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The traditional ways of schooling are familiar to us all. The 
teacher has a specific objective—that students understand 
the underlying causes of the Civil War or attain the skill of 
doing long division—and teaches it to the class. The teacher 

peppers several students with questions, determines that the class 
“gets it,” and moves on. At the end of the unit, the teacher tests 
the students on how well they learned the objective. Those who 
learned it well get A’s. Those who failed to learn it get F’s. The rest 
place somewhere in between. Then the teacher moves on to the 
next objective.

But imagine a different scenario. The 
teacher again has a specific objective, 

one in common with her other grade-level 
colleagues with whom she has defined 
it. She designs lessons to teach the 
objective, perhaps, again in collaboration 
with her teammates. Over the course of a 
few days, she teaches the lessons to the 
class. This time, at key junctures in the 
unit, she stops and checks to see if the 
students have learned the concept, using 
a uniform system of assessments that she 
and her colleagues have defined together. 
The students’ knowledge may run the 
gamut from a little understanding to solid 
understanding. But now, having assessed 
students’ comprehension and exactly 
what each student has learned so far, the 
teacher can adjust her future lessons and/
or groupings to guide student learning. 
For those who need reteaching in order to 
learn the material, she designs appropriate 
lessons. For those students who are ready 
for more, she designs lessons to deepen 
and extend their understandings. 

Importantly, she can confer with her grade-
level colleagues, who are teaching the 
same objectives concurrently and using 
the same “common assessments” of the 
students’ progress, and benefit from their 
insights to successful methods of reaching 
different types of learners. And she may 
assess students one or two more times 
during the course of the lessons. The goal 
of this type of teaching, thereby, is not to 
present the curriculum or concepts, record 
each student’s level of understanding, 
and then move on. It is, ultimately, to have 
every student reach a specific, satisfactory 
level of mastery before moving on. 

As Utopian and starry-eyed as that 
sounds, it is what the Professional 
Learning Community (PLC) embraces. 
And it has been in the process of 
implementation at Pike for the past three 
years. Under the guidance of Nancy J. 
Gerzon, a senior consultant at Learning 
Innovations at WestEd, The Pike School 
faculty has been working to make Pike 
a Professional Learning Community by 
adapting the core concepts to fit our 
unique environment.

As a PLC, Pike is committed, first of all, 
to ensuring that all students learn, with a 
focus on results, and we are setting high 
expectations for every student to meet. We 
are also committed to gathering evidence 
of student learning to guide instruction, 
to targeting students’ needs through 
reteaching and enrichment, and to working 
collaboratively in teacher teams and as a 
community. 

To put this promising philosophy into 
practice, there are a number of things we 
must determine beforehand: What do we 
want all students to learn? How will we 
gather evidence of their learning? How 
do we adjust instruction to reach and/
or challenge all students? How do we 
empower students?

Our Professional Learning Community:
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A Focus on Learning

Essential 

Outcome: 

Students w
ill id

entify story elements of character, se
tting, problem and 

solution. 

Score 4.0 
Students w

ill consiste
ntly identify the major sto

ry elements of main character

(s), 
setting, the main problem and corresponding solution in stories read 

independently or aloud. Stu
dents m

ay also identify the moral of the story. 

Score 3.0 
Students w

ill consiste
ntly identify the major sto

ry elements of main character

(s), 
setting, a problem and corresponding solution in stories read 

independently or aloud. 

Score 2.0 

 

Students w
ill consiste

ntly identify the main character(s) 
and setting but 

inconsiste
ntly identify a problem and corresponding solution in stories read 

independently or aloud. 

 
However, th

e student exhibits m
ajor errors and omissio

ns with score 3.0 

elements. 

Score 1.0 

 

Student needs teacher support to
 identify the major sto

ry elements of main 

character(s),
 setting, a problem and corresponding solution in stories read 

independently or aloud. 

Score 0.0 
Even with help, the student demonstrates no understanding or skill. 

Essential Outcomes
What we want all students to learn are 
called “Essential Outcomes.” For each 
course at each grade level, we have 
determined fifteen to twenty, fundamental 
learning goals we want every student to 
meet to a specified degree of mastery. 
Some of the Essential Outcomes are 
guided by or derived from state and/or 
national standards, and some are unique 
to Pike’s curriculum. Examples of Essential 
Outcomes are that every student in Grade 
2 math will be able to read, write, and 
sequence numbers to 1,000. All students 
in Grade 4 language arts will be able 
to expand basic sentences with details 
that answer who, what, where, why, and 
how. All Grade 5 science students will be 
able to identify and control variables as 
they design and conduct an experiment 
to study which factors affect erosion 
and deposition. And all Grade 8 history 
students will be able to explain westward 
expansion of the nation and its impact on 
the U.S. and its people. 
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To gather evidence of student 
learning, we first must define the 
skills involved in the successful 

acquisition of each Essential Outcome. 
When we say, for example, that one 
Essential Outcome for a Grade 6 math 
lesson about two-step equations is 
that “students will be able to solve two-
step equations using positives and 
negatives, fractions and decimals,” we 
must also determine what degree of 
accomplishment we deem satisfactory. 
What would be better than satisfactory? 
What kind of performance would be less 
than satisfactory? Thus, each Essential 
Outcome requires an objective and 
unambiguous performance scale.

Performance Scales
We start by describing what we think a “3” 
should look like. That will be our standard 
benchmark for the satisfactory mastering 
of a lesson. In the Grade 6 math example, 
above, we decide that a “3” means that 
the student will apply inverse operations to 
isolate the variable, solve equations that 
involve integers, solve equations that have 
a fraction as the coefficient, succeed no 
matter where the variable is placed in the 
equation, and show a reasonable amount 
of work to demonstrate the solution.

Next, we decide what a “4” –the highest 
rating—would look like. Clearly, it will 
comprise everything described in a 
“3,” plus something extra. In this case, 
students can solve two-step equations 
with multiple fractions and multiple 
decimals, solve equations involving more 
than two steps, apply the distributive 
property, and exhibit impeccable written 
work.

Finally, we frame the characteristics of 
“2” and “1” ratings. These indicate less 
than satisfactory understanding of the 
lesson and may be exhibited by any of 
several shortfalls from the “3” rating. In 
our Grade 6 math example, again, these 
may be defined by a student’s ability 
to isolate the variable in an equation of 
the form ax+b=c but struggle when the 
variable is moved about the equation, by 
inconsistent success with integers and/
or fractions, or by not showing enough 
written work to substantiate solutions. The 
“2” and “1” ratings often indicate areas 
of misconception and common errors, as 
well. But these are often the first steps 
toward mastery.

Once we create the performance scale 
for each Essential Outcome, teachers 
regularly check students’ learning through 
daily questions, whiteboard practice, mini 

quizzes, and other forms of assessment 
to see where each student falls within 
the performance scale for that objective. 
Teachers then give extra help and 
may regroup students with “1” or “2” 
ratings, concentrating on their specific 
shortcomings, and collaborating with 
colleagues to develop effective alternative 
approaches. At the same time, they 
provide students with “4” ratings with more 
challenging work on that objective.

Shifts of Focus
Although Pike has always sought and 
employed innovative teaching techniques 
and programs that best prepare our 
students for continued success in their 
educational journeys, The PLC program 
represents something of a shift from 
previous paradigms. Where focus may 
have previously been on the entire class’ 

every course in every grade. And that 
process is still under way in every grade. 
Yet, the program is in full swing across the 
school, and teachers have expressed both 
surprise and delight with the results, so far. 

“We have been pleasantly surprised by 
how easy it has been to describe the 
criteria for each performance level,” 
said one team of teachers, while others 
have discovered that the performance 
scales have made it easier “to define the 
areas where students commonly have 
misconceptions.”

Teachers who are now working with 
completed sets of Essential Outcomes 
and performance scales agree that, 
“As we teach topics, we are finding we 
are able to more clearly describe the 
essential goals for our students, so 
that they know what we expect them to 
master.” Similarly, Professional Learning 
Teams (PLT)—teams of teachers who 
regularly collaborate—report that their 
“conversations are more constructive 
because we are looking at what we expect 
students to learn in even more concrete 
ways than we did before we started these 
PLTs.”

Looking ahead 
Looking ahead, we project that nearly all 
Essential Outcomes will be defined by 
the end of this academic year. As more 
assessments are completed, they can 
be put into school-wide general practice. 
In some grades, completion of the entire 
spectrum of Essential Outcomes by 
teachers will be followed by student-
friendly versions of the objectives and 
rubrics, so that students will have a clear 
understanding of what we expect them 
to learn. Students will also encounter 
increasing numbers of challenging learning 
opportunities as teachers more easily 
determine their level of mastery. And 
increased collaboration among teachers 
will hone assessment accuracy and allow 
more focused planning for individual 
student achievement.

Teachers’ awareness of, and attentiveness 
to, every student has long been a hallmark 
of a Pike School education. Now, with the 
sharp clarification of objectives and their 
itemized performance assessments in 
each grade through the PLC work, not only 
teachers but also students and parents can 
be fully aware of what things students 
must learn, how well they are learning 
them, and how Pike, as a true Professional 
Learning Community can ensure those 
things be learned.

Student Sample of a 3

Student Sample of a 4

progress through the completion of a unit, 
PLC has shifted the focus to where each 
student stands in his or her learning of 
the unit. Instead of focusing assessment 
on final unit test scores, assessment now 
samples student understanding throughout 
a unit, so that adjustments in teaching 
and learning can be made well before the 
“final bell.” Teachers have shifted from only 
planning units together to collaborating to 
create and analyze assessments together. 
We have changed from teaching to either 
the whole class or individuals to targeting 
specific instruction to smaller groups. And 
we have shifted our focus on curriculum 
planning to ensuring that all students are 
learning.

It comes as no surprise that it is a lengthy 
process to create unique performance 
scales and assessments for each of the 
fifteen to twenty Essential Outcomes in 

Expectations

Although rare 
this winter, a 
substantial snow 
storm did not 
deter an interested 
crowd of parents 
from attending a 
presentation by 
faculty about the 
PLC. The audience 
was asked, 
upon leaving, to 
briefly state their 
expectations for 
their children as 
PLC practices 
become further 
embedded in a 
Pike education. 

This small 
sampling is 
typical of their 
responses, and 
our assessment 
indicates that 
everyone 
demonstrated 
a satisfactory 
understanding of 
the lesson.


