standing and still-unresolved problems at South
Loop School” (Gibson 2002a, 1). The editor of the Chicago Journal claimed, “If the
school is ever to become what it ought to be—an actual local school, drawing kids (and
even well wishes) from the Dearborn Park area and beyond—the work…needs to be
carried a step or two further. And the first and most important decision that the men and
women of the next South Loop LSC [Local School Council]—elections are coming up in
May—will face is who to hire as the school’s next principal” (Gibson 2002b, 7).
The perspective of a parent in a nearby neighborhood who chose to send his child to a private
school highlighted a key challenge for the school: “The people in this neighborhood need to
reclaim that school…but no one wants to fight that battle again, because of the firestorm. I
understand the concerns of the parents from the Hilliard Homes, but they’re not the ones paying
for these property taxes.”
—Weissmann (1997, 2)

Local School Councils are one aspect of the decentralized system of the Chicago Public
Schools (CPS). While it is not the role of the council to implement districtwide initiatives
such as the Chicago Reading Initiative, LSCs are charged with hiring, evaluating, and
retaining or firing a school principal. Under the 1988 Chicago School Reform Act, LSCs
are authorized to hire principals and offer a four-year contract. If a principal leaves or is
removed prior to the end of the contract, CPS central administration places an interim
principal in the position. The principal works for both CPS and the LSC. Balancing local
needs and district mandates can be complicated, but not impossible, in this decentralized
configuration.
During the summer of 2002, CPS planned to place yet another interim principal at
South Loop Elementary School. This decision could move the school forward or continue
the patterns established in the school’s culture. As the LSC geared up to hire a contract
principal for November 2002, CPS was in the process of placing an interim principal to
begin the 2002–2003 school year.
An article with the headline “Need for speed in principal search” reported on the status
of the LSC’s principal selection committee (Gibson 2002c, 1). The author reported that the
committee had established a timeline and desired qualifications for their new principal.
The article also described the progress on the selection of an interim principal to open the
school year. It reported that CPS reviewed 66 of 100 applicants for the position and then
narrowed the list to three. CPS requested the council’s input on the placement of the
interim principal. A subcommittee of the LSC interviewed the candidates and narrowed
the list to two. With less than 30 days to the opening of the school, the committee planned
to complete the process and “to get their recommendation to school officials posthaste”
(Gibson 2002c, 3).
Collaboration around the hiring of the interim principal was an important step CPS
took toward bridging the gap between the district and local management of the school.

The district could have placed another interim principal in the school without input from
the LSC. Often, interim principals are not accepted by the teachers, parents, or LSCs. An
interim principal who is placed by CPS is usually labeled the “Board’s pick”—someone to
push an agenda. As a result, one big hurdle for an interim principal is the issue of trust.
With the interview process for a contract principal in the planning stages for this school,
building trust at an early stage of involvement was critical to bringing continuity to the
school.
I was selected as the school’s interim principal in August 2002. Subsequently, in
November 2002, I was selected to lead the school as the contract principal. In the spring of
2002, the Board of Education passed policies to start two new instructional programs at
the school for 2003: an Early Childhood Center and Regional Gifted Center. Both of these
programs had the potential to attract new families to the school, ideally families from
within the school’s attendance area. Yet, as the school’s history had shown, introducing
new programs prior to any noticeable changes at the school might result in little
improvement.
Even before accepting the interim appointment, I was well aware of the magnitude of
the task facing me. I knew that the majority of third- through eighth-grade students
demonstrated below-proficiency performance on reading assessments, as well as on the
State Board of Education’s Illinois Standardized Achievement Test. Declining enrollment
and school segregation were other significant challenges. The recent instability of the
school’s administration and staff presented additional challenges. Some of the persistent
conditions of the school included high teacher autonomy, serious student behavior
problems, and controversies within the community. At the outset, I knew that I had to
demonstrate my resolve and commitment to improve the conditions in the school so that
teachers and students could all achieve success, and that members of the community
would see these positive results and would want to have their children attend South Loop.

