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Abstract 

Literacy development focuses on reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills. As 

students complete their writing assignments, the ultimate goal of the teacher is to help them 

identify their strength and areas of improvement which then propels the student down a path of 

self-improvement. However, with societal pressures directly contributing to a grade-centered 

mentality, students are focusing on “making the grade” rather than “making improvements” 

specific to themselves. This curricular project includes an organized two-year professional 

learning community (PLC) centered directly on incorporating engaging and motivational writing 

strategies geared toward secondary writing students. 

Key words: Professional Learning Community, Professional Development, Reflection, 

Motivation  
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Chapter 1: Definition of the Problem 

When I accepted a position to be a first-year 8th grade Language Arts teacher, I was 

determined to help my students grow and understand the importance of literacy, to become a 

mirrored reflection of my own writing passion and preconceptions through hours of willing 

writing practice and my own constructive feedback. 

I knew providing appropriate, effective feedback was imperative for my students to 

assess their strengths and the areas in which they needed to improve. Unfortunately, as I came to 

learn, some students aim their goals away from personal improvement and to “what makes the 

grade;” they look less into the feedback scrawled on their papers and more toward the inky grade 

written at the top of their work. As a new teacher, this thought had not occurred to me; as a 

student, I considered that learning and growing would be the top priority, and my academic 

advice would be heeded. However, after I gave back the first essays my students wrote, I had an 

8th grade boy come up to me and, with complete innocence, ask, “Can I throw this away now? I 

saw the grade.” 

 This came to me as a shock. Recoiling slightly, I responded, “You’ll want to keep the 

rubric and feedback to help you improve on your next essay.” He nodded, but said nothing, and I 

watched as he stuffed the essay, my feedback, and the rubric into the confines of his backpack. 

While I like to believe that this is merely a case-by-case situation, I’ve had multiple students 

over the last two years act in the same vein: they read the grade, they glanced at my feedback, 

and they threw it into the recycling. 

 This begs the question: how can I provide feedback that will encourage students to build 

and improve upon their previous work? Feedback is generally noted to provide both motivation 

and progress among students; however, the effectiveness of it can be volatile with various 
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aspects more effective than others while keeping in mind the frequency, delay, and specificity 

(Johnson & Golts, 2000). The purpose of writing practice is to build that particular aptitude; it is 

imperative that students take the critique from their teachers and apply it to their work in order to 

gain the skills required to succeed and excel in this area. 

Purpose of the Project 

Educators are expected to be able to prepare, teach, and assess lessons throughout the 

year with the intention of touching on the essential and mandatory standards for their state. 

According to the California Common Core Standards for 8th grade language arts, students are 

expected to be taught 41 different content and skill standards, not including the subsections of 

various included standards. With the vast amount of standards teachers are required to include in 

their classrooms, many are often “touched upon” and graded but not always viewed as something 

to systematically pursue in order for students to not only learn but also improve. 

Furthermore, the idea of building writing units insinuates that there is a specific blocked-

out time for teachers to teach approximately one type of writing per unit. After that unit is 

completed, often with a few formative writings and a final summative assessment, students 

receive their grade on that particular writing standard for the year and then move on to the next 

writing type. This “touch and go” teaching leads to a mentality where students work to achieve a 

passing grade rather than viewing the assignment as a skill they need to access and better 

themselves to utilize in the future. As writing skills have been significantly linked to general 

academic success (Lam & Law, 2007), it is imperative to alter this mindset away from “learning 

for grades” to “learning to learn.” 

The primary purpose of this curricular project is to create an in-depth professional 

development guide for middle school writing teachers in regard to cultivating a classroom 
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culture of self-improvement in student writing. Teachers need feasible, practical steps to develop 

a culture of personal, individual improvement. The current research that follows motivation in 

the classroom is focused on engagement in the learning that occurs within the classroom walls. 

What is needed is specific, guided steps teachers can employ in order for students to willingly 

and instinctually self-reflect, accept appropriate feedback, and incorporate the feedback given 

from their peers, teacher, and selves. As such, this project was a completed professional 

development guide that could be implemented in small curricular groups or professional learning 

communities to foster this self-betterment culture for student writing. 

Significance of the Issue 

Outside the realm of academia, students turn from being pupils of the classroom to 

learners in the world outside of school: careers, relationships, ideologies, etc. In any choice they 

decide to make, they will need to be able to look at their actions, reflect on the positives, analyze 

the “needs improvements,” create next best steps, apply these new choices, and repeat. Leaving 

the classroom walls also means that there is no specific grade to motivate these members of 

society to do well in their lives. If students are learning to do the minimum possible to succeed in 

their classes and are purely motivated by letter and numerical means, they are not learning how 

to truly learn and apply it once they graduate. This intensive pressure on rote memorization and 

grades comes from a chain of effects: “ . . . success on assignments and examinations yields good 

grades; good grades lead to privileges such as being on the honor roll or admission to more 

prestigious colleges . . .” (Anderman & Anderman, 2014, p. 86). While these results are desired, 

it leaves a pressure to cheat, and as a consequence, the learning is lost. 

When students are driven by intrinsic means such as self-improvement, they will be more 

likely to not only learn the new skill or information but also to keep it. By purely completing 
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writing assignments in exchange for top marks, the learning that is occurring is about the system 

that is being put in place and not the content or skill being assessed: success means making this 

product the way my teacher wants, not by learning where I am at and improving. 

Preview of Literature 

In order to thoroughly develop an applicable professional development on changing 

student culture from grades to learning, I had to conduct a significant amount of research on a 

variety of topics. As such, I narrowed my research down to these four specific themes: 

1. Motivating writing improvement in the classroom 

2. Providing effective feedback from teachers and peers 

3. Student self-reflective feedback on writing 

4. Developing effective professional development framework 

 Students require structure in their learning process and are motivated to learn when clear 

parameters and end goals are implemented. Cultivating motivation to improve their writing skills 

requires students to see where they can end up versus an abstract, blanket statement of “needing 

to improve.” In addition, instructional practices must be put into place in order to foster 

improvement such as the following 6: challenge, real-life significance, curiosity, autonomy, 

recognition, and evaluation (Lam & Law, 2007). 

 Feedback from teachers and peers require similar characteristics in order to remain 

effective and applicable. Feedback needs to be ongoing with an emphasis on student progression 

that is immediate, specific, and aligns with constructivist theories on learning and motivation 

(Cauley & McMillan, 2010). Peer feedback is an effective way for students to help their peers in 

the writing process while also practicing identification and qualification of the required elements 

they themselves need to include in their writing. However, due to varying writing proficiencies, 
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peer review is more effective in forms that require less qualifying and more identifying (Nilson, 

2003). 

 Student self-reflections on their writing require metacognitive skills that will allow them 

to develop and grow as writers and learners. Reflecting upon oneself critically allows students to 

develop their “critical thinking skills” and “self-knowledge” (Rusche & Jason, 2011). Utilizing 

inquiry for self-reflection is one of the critical steps that needs to be taken when providing 

feedback to oneself and analyzing their own writing. Students must be explicitly taught about 

reflection and how to properly utilize the various strategies for it to be effective. 

 Continuing professional development is integral in remaining a strong educator and 

implementing up-to-date pedagogical strategies for your students. However, for professional 

development to be effective, there are numerous qualities that need to be put in place in order to 

achieve the desired results: often improved student outcomes (Guskey, 2002). Developers must 

take into account the participants’ reactions, learning, use of new skill/knowledge, and keep in 

mind the overall organization of the development event itself and student learning outcomes 

(Guskey, 2002).  

Preview of Methodology 

 In preparation for developing my professional learning community guide, I interviewed a 

colleague who has been teaching, developing, and implementing professional development 

events for approximately 17 years. This gave me some additional insight on the structure and 

practice implementation of my plan in order to help guide its creation. Furthermore, I sent out a 

survey to 13 teachers in regard to their current practices in motivating student writing 

improvement. From there, I began with a general structure for the year: the number of times 

we’d need to meet in order to learn these new methodologies along with follow-up events and 
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data collection/sharing. As the structure was being developed, I created various activities and 

strategies to teach my fellow teachers in conjunction with activities I would implement in my 

professional development meetings to involve all participants. All of these individual parts came 

together in a single professional development guidebook. 

Definitions 

 Throughout this project, there will be numerous common concepts and terms both 

mentioned and discussed. The following are a set of the common vernacular that will be 

encountered in order to establish a shared understood vocabulary. 

Feedback: Information about reactions to a product, a person's performance of a task, etc. which 

is used as a basis for improvement. (https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/feedback) 

Formative Assessment:  a process through which assessment-elicited evidence of student 

learning is gathered and instruction is modified in response to feedback (Cauley and McMillan, 

2010). 

Summative Assessment: are used to evaluate student learning, skill acquisition, and academic 

achievement at the conclusion of a defined instructional period—typically at the end of a project, 

unit, course, semester, program, or school year. (https://www.edglossary.org/summative-

assessment/) 

Self-Reflection: a written or mental series of questions aimed toward analyzing one’s own work 

with the purpose of improvement (this particular definition is self-created). 

Peer Review: a formative task where students provide feedback on each other’s work in order to 

improve. 

Professional Development: a wide variety of specialized training, formal education, or 

advanced professional learning intended to help administrators, teachers, and other educators 
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improve their professional knowledge, competence, skill, and effectiveness. 

(https://www.edglossary.org/professional-development/) 

Professional Learning Community (PLC): a group of educators that meets regularly, shares 

expertise, and works collaboratively to improve teaching skills and the academic performance of 

students. (https://www.edglossary.org/professional-learning-community/) 

Summary 

 This chapter highlighted the need for student learning culture to change from the end goal 

being a grade to achieving writing improvement. It introduced the purpose of the project as 

educating teachers and providing both resources and strategies that can be implemented via a 

professional development or professional learning community to shift student mentality away 

from extrinsic rewards such as grades to metacognitive ideologies required for writing skills to 

improve. Some background research was provided along with four essential themes that revolve 

around effective teacher, peer, and self feedback, writing motivation, and effective professional 

development. Definitions were included to allow for clarity in future chapters. The next chapter 

will be a more in-depth analysis and description of research utilized in the development of this 

curricular project. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 The primary purpose of this curricular project is to create an in-depth professional 

development guide for middle school writing teachers in regard to cultivating a classroom 

culture of self-improvement in student writing. The following section explores four themes 

specifically related to effective professional development along with student motivation and 

feedback strategies specific to teachers, student peers, and student self-reflections. These 

individual features relate directly to the development of this project due to the project’s medium 
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and the abstract concepts required to shift student and teacher mindsets within the classroom. 

The literature reviewed is primarily peer-reviewed within both past and present years and varies 

between published journals and books. The four themes are as follows: 

1. Motivating writing improvement in the classroom 

2. Providing effective feedback from teachers and peers 

3. Student self-reflective feedback on writing 

4. Developing effective professional development framework 

Motivating Writing Improvement in the Classroom 

 Due to the naturally complex factors involved in literacy, the need for students to be 

motivated to make an attempt and improve is imperative in fostering a classroom culture of 

personal writing betterment. These affective factors require systematic attention specific to 

motivation in conjunction to writing. It is noted that instructional strategies based in the 

following six categories lend to increased motivation in student work: challenge, real-life 

significance, curiosity, autonomy, recognition, and evaluation (Lam & Law, 2007). With writing, 

students need to be pushed and challenged in order to improve from their current status. 

However, in order for a student to rise up to the challenge, they must also feel a sense of 

competency, or self-efficacy, in the task itself. High self-efficacy leads to more effective overall 

learning due to its relation to other strong effective learning strategies such as the ability to 

organize one’s notes or retrieving prior knowledge and relating it to new information (Anderman 

& Anderman, 2014). As such, providing ample instruction to help develop student competency 

in that writing skill will increase student confidence to proceed. Furthermore, providing a goal, a 

grade, and revised goal based on the previous feedback allows students to physically see where 

they are and where they can be (Oppenheimer, 2001). 
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 Real-life significance in relation to writing is an additional motivational factor behind 

student work ethic. Providing relevance to the students’ lives such as interests and past 

experiences tends to lead to more on task behavior (Lam & Law, 2007). Furthermore, the 

resources provided to students to improve literacy skills must also take into account student 

motivation and stamina in order to reach the improvement end goal (CA ELD Standards, 2012). 

Students must be interested in what they are asked to write in order to actively and thoroughly 

engage in the work. As such, writing prompts and chosen literature may range considerably in 

order to spark curiosity and motivate students to undertake the task (Estrin, 1973). 

 A student’s shifting mindset from grade-centered improvement to skill-centered 

improvement lends itself to the concept of extrinsic vs intrinsic motivation. The former relates to 

being motivated by a reward that presents itself separately from the task such as completing an 

essay for a high grade. Intrinsic motivation deals with completing a task and gaining a reward 

that is directly included such as completing an essay and seeing writing improve (Anderman & 

Anderman, 2014). Intrinsic motivation is often cultivated through topics that relate on a deeper 

level with the students, often allowing students to develop their own deep-seated inquiries (Lang, 

2013). 

Providing Effective Feedback from Teachers and Peers 

 Formative assessments by teachers in regard to writing are often provided throughout the 

writing process for students to visually see where they currently stand and where they can 

improve while also providing evidence for the teacher to analyze and utilize to adjust instruction 

in relation to student needs. To do this, teachers need “evidence of students' knowledge and 

understanding, the nature of the feedback given to students, and [a shift] in the way that students 

learn” (Cauley & McMillan, 2010, p. 1). Formative assessments vary in medium, whether it be 
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informal observations and verbal questioning or higher-level that looks more deeply into the 

written product. The latter that focuses on higher-level formative assessing often takes a closer 

look on the process such as  “developing skills, understanding, and mastery, and treats mistakes 

as opportunities to learn” (Cauley & McMillan, 2010, p. 3). Informal assessments tend to have a 

lower impact on student behavior unless the classroom culture is centered considerably on daily 

performance (Anderman & Anderman, 2014); however, they are imperative for teachers to create 

informed decisions on their following lessons. 

 Peer feedback often comes in the form of a “peer review” where fellow students 

exchange their written work in order to provide constructive feedback. It is often utilized to teach 

students how to provide and accept feedback along with revision strategies. There are both 

positives and negatives to this form of feedback: 

Incorporating students' perspectives on classroom activities [including peer review 
activities] can lead to more productive literacy instruction (Scherff & Piazza, 2005) and 
can help teacher and literacy researchers design activities that foster greater student 
motivation and learning. Conversely, students' resistance to literacy activities can reduce 
the effectiveness of these activities (Godley et al., 2016, p. 135). 
 

Due to the authentic audiences provided through this assessment method, students are more aptly 

motivated to put their best writing forward. However, equity in the process can be questioned 

through the varying writing levels of the students in the class and the quality of feedback they 

may receive. Students can be influenced by social relations and may lack a critical eye if they 

themselves are also struggling with their own writing (Nilson, 2003). As such, peer review needs 

to be structured in a way that is devoid of emotion and personal opinions; rather, it is to be 

constructed in a way that is specific to the writing itself with identification of specific writing 

focuses such as writing structures and grammar along with clarification-guided questioning. 

Furthermore, this feedback should be given prior to the summative assessment and evaluation as 



 16 

they are considered formative since it provides the current baseline and will be utilized to form 

next best steps for improvement. 

Student Self-Reflective Feedback on Writing 

 Student metacognition in their writing process is an additional step in the writing 

improvement process. In regard to student self-assessments, they must  “judge their own work 

(self-monitor), identify discrepancies between current and desired performance (self-evaluation), 

and identify and implement further learning activities to enhance their understanding or skill” 

(Cauley &McMillan, 2010, p. 4). These three steps occur throughout the writing process, not just 

at the end of the student’s final draft. As students critically analyze their own work, they begin to 

identify patterns in their writing that they can alter or continue to utilize. This practice of self-

reflection teaches students to provide feedback, a skill they can take to peer review with their 

peers. As such, when students use reflections, they learn to “know their work, to like it, to 

critique it, to revise it” (Yancey, 1998; Taczak & Robertson, 2016, p. 92). 

Developing Effective Professional Development Framework 

 Professional development is meant to provide ample resources and education to educators 

to help improve and evolve teacher pedagogy. However, it is suggested that the way professional 

development is provided to educators is ineffective, typically attributed to the “quality of the 

product, capacity of the providers, transfer, and coherence” (Hill, 2009, p. 472). With the 

increase of supply will come an increase of demand for professional development as long as it is 

of quality. 

 An avenue to achieve effective results with professional development is creating 

professional learning communities, or PLCs. These voluntary teams of educators work together 
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with a specific goal in mind that is developed, measured, and applied throughout an extended 

period of time. The process is as such: 

● “Gather evidence of current levels of student learning 
● Develop strategies and ideas to build on strengths and address weaknesses in that 

learning 
● Implement those strategies and ideas 
● Analyze the impact of the changes to discover what was effective and what was not 
● Apply new knowledge in the next cycle of continuous improvement” (DuFour et al., 

2006, p. 12). 
 

It is vital to develop shared roles, norms, and goals within these PLC teams in order to achieve 

and take part in these specific activities. The ultimate goal is to identify best practices within the 

teaching pedagogy that will best help students succeed and grow. 

Summary 

 In order to develop an effective professional development program for middle school 

writing teachers, the program must be rooted in empirical evidence and researched concepts 

specific to feedback and fostering student motivation. As such, the following themes were 

explored: 

1. Motivating writing improvement in the classroom 

2. Providing effective feedback from teachers and peers 

3. Student self-reflective feedback on writing 

4. Developing effective professional development framework 

The review of these themes emphasizes the need for teacher instruction to emphasize various 

characteristics that cultivate motivation and improve student writing such as competency, 

autonomy, connections to real-life, evaluation, and achievable challenges. Intrinsic motivation is 

a key undertone for personal skill improvement that can also work in conjunction with extrinsic 

motivation. The professional development that will teach and lead teachers in these strategies 
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and theories must be applicable and provide resources that teachers can utilize and track 

throughout the year. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

According to research in the previous chapter, it is apparent that in order to cultivate a 

classroom culture of improvement, students must develop the motivation to provide their best 

work. They must be able to see the purpose and value behind the work itself along with other 

various motivational features such as achieving autonomy, establishing choice, and being 

challenged in an encouraging process. Furthermore, formative feedback and timely, consistent 

evaluation increases the motivation to improve by providing a more precise, visual guide for 

students to follow. The primary purpose of this curricular project is to create an in-depth 

professional development guide for middle school writing teachers in regard to cultivating a 

classroom culture of self-improvement in student writing.  

Design 

 In order to develop a Professional Learning Community focusing on teacher motivational 

strategies that encourage a culture of self-improvement in writing, I needed to be aware of what 

my colleagues were currently utilizing and their thoughts about student grade-centered 

mentalities in the classroom. As such, I developed a Google Form for my colleagues to fill out. 

Since this particular PLC focused on writing at the 8th grade level, I sent the survey to six 8th-

grade Humanities teachers. However, I included two Special Education teachers, two 7th-grade 

Humanities teachers, and three 6th-grade Humanities teachers in order to gain a more diverse 

understanding of what my 8th-grade students were used to by the time they reached my 

classroom. The questions are as follows: 
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1) On a scale of one to five, how motivated do you believe students are by grades (five 

being extremely motivated, one being little to none)? 

2) What strategies do you utilize in the classroom to cultivate a culture of writing 

improvement? 

3) What questions do you still have about guiding students toward self-improvement? 

4) What do you feel contributes to a grade-centered mentality? 

The results were as follows: 

● 11 out of 13 teachers felt that students were highly motivated by grades (voted four out of 

five) while one teacher chose a three and one teacher chose a two. 

● Strategies utilized in the classroom to cultivate a culture of writing improvement included 

allowing for revisions, teacher/student conferences, high interest topics, peer review, self-

editing rubrics, low-stakes writing prompts, using mentor texts, allowing access to 

rubrics, and reading aloud excellent student work samples. 

● Questions about guiding students toward self-improvement focused primarily on the 

specific pedagogy needed to steer students in that direction, how to measure 

individualized growth in a large group of students, and developing effective peer review 

and student reflections. 

● Students develop a grade-centered mentality due to societal pressures (ie: parents, 

colleges, teachers, etc), the pathways that open when good grades are met, the prevalence 

of standardized testing, and the idea that success is equivalent to a high GPA (grade point 

average). 

 By focusing on the current strategies, I devised what my PLC audience required and 

desired in this professional development. Due to the motivational needs of students, I consulted 
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notable researchers in this area such as Anderman and Anderman (2014), Lam and Law (2007), 

and Lang (2003). By focusing on the abstract concepts of motivation, this PLC utilized 

motivational improvement strategies in a shared, systematic approach that allowed the team to 

create, compare, evaluate, and improve assignments, best practices, and assessments in their 

classrooms throughout the year. Furthermore, I read Dufour et. al’s book, “Learning by Doing” 

(2006) along with Hill (2009) which specifically discussed the step-by-step process of 

developing a PLC which includes how to develop specific team roles, identify a shared goal, 

utilize reflective activities, and incorporate a structured method of measuring student data. 

Utilizing this information, this PLC agenda consists of multiple parts: a two-year overview, 

individual bi-weekly meetings, SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistics, time-based) 

goal(s), norms, expectations, and structured strategies members of the PLC try out in their own 

classrooms and bring back to reflect, discuss, change, and reapply. While the SMART goals, 

norms, and expectations are pre-developed in this agenda, those who use this in the future may 

alter the previous three items in order to best fit their school’s needs. 

Intended Audience and Setting 

 The intended audience was a small community of 8th-grade writing teachers: Language 

Arts and Social Studies. However, any teacher that teaches writing is welcome to the PLC to 

learn and contribute. The specific age group was focused on 8th-grade; however, since 

motivational writing improvement strategies are necessary at all age levels, grade levels 6th and 

7th may be included in this middle school PLC. In addition, considering the district in which this 

would be applied, I kept in mind the high-resource accessibility my school and district has 

including 1:1 chromebook access. 
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Instruments 

 In order to cultivate an arsenal of motivational writing strategies, I referred to Anderman 

and Anderman (2014), Lam and Law (2007), and Lang (2003). Specifically, I included various  

engaging writing strategies that utilize the science behind motivation in students. These writing 

strategies include (but are not limited to) choice writing prompts (autonomy), teacher-student 

writing conferences (immediate feedback), relatable writing (connection), and peer review 

(authentic audience). With the feedback on these motivational and feedback strategies, I was able 

to compile a set of systematic best practices to analyze throughout the year. Furthermore, I 

utilized and included PLC agenda templates provided by Dufour et al (2006) which are filled in 

with the meeting steps. In addition to these agenda templates, I included Google Forms for 

anonymous team surveys, submitting student work samples, and student surveys to gather 

feedback about the different engaging writing strategies. Additionally, I included examples of 

finished team norms and roles. Specific instructions are included in order to guide educators 

utilizing this PLC guidebook for a structured and orderly two-year professional development. 

Procedures and Evaluation of Process 

 As described in the “Design” section, I began by sending out a survey about current 

practices of motivational strategies to encourage writing improvement in the classroom. This 

survey was sent out to a select group of writing teachers at varying grade levels including 6th 

and 7th, and primarily 8th grade educators in my school. I took note of the findings in order to 

develop the next strategies needed to infuse and practice with my colleagues. 

 In addition, I needed some practical information about the development of a PLC from an 

individual who has spent over 10 years creating, implementing, and sharing professional 

developments throughout the nation, so I interviewed my colleague, Oliver Frost (pseudonym), 
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about his time applying Dufour’s methods along with ideas of his own. It came to my attention 

that in order for this PLC to be effective, I would need to be sure that it matches the desires and 

needs of its audience, a main reason I sent out that Google Form survey to my colleagues. Frost’s 

interview is located in Appendix A of this curricular project. 

 I moved on to develop the first three meetings and their main focuses: the norms, 

expectations, and SMART goals. While I created a sample of all three, I included activities for 

the users of this PLC to engage in order to create their own that is more personal and directed 

toward them. Once this was completed, I created a two-year general overview of the PLC, 

including dates in which the members meet, create assignments and evaluations, and compare 

their findings.  

 Once the two-year long general calendar was finished, I focused on a template for 

individual meetings. Something I understood about my team is that they wanted to always have a 

take-away that they could put to practice immediately after meeting. As such, I made sure that 

each session ended with specific strategies that they could utilize in their classrooms to optimize 

writing improvement culture. Furthermore, individual voice is valued, so meetings also included 

bringing forth their current strategies to the table. Since this can be wide-reaching, it was 

continually reminded that their discussions are based around their SMART goal as, Frost 

mentioned repeatedly, is one of the core functions of a PLC and needed in order to produce 

results. 

 The PLC effectiveness was evaluated in a number of ways. The first was if the SMART 

goal can and will be effectively reached, and data are collected in a way that demonstrates results 

from careful, scientific progression within the PLC. This PLC guidebook was also sent out to the 
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same group of educators who were initially surveyed in order to gauge the effectiveness and 

easily-applicable manner of both the PLC itself and the strategies and activities included. 

Summary 

 The primary purpose of this curricular project is to create an in-depth professional 

development guide for middle school writing teachers in regard to cultivating a classroom 

culture of self-improvement in student writing. Peer-reviewed research journals were utilized to 

create and include specific motivational strategies to encourage writing improvement among 

students along with PLC materials to create a systematic-process that groups of teachers can 

utilize in order to build this skill in their classrooms. The PLC agenda guidebook consists of 

various motivational writing improvement strategies that are explored throughout the general 

two-year overlook calendar and individual meeting agenda while adhering to the decided norms 

and expectations, all culminating together into a collection of data to achieve their SMART goal. 
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Introduction 

Welcome to the beginning of your Professional Learning Community journey! The 

purpose of joining and building small communities of educators in PLCs is to help teachers 

reflect, improve, and share their pedagogy in order to implement best practices that will help 

each of our students. As the saying goes, “a rising tide lifts all ships.” By working together with 

a common goal, you will be able to help each other rise up, hopefully encouraging others to do 

the same. 

This particular PLC focuses on student writing improvement. As literacy teachers, we 

know how important it is for students to effectively read, write, speak, and listen both in the 

realm of academics and outside of school in society. However, something I, personally, have 

come to notice is the heavy emphasis students put on “getting the A” in their writing assignments 

versus striving to personally improve. After interviewing my school’s Humanities teachers, we 

have come up with a few reasons why students are seemingly programed this way: 

● Societal pressure from universities and social influences 

● Grade-centered education system in the nation as a whole 

● Excessive standardized testing and focus on GPA 

● Misleading ideology (“Intelligence is measured by grades”) 

 This is not to say that grades are not important. When used correctly, they help teachers 

assess the various different strengths and “needs improvements” in their students and, in turn, 

allows students to see where they currently stand in the specific class or discipline. Teachers can 

identify students to provide extra support or extensions while also keeping parents informed in 

their child’s current success. However, when the focus of a writing project is to earn a letter or 
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number grade rather than take risks, make personal improvements, and develop necessary skills, 

students forget the purpose of school: to learn. 

 This PLC’s goal is to provide teachers with motivational writing strategies that they can 

implement to shift student grade-mindset toward a personal improvement mentality. The 

following guide provides sample agenda structures to help get started along with activities to 

develop team norms, team roles, and other collaborative activities that foster a culture of 

reflection, improvement, respect, and trust. Furthermore, sample motivational strategies applied 

to writing are also included as a jumping-off point for your team. Feel free to bring in your 

colleague’s ideas as a focus for the week or your own! 
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Two Year-Long Detailed Plan 

Your School Professional Development Plan 
 

Created by: Sierra Zounes Date: 08/23/2020 
The Literacy Team: 8th-Grade ELA (5 Teachers Total) 

 
Targeted Need: Literacy Motivation   Grades: 8th 

 
Goals of this Professional Learning Community: 

1) Provide teachers actionable strategies that motivate students to engage in the writing 

process. 

2) Allow time for educators to collaborate and share their findings. 

3) Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement. 

 
Currently Used Instructional Materials and Approaches 
See works cited at the end of this paper. 
 
Your School Professional Development Plan    

● Motivational Learning Strategies 
○ Autonomy, Challenge, Choice, Authenticity 

● Shared formative and summative assessments 
● Writing revisions 
● Low and high stakes writing assignments 
● Variety of writing types 

 
Suggested Activities for Professional Resources 

● Collaborate on student shared assessments 
● Analyze student work:  

○ 3 high, 3 medium, 3 low per teacher 
■ Calibrate 

● Colleague observations (or film) of motivational strategies 
 
Professional Development,  Workshops,  and Presentations 

● Weekly team meetings in the first month of school 
● Bi-Weekly team meetings prior to first month of school 
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Self-Assessment/Peer Coaching/Mentoring 

● Demonstrate/model motivational strategies embedded into lesson planning and action 
● Self and peer observations and assessments 
● Student work analysis 

 
Student Outcomes 

● Increase student engagement in writing revision process 
 
Evaluation 

● MAPS assessments 
● Shared grade level assessments 
● Individual Student Improvement and Exit Survey 

 
Tentative Timeline 
 
Year One  
 
Prior to start of school (if able) 

● Send out survey to PLC team to determine goals, lines of inquiry, and what they would 
like to accomplish in each team meeting 

 
September–October: 

● Norms, Expectations, Student Survey Baseline 
● Begin introducing motivational strategies 

November–December: 
● Colleague observations 
● Meeting/providing motivational strategies 
● Film self for self-assessment 

January–April: 
● Build shared lessons and at least formative/summative assessment 
● Meeting/providing motivational strategies 
● Gather student work samples 

May–June: 
● Review shared assessment 
● Second MAPS test 
● Student Exit Survey 

Year Two: 
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Fall Semester: 
● Create shared lessons that lead to at least 1 shared summative assessment per 

trimester/semester 
● Find specific motivational strategies to utilize and analyze 

Spring Semester: 
● Create shared lessons that lead to at least 1 shared summative assessment per 

trimester/semester that focus on the specific motivational strategy 
 
Assess overall comprehension plan. 

1. What is working well? How do we know? 
2. What aspects need adjusting/changing? How do we know? 
3. Which teachers are consistently effective and why?  Which teachers need support and 
why/how? What kinds of additional support are needed?   How can we provide the 
necessary support?  

 
Copyright © 2011 Pearson Allyn & Bacon (Modified) 
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Year 1 Sample Agendas 

A Note: Prior to meeting in person, it is advisable that you determine what your team is most 

interested in along with questions they have about this particular topic. This will help you narrow 

down your goals and help the Team Lead develop purposeful, productive meetings. 

 

This is a sample survey to give your team members prior to the beginning of your PLC meetings. 

 
Meeting Number 1 

Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Create Shared Google Drive 
❖ Determine group roles 
❖ Begin building group norms 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Create Shared Google Drive 
➢ How To: 

■ Team Lead will create a shared drive titled “____ School Writing 
Improvement PLC” and share with team members 

■ Possible files and folders to include:  
● Team Roles 
● Agendas 
● Team Norms 
● Team Goals 
● Shared Assessments 
● Shared Lessons 
● Motivational Strategies 
● Student Work Samples 
● Student Data 
● Forms/Surveys 

■ Tip: Color-code your different folders to help organize your drive along 
with clear titles; avoid floating, untitled documents 

❖ Determining Team Roles 
➢ Possible group role to consider: 

■ Team Lead/Facilitator: Helps guide discussions, sets up agenda items, 
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brings items of attention to administration when need be. 
■ Minutes Director: Writes down the meeting’s minutes in agenda 

during the meeting. 
■ Focus Monitor: Brings the conversation back to the task at hand when 

need be, keeps time. 
■ Keep in the Looper: If someone misses a meeting, this individual 

makes sure that person is up to date. 
■ Material Manager: Makes copies, collects/organizes student work 

samples, organizes shared Google Drive 
■ Data Tech: Compiles the data collected and analyzed from student 

work samples and assessments 
➢ How To: 

■ Facilitator shares this Google Document with the rest of the team 
● Tip: display this document via projector or large screen for those 

without a computer to view 
■ Discuss which roles are necessary for you a successful team meeting 

● Factors to consider include an individual’s schedule, interest, 
skills, and experience. 

❖ Begin Building Team Norms 
➢ How to: 

■ Option 1: Team Lead may create a Poll Everywhere word cloud 
(PollEv.com) and project it on a shared screen or projector. From there, 
provide the code and allow people to write down word(s) that they feel 
best reflect good team norms. Minutes director will write down the top 
5 largest norms generated. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
■ Option 2: 
Provide team 
with note cards or 
strips of paper 

with sample norms. Team members will put the norms in 3 groups: 
Necessary, Not Necessary, and Neutral. Data Tech will tabulate the 
results. 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Finish/establish team norms 
➢ Team Lead will organize these to display to the team during the next meeting 

❖ Establish group goals (go over survey results) 
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❖ Introduce motivational strategies 
➢ Apply to writing improvement 

 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 
 

❖ Before the next meeting, think about some expectations you have for this team and 
your mission/goal. 
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Note: Prior to this next meeting, Team Lead will look through the team norms that were 

generated and develop a potential list for group consideration. If the team has created a 

“Materials Manager,” Team Lead may ask the Materials Manager to print out copies of this list 

for the meeting. Additionally, Team Lead will also gather the survey results to discuss with the 

team to develop group goals. 

 
 

Meeting Number 2 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Establish Team Norms 
❖ Go over pre-school survey results 

➢ Develop PLC goals 
 
Minutes: 

❖ Establish Team Norms: 
➢ How To: 

■ Materials Manager will pass out the potential team norm list. From here, 
Team Lead will go through each in order to gain approval from each 
member. 

■ Once each norm is established, agree with how the norms look like in 
action and add a short description to the norms list. Add this Norms 
Document to the Google Drive. 

● What If: If one member of the team actively dislikes one of the 
norms that the rest of the team approves, team members must 
listen to understand while the other explains their thinking. 
Team Lead will facilitate and help come to a compromise. 

● Tip: Since norms are being created, it would be helpful for Team 
Lead to quickly establish temporary norms of respect with the 
team in order to complete this activity. Additionally, establish a 
system of agreement: 

◆ Thumbs up/down 
◆ Fist to Five (0 - 5 with hand for agreement) 
◆ Yes/No (verbal) 
◆ Anonymous vote (Google Form, paper tabs) 

■ Example of finished norms 
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❖ Pre-School Survey Results 
➢ How To: 

■ Team Lead will project the anonymous result of the survey on a shared 
screen or project to walk through with the team. 

■ Take this time to decide the following: 
● Mission goal of the PLC 
● Expectations for Meetings 

◆ Times you meet, how often, how long 
◆ What to at least achieve at each meeting 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Introduce motivational strategies 
➢ Apply to writing improvement 

❖ Create Student Survey Baseline 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 
 

❖ Before the next meeting, think about what you would like to include on a survey to 
students about their mentality on grades and personal writing improvement. 
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Note: Notice the slight changes in the agenda’s structure. Below, you will notice that I added the 

possible team goal and the team norms. This helps remind the team members about what they are 

striving to achieve and how they are going to do so through their interactions with the other team 

members. 

 
 

Meeting Number 3 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Reminder of Group Norms and Goal(s) 
❖ Create Student Survey 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Reminder of Group Norms and Goal(s) 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Create Student Survey 
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➢ Team Lead will project a new Google Form on a shared screen or projector. 
Together, the team will decide on 5 questions they would like to give students 
at the beginning of the year. Focus Monitor will help the team keep in mind that 
the questions are: 

■ Measurable (subject to change by the end of the year) 
■ Match the overall goal 
■ Connect to the lines of inquiry introduced by the team 
■ Relatable and answerable by the students 

➢ Remind teachers to give this survey prior to the next PLC meeting. 
➢ Example Form 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Motivational Strategies Continued 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Before the next meeting, administer the student survey in order to review results 
together and create numerical goals. 

❖ Start thinking of motivational strategies that have worked for you in the past that foster 
quality student engagement. Be willing to share/discuss/teach these in future meetings. 
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Note: This will be the final weekly meeting. From here, the team will meet every two weeks in 

order to give each member time to try out motivational strategies, observe their colleagues, film 

themselves, and collect student work samples/results. 

 
 

Meeting Number 4 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Review survey results 
❖ Motivational Strategy 1 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Review Survey Results 

➢ In groups of 2-3, break up the group to look at the results. Each group will write 
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down common themes they are noticing in the responses. 
➢ Bring back the results to the whole team to discuss and help decide on a 

numerical goal for mid and/or end year survey. Possibilities include:  
■ 50% of students will choose a “3” or below when motivated by grades 
■ 45% of students will choose a “3” or above when motivated by personal 

improvement 
❖ Motivational Strategy 1 

➢ Before presenting, Team Lead will ask other team members who are willing to 
share motivational strategies in future sessions. 

■ Tip: Try to create a shared calendar to give specific dates for people to 
briefly share/present. This will also allow the Team Lead to supplement 
material on meetings when another member is not sharing a strategy. 

➢ Team Lead will present motivational writing strategy 1 
■ Tip: Although not necessary, each member may want their own 

notebook to take notes, or a post-it note to write down a brief reminder 
and stick it to their computer monitor to remember. Another possibility 
is the Materials Manager could print out a paper copy of the 
presentation (if one is included) for the rest of the team to view, keep, 
and annotate. 

 
 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Motivational Strategies Continued 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Try out the learned motivational strategy, and be ready to discuss the next meeting. If 
possible, bring a student work sample. 
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Meeting Number 5 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Review Motivational Strategy 1 
❖ Colleague/Self Observations 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Review Motivational Strategy 1 

➢ Team Lead will ask members to take 4-5 minutes to write down a short 
reflection of the motivational strategy implemented during the last 2 weeks. 
Ideas include: 

■ What worked? 
■ What could be improved? 
■ How did you use this strategy? 
■ What was the overall student response? 
■ How else can this strategy be used? 
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➢ Team members will take turns sharing their reflection and open to discussion. 
❖ Colleague/Self Observations 

➢ After discussing what could be improved and/or altered in motivational strategy 
implementation, teachers will pair with each other and agree to briefly observe 
1 short lesson over the next two weeks. 

■ Tip: It can be very difficult time-wise for teachers to observe each other 
during school. Try these strategies: 

● 10-minute observation during your prep period 
● Ask administration to cover your class for 10-20 minutes, so you 

may observe 
● Have your peer film themselves teach for 10 minutes (utilizing 

this strategy) and share with you, so you may view at a different 
time. 

■ What If: If it’s absolutely impossible to do any of the strategies above, 
you could also film yourself and watch it afterwards. Although you are 
not getting the additional help from a colleague, personal reflection 
continues to be imperative toward improvement. 

➢ Questions to consider when observing your colleague: 
■ What are they doing well? 
■ How are students responding? 
■ What might I do differently? 
■ If I could alter just one aspect, what would it be? 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Motivational Strategies Continued 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Continue applying the motivational strategy in your classroom. 
❖ Prior to the next meeting, observe another colleague apply this method. If possible, 

meet together to discuss what you observed post-observation. 
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Meeting Number 6 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 

 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Review Colleague/Self Observations 
❖ Next Motivational Strategy 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Review Colleague Observations 

➢ Team Lead will provide a digital backchannel to allow team members to share 
the positives of what they saw in their observation.  

■ Tip: Remind the team that the observations are not meant as a critique 
of the teacher themselves but rather a reflection on the effects the 
strategy had on students and the different implementations. 

➢ Team Lead will read out responses and engage team members in a discussion. 
❖ Next Motivational Strategy 
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➢ Team Lead or other team member will share/present the next motivational 
writing strategy to try. 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Motivational Strategies Continued 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Apply this next motivational strategy in your classroom and be ready to share your 
findings next meeting. 

 
 
Note: Meetings 5 and 6 will become the templates of your meeting agendas for most of the rest 

of the year. This first year of the PLC will be focusing primarily on sharing, observing, and 

reflecting on student motivation in regard to writing personal improvement, opposing a grade-

centered mentality. This format additionally constructs and embeds a culture of reflection 

amongst the team members along with trust and respect for their colleagues. It is vital to 

remember that all members of the team, while having varied experience, are taking part to learn 

from and with each other. 

Ending Year One 

You have made it to the end of year one; congratulations! You and your team should be 

incredibly proud of what you have accomplished so far. For the final portion of school, you will 

provide the following Google Form Exit Survey to your students. Together with your PLC, you 

will review the results and decide whether or not you have reached your goal. If you did, great 

work! If you did not, that is okay! You have developed a culture of reflection as a team 

throughout the last 10 months, so consider the following with your team: 

● How far away were we from reaching our goal? 

● Why might we have fallen short? 

● What change could we implement to help reach our goal next year? 

● What did we do this year that worked and helped push us toward our goal? 
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Year 2 Introduction 

 Welcome back! At this point, you had spent last year developing your team norms, 

expectations, and goals. Additionally, you cultivated a variety of motivational writing strategies 

to implement in your classroom. You have put these strategies to action in your own classroom, 

reflected on your own work, observed your fellow teammates, and reflected individually and 

with your team. The work you have done has established a strong base to continue the next year 

as a more cohesive team. 

 The following agendas will allow you to be more specific and tailored to what your team 

found that worked and what did not. Each group will be different due to the varying 

demographics (students, teachers, families, resources, etc). If your school runs via semesters, 

your PLC will focus on 2 specific motivational strategies (1 per semester). If your school runs 

via trimesters, your PLC will focus on 3 specific motivational strategies (1 per trimester). 

However, this can be tweaked as per your team decision: you may want to do more, or you may 

just want to focus on a single motivational writing strategy this year. 

 Professional Learning Communities are not a “one hit wonder.” PLCs do not run for a 

single year and are completely finished. The work you did in year one will allow you to continue 

your mission into years 2, 3, 5, and beyond. Each year you will build, so if you only focus on a 

single strategy for the whole year, that is your prerogative; you can focus on another the 

following year, or the same one, but in a new, improved way. As long as your focus is on 

developing and implementing best practices for the benefit of your students with measurable 

data, you are doing a fantastic job. 
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Year 2 Agenda Samples 

 
Meeting Number 1 

 
Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 

through actionable, motivational strategies.  
 

Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 

Our Norms:  
★ Listen to understand  

○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 

 

Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Decide on Motivational Strategies 
❖ Motivational Writing Strategy 1 Student Form 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. Check to see if any changes are needed. 
❖ Decide on Motivational Strategies 

➢ Team Lead will share a Google Form to the rest of the team listing the various 
different motivational writing strategies learned/implemented the previous year. 
Team members will choose 2-3 they would like to focus on for the year. 
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➢ Team Lead will project the results on a shared screen or monitor. Team lead 
will lead a discussion to narrow down the top 2-3.  

➢ Once decided, the team will decide the timeframe in which they will be 
focusing on these strategies. For example: 

■ Trimester 1: Prompt Choice with revision 
■ Trimester 2: Peer Review 
■ Trimester 3: Authentic Audience 

➢ Note: Although you will be focusing on 3 different specific strategies, it is 
recommended that you continue utilizing the other strategies learned over the 
course of the previous year. 

❖ Motivational Writing Strategy 1 Student Form 
➢ Develop a Google Form that all members of the team will administer to their 

students over the next week that is specific to your chosen motivational writing 
strategy. Remember, the questions should be measurable by the end of the 
trimester. 

■ Sample Form 
 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Shared Assessments 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Please administer our new Student Google Form prior to the next meeting. 
Save 1-2 ideas for possible shared formative assessments focusing on this motivational 

strategy in the Share Google Drive. We will be going over these next meeting. 
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Meeting Number 2 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Trimester 1 Goal 
❖ Begin Building Shared Lessons 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Trimester 1 Goal 

➢ Review the results of the student survey. 
➢ From there, create a measurable goal for the end of that trimester. Example 

could be: 
■ 50% of students are more encouraged to write 
■ Only 45% of students choose “3” or above in regard to grade-mentality 

❖ Begin Building Shared Formative Assessments 
➢ Team Lead projects the team Google Drive via a shared screen or monitor. 
➢ Go through the saved lessons provided by the team over the last week. Decide 
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on at least 3 to give throughout the trimester. Remember, the lessons should: 
■ Match the motivational writing strategy 
■ Help relate to the overall goal 
■ Agreed upon by the team 

➢ Note: This portion may take more than one meeting. Try to get at least one 
formative activity planned and continue in the next meeting(s). 

➢ Once decided, choose when the formative activities will be given. For example:
  

■ Formative activity 1: Before the next meeting 
■ Formative activity 2: Mid-trimester (specific week date) 
■ Formative activity 3: ¾ trimester (specific week date) 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Continue developing shared formative activities 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 
Next meeting, please do lesson 1. Choose 3 students to case study: 1 low, 1 medium, 1 high. 
Please save their work in the shared drive. 
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Meeting Number 3 
 

Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 
through actionable, motivational strategies.  

 
Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 
 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ Reflect on Student Work 
❖ Finish making shared formative activities 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
❖ Reflect on Student Work 

➢ Team Lead will project student work samples on screen or shared monitor.  
➢ Discuss the various characteristics of each: What makes it high/mid/low? How 

will we measure if they’re improving the next shared lesson? 
❖ Finish Building Shared Formative Assessments 

➢ Team Lead projects the team Google Drive via a shared screen or monitor. 
➢ Continue building the shared formative activities for that trimester. 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 
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❖ End of Tri 1 Student Reflection 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 
Keep work samples from your chosen 3 students. 
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Note:  Meeting Number 3’s template will be repeated throughout the trimester as teachers 

administer shared lessons, collect student work, and reflect on the results. This next agenda is at 

the end of the first trimester; teachers will have given this final Student Form survey prior to this 

meeting. 

 
Meeting Number 10 

 
Our Team Goal: Engage students in the growth mindset for personal writing improvement 

through actionable, motivational strategies.  
 

Today’s Date: 
 
Members in attendance (include roles):  
 
Our Norms:  

★ Listen to understand  
○ Reflect before responding 

★ Present and Pleasant  

○ Professional and productive participation 

★ Communicate openly and honestly  

○ Promote transparency for personal opinions and choices 

○ Follow through on commitments  

★ Be open and courageous  

○ Growth mindset by being willing to try new ideas 

 
Topics and Discussions: 
 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
❖ How’d We Do? 
❖ Trimester 2 

 
Minutes: 

❖ Review team norms and goals 
➢ Minutes Director will review the general minutes from the previous meeting 

and motivational strategy. 
➢ Team Lead will briefly go over the team norms and goal that is included at the 

top of the agenda. 
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❖ How’d We Do? 
➢ As a team, review the results of the final student survey. Discuss whether or not 

you reached your goal. Consider what you will continue to do next trimester or 
possibly change. 

❖ Trimester 2 Motivational Writing Strategy 
➢ Team Lead projects the team Google Drive via a shared screen or monitor. 
➢ Team will begin formulating new shared lessons for the trimester 2 

motivational strategy. Decide on at least 3 to give throughout the trimester. 
Remember, the lessons should: 

■ Match the motivational writing strategy 
■ Help relate to the overall goal 
■ Agreed upon by the team 

➢ Note: This portion may take more than one meeting. Try to get at least one 
formative activity planned and continue in the next meeting(s). 

➢ Once decided, choose when the formative activities will be given. For example:
  

■ Formative activity 1: Before the next meeting 
■ Formative activity 2: Mid-trimester (specific week date) 
■ Formative activity 3: ¾ trimester (specific week date) 

 
Upcoming/Tabled Topics: 

❖ Continue developing shared formative activities 
 
Questions/Areas to look into/do prior to next meeting: 

❖ Please give your students this trimester 2 Student Survey 
Next meeting, please do lesson 1. Choose 3 students (new or same) to case study: 1 low, 1 
medium, 1 high. Please save their work in the shared drive. 

 
 
 And that’s it! These agenda templates will repeat throughout the rest of the school year. 

As you continue to study your students, your own pedagogy, and activities, remember to keep a 

growth mindset, be an empty cup, and keep learning for the sake of yourself, your colleagues, 

and your students.  
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Motivational Writing Strategies 

1) Choice Writing Prompts 

2) Low-Stakes Writing Prompts/Journal Entries 

3) Authentic Audience 

4) Varying Writing Types 

5) Peer Review 

6) Teacher-Student Writing Conferences 

7) Teachers Sharing Their Own Writing 

8) Engaging Mentor Texts 

9) Relatable Writing 

10) Sharing Student Work as Examples 

11) Student Group Writing 

12) Measurