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Small Learning
Communities That

Actually Learn:
“e Lessons for School Leaders

Collaborative communities of teachers
have great potential for bringing about improvements in teaching and
learning. But, as Mr. Supovitz and Ms. Christman found in their study of
teacher communities in Cincinnati and Philadelphia, simply creating a
community structure is not enough to change practice significantly.

BY JONATHAN A, SUPOVITZ AND JOLLEY BERUCE CHRISTMAN

DLICATION reformers have increasingly in-
vested in developing collaborative commu-
nities within schools as a central strategy for
impeaving teaching and stedent bearning. This
strategy comes in various guises, including
srall schools, small learning communities,
and teacher feams. Several assomptions aboot
hewee these communities will enhance instroc-
tion underlie the push for these more collabarative learn-
ing environments. Suppostens asgume that teachers will get
i know their students and resfiond o their needs betier,
There is also the expectation that small communities will
make it easier for teachers o share practices and will en-
courage them to create a culture for sustained instroctional
improvement, which will in tum enhance student learn
ing,
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Are these hopetul assumptions swarranted? Chur work
evaluating smal| community initiatives during the late 1990:
in twin urban districts, Philadelphia and Cincinnati, suggests
that the key tn widespread improvement in student learming
through teacher collaboeation is the foemation of communi
ties of instruchonal practice that 2re focused on improving
the instructional core of schaoling, District and schoo! lead-
ers must provide these communities with the necessary siruc
tures, strategies, and support to help teachers hone their
instructional craft knowledge,

The structures of the reforms in Philadelphia and Cin
cinnati were different, but their purposes were similar. Par-
ticipating schools in Cincinnati featured small teams of
three to five teachers working with students over multiple
years. small learning communities in Philadelphia, essen-
tially schools within schools, consisted of larger groups af
teachers working with students over several years. In both
cases, reform leaders believed that teachers would benefit
from the collective knowledge of their peers and farm deep:
er, sustained relationships with students and their parents,



thus becoming better equipped w meet students” learning
needs. Furthermore, while reform leaders in bath cities rec-
ognized that the new learning communities would need
suppodt, they believed that the new structures could Tour-
i=h within existing schocl and district arganizations, Gur
examination of the reforms showed these beliefs, ypical
af advocates far small communities, 1o be largely invalid.

Baoth refarms did influence school environments posi-
tvely. In Philadelphia, teachers fell their schonls to he safes
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work produced significant gains in student learning. In Cin-
cinnati, teams that used such structured instructional jm-
provement programs as the Education Trust's Standards in
Practice, which is based on analysis of assignments and stu-
dent wark, showed greater student performance gains than
other teams. Philadelphia elementary schools showed test-
score gains that were attributahle o the district's literacy
initiative, which trained community teachers in the use of
particular instructional stramﬁih for developing literacy and

District and school leaders engaged in forming communities
within schools need to learn about instructional communities
themselves so that they can then focus the work of these
communities on instructional practice,

and more crderly, parly because learning community co-
ordinators monitored student behavior and followed up
with parents. In addition, students fell more connected to
their learning communities and wanted to “show respect.”
Because of these improvements in the working environ-
ment, the reforms were extrernely popular with eachers in
both cities,

et in neither locale did these improvements alone trans-
late into greater instructional focus. In Philadelphia, each
learming community had a unifying theme that peovided op-
porunities for its teachers o plan and teach inbellectually
engaging units of study together. However, themes were
most ofien addressed through isolated events, zuch as field
trips and special assemblies, that did nothing to promote
the intended collaboration around instruction, In Cincin-
nati, ni significant differences in instructional practices ap-
peared between team-based schools and other schoals in
the district. The reforms in these bwa cifies fziled o increase
instructional focus, largely because the learning commu-
nities did not spend encugh time discussing instruction,
As ane Cincinnati team member put it, “Ream issues are ad-
rrinistrative, not acadernic, It kas nathing to do with plan-
nimg instruction.” YWhen instructional topics were the focus,
the communities lacked the skills to engage deeply enaugh
ko change instructional practice, In few cases did communi-
ties mowe o sophisticated group practices, such as colledive
analysis of teaching or review of student work.

In both cities, small communities that engaged in struc-
tred, sustained, and supparted discussions as they inves
tigated the relationships between practices and student
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gave them a shared focus for callaboration.

Schoal and district leaders can bearm from the successes
and failures of these reforms. We recommend that the fol-
lowing steps be taken by leaders wha want o build com-
munities of instructional practice,

* Focus commuraties around instoction, Creating small
cammunities involves more than just making instructicnal
issues a priority, District and schoul leaders need to em-
phasize those issues by providing communities with taals
fur systematic inquiry into the relationships between teach-
ing and student learning, Leaders themsalves meed a firm
knowledge base about how effective instructional commu-
nities wiork — incleding some understanding of the bepes
of collegial relationships that sustain them and the kinds of
Broup practices that result in inproved teaching and leam-
ing. Leaders should alse provide the logistical arengements
necessary for such activities as team teaching and visiting
other schoals, and they should share meaningful data re-
lated to instruction with members of their communities
Tir sustain the focus an instructional improvenent, admin-
istrators need to establish assessment processes that g
teachers in communities constrisctive feedback about their
instructional endeavors and about students’ progress. By
taking these measures, lepders will send a clear message
that improning instruction is the primary purpose of commu-
nities within schooks,

* Dhversify communities, Adrministrators must wpder-
take the difficult work of organizing communities that hal-
ance feacher choice, which encourages teacher ownership
and engagemnent, with an equitable distribution of teacher



expertise and diversity, which ensures that students do not
receive unequal learing opporunities over time, The or-
ganization of a leaming community must also include bath
horizamal relationships that allow collaboration with peers
at the same grade level and vertical relationships that pro-
mote articulation across grade levels and sustained rela-
tionships with students,

= Supnat communities. To support communities of in-
structional practice, leaders need ta provide blocks of pro-
tected time in which collaborating teachers can discuss
stucdent peromance standards and consider how their in-
struction produces learning. Toa often, team meetings in
Cincinnati and Philadelphia were dominated by procedur:
al issues generated by administrators. Supportive adminis-
tratars can make sure that such issues do nat moaopal e
the time available for collaboration. Moreover, they can
pravide structures, such as “standards in practice” and “les-
=0n study,” that promote conversations about instrsctional
strategies. Teams are more successiul when they have spe-
cific, practice-related work to discuss. At the same time,
central administrators and principals need to rethink their
responsibilities and lezrm new skills that suppost commu-
nities within «chools, For examgle, the central effice should
repart data by community, as well as by individual student
ard school,

* Legitimize communities. District and school leaders
also need to clasify the authordty of community leaders and
distinguish it clearly from that of principals. Community
leaders must have legitimate authority to prodisce consen-
sus about team decisions and to require team members to
participate. Further, even as they provide guidance about
instructional priorities, administratars must allow communi-
ties as much autcnomy as possible in their decisions about
curriculum, staffing, scheduling, and budgets. Autonamy
can enbance community identity and distinctiveness, as ieach-
ers decide whal matters to their community and their shared
students. When autononmy is pramised but undermined by
district policies, teachers doubt the possibility of meaning-
ful community. Another way to legitimize and shampen the
intentions of instructional communities is 1o provide them
with discretionary funds that can be (sed o pay for ma-
terials that support thesr customized instructional focus and
for community events that help 1o build group identity.

* Create professional learning apportunities for com-
muilies, Cormmunibios of instructional practice require nesw
forms of callaboration, and teachers need professional de-
velopment experiences that help them learn o work to-
gether better, Systern leaders should provide learming ex.
periences that are connected o teachers’ content areas and
that capitalize on the social arrangements inherent in com-
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minities of practice. Practitoners working in communities
need ongoing opportunities W reflect on and analyee their
teaching as well as strategies that will help them plan, asess,
and revise their individual and callaborative efforts. Dis-
trict and school leaders rmust broker cpportumities for pro-
fessional development that are customized o the needs
of particular communities.

In conclusion, district and schoal leaders engaged in fomm-
ing cammunities within schools need o mke specific meas-
ures to learn about instructional communities themselves
w1 that they can then focus the work of these communities
on instructional practice. This focus is necessary if com-
munities are mist anly to reduce teackher solatien but also
to imprave teaching and leaming. The failure af leaders 1o
create comemunities that emphasize instrectional change has
much to da with the weak efiects on student performance
s in most communities within schoals, If, as Thaomas Ser-
giovanni has argoed, schools should constitute a “com-
munity of mind,” then all members of the school commu-
fity, not just teachers, must put their minds 1o fostering a
culture of instructional improvernent in which everyane
learns. (74