Factors Related to Change in Schools
The circumstances at South Loop are likely similar to those that other educators have
experienced in urban schools. Student underachievement and mobility, declining
enrollments, and changing demographics combined with administrative instability and
teacher burnout and turnover create situations that are ripe for change. School reform
literature and policies provide approaches and solutions for addressing problems related to
student underachievement. Three areas of school reform in large urban districts have
particular application for the developments that occurred at South Loop: school-level
change, standards-based curriculum and instruction, and development of a professional
learning community. This literature helps us to understand how districts or schools with
cultures entrenched in mistrust, fear, and underachievement have successfully engaged in
reform efforts, developed collaborative school learning communities, and made positive
gains in student achievement.
Changing teaching practices “…is a problem of enhancing individua knowledge and skill, not a
problem of organizational structure; getting the structures right depends on first understanding
that problem of knowledge and skill.”
—Elmore et al. (1996, 240)

The literature on school-level reform presents multiple studies on the complexities of
school-level change, specifically school infrastructure arguments. Changes in school
leadership can potentially resolve tensions between keeping things intact and pushing for
change. As the incoming principal at South Loop, I realized that I would likely face such
tensions and would have to develop ways to affect change that would foster the support of
the teachers and the community. Shared leadership is an important factor in accomplishing
change—the school is strengthened when there is control at the school level and, by
implication, among school leaders and teachers. To overcome challenges when new
policies are enacted, schools and teachers must have the resources and knowledge base to
respond effectively. This situation requires restructuring schools so that teachers have time
to meet and that the students have opportunities to learn. However, the research also
reveals that such restructuring alone will not help.
Standards-based curriculum provides the framework within which school leaders and
teachers can address problems in student achievement. For my part, I had to find out how
teachers at South Loop thought about curriculum, how they focused on state standards,
and how they used information about student performance to shape instruction. Some
questions that captured my immediate attention included: Did the school follow a
standards-based curriculum? Did teachers use research-based instructional strategies? Was
there continuity in the curriculum across the grades? Did teachers share mutual
expectations for student achievement? To what extent was the community aware of the
curriculum and the expectations the curriculum set for students? I recognized that none of
these learning expectations could be addressed or realized without the full participation of
the teachers.
The nature of relationships among the adults within a school is another critical factor
related to the success of reform efforts. Schools must have a safe environment in which
teachers can share strategies, beliefs, and practices. Such schools are understood as
democratic organizations guided by ethics and positive values. They are also grounded in
collaborative or transformational leadership practices. These attributes of professional
learning communities are laudable and likely to have most teachers and school leaders
readily subscribe to them. However, the circumstances at South Loop, with its recent
history of rapid and repeated administrative turnover, indicated to me that the foundations
for a professional learning community most likely were not in place. This observation
reminded me of the argument that underperforming urban schools possess entrenched
cultures that have significant barriers to change. Such schools face a complicated
dilemma. Schools need to be safe and collaborative in order for student achievement to
thrive, yet underperforming schools significantly lack these characteristics and qualities.
“I believe collaboration is the only way you’re ever going to have the fundamental change you
need for teachers to really talk about how they’re going to help students become more successful.
You’ve got to give teachers the time to work together, to work on things like common
assessments and teaching strategies, and to talk about results.”
—Jeffers cited in Von Frank (2008, 6)

Numerous reforms and approaches mentioned in the literature illustrate key concerns
about inequitable practices leading to student underachievement and a real desire to
address this problem. However, some of the literature argues that in order to make
significant change in the culture of a school, more than one reform strategy must be
implemented in order for reform to take hold. To address the significant student learning
and achievement needs, reform ought to not only address the structural and organizational
aspects of reform, but address also levers for change in the curriculum, instruction, and
culture of the school. The task may seem overwhelming for some districts and schools, but
it is important to note that an all-encompassing reform framework is critical in order to
address the complexities in the school. There are successful initiatives that point to such
comprehensive approaches; yet the literature identifies problems, and what should happen
in schools is not clear. The technical aspects of change and improvement are missing. In
writing about my experience at South Loop, I hope to offer this procedural knowledge by
providing descriptions of key forces of the reform and how a school moved from its lowperforming status within a complicated policy environment.

Overview of Student Reading Achievement at South Loop
South Loop reported significant gains in student achievement over a relatively short
period of time. Figure 1.1 shows the school’s demographics and results in reading
(percentage of students meeting or exceeding the standards) on the Illinois Standards
Achievement Test (ISAT), 2001–2007.
Figure 1.1. South Loop School Demographics and ISAT Reading Proficiency Results,
Grades 3–8

Source: ISAT Overtime, 2007
F&RL = Free and Reduced Lunch
^Achievement data is not released by the district if there are fewer than 10 students.

While there is no question that student performance on standardized tests sharply
improved at South Loop during this period, a number of questions remain about the exact
contributors to that change. As one University of Illinois at Chicago faculty observer
commented, “If you could bottle it, you could sell it,” which is a shorthand way of saying

that we don’t completely understand the complexities of what went on at South Loop to
bring about the improvements that have attracted attention. For example, it is widely
believed that adjustments in the format and administration of the ISAT in 2006 may have
contributed to increased student scores throughout Chicago and among lower-performing
schools throughout Illinois. But South Loop scores improved well beyond the scores of
other schools in Chicago and well beyond the likely test effects of the new ISAT.
Moreover, as illustrated in Figure 1.1, South Loop scores on ISAT had been notable for
their improvement in the three years prior to 2006.
The change in demographics between 2003 and 2007 is another factor complicating
explanations for the improvement in student achievement. Because family income is such
a strong predictor of standardized test results, some observers attributed achievement
improvements to the changing demographics. Free and Reduced Lunch (F&RL) is the
primary indicator of socioeconomic status. However, inspection of Figure 1.1 reveals that
students at South Loop qualifying for F&RL in 2003 and 2004 demonstrated stronger test
gains than students not qualifying for F&RL who attended the school during this time.
Students qualifying for F&RL scored 28.4% on ISAT during 2003 and 50% in 2004.
Students not qualifying for F&RL scored 47.4 % on ISAT in 2003 and 40% in 2004.
Other data also show that there was not a significant increase of students tested who did
not qualify for F&RL during 2002 through 2005, when the school made a considerable
increase in student achievement. These student numbers fluctuate: 19 students during
2003, 10 students during 2004, and 27 students during 2005. Prior to the reform (2001), 21
students were tested who did not qualify for F&RL, showing that there were more
nonqualifying SES students tested during that year than during 2004 when the school
made its increase in achievement. Setting the numbers of students tested aside, there are
almost parallel gains for students in both economic categories over a five-year period,
2003 through 2007. Students qualifying for F&RL moved from 28.4% meeting or
exceeding reading standards during 2003 to 75.3% meeting or exceeding the standards in
2007—an increase of 46.9 percentage points. Students not qualifying for F&RL moved
from 47.4% meeting or exceeding the reading standards during 2003 to 85.5% meeting or
exceeding the standards during 2007, increasing 38.1 percentage points.
While some observers perceived that demographic shifts may have affected overall
student performance during the period from 2003 through 2007, and that test changes are
likely to have affected increased school performance in 2006, there is sufficient evidence
that other factors influenced student performance during this time. But what were those
influences? The changes in student performance at this time were accompanied by
changes for the teachers in the use of assessment tools and curriculum resources, as well
as participation in a professional learning community. Research about the centrality of
classroom instruction in improving learning is convincing (DuFour and Eaker 1998;
Hopkins and Reynolds 2001; Elmore 2002). Consequently, my belief is that one important
factor influencing student performance was the quality of curriculum and instruction at
South Loop. Accordingly, I also believe that this factor influenced the decision of the
neighborhood’s middle-income parents to enroll their children in increasing numbers at
the school. While the faculty was forming a professional learning community with the
goal of improving student achievement, the community began to recognize and appreciate
the changes occurring at South Loop.

Meeting Challenges Through Collaboration
The experiences at South Loop provide insights into the change process that led from a
comparatively nonsystematic and incoherent approach to curriculum and instruction to an
intentional, systematic, and coherent approach. The remaining chapters reveal what South
Loop administrators, teachers, and literacy coaches learned as they collaborated in
examining student work, sharing information about instructional practices, and reflecting
on their professional knowledge and growth. I hope this story of one school’s
transformation sheds light on what is critical for school leaders, teachers, researchers, and
policymakers to know and do as we focus on changing the trends in urban school reform.

Reflection: Thinking About Teaching and Learning
1. From the chapter, select one quotation that best represents your perspective about the
challenge of change. Share your observations about the quotation with colleagues, or
jot down some thoughts in your professional learning journal.
2. Think about efforts at change that you have experienced throughout your career.
What factors or situations prompted these efforts at change? How do these factors
compare to those described for South Loop Elementary School?
3. How would you describe your experiences with change efforts? What impact did
these experiences have (or continue to have) on your views of teaching, student
learning, and professional development?
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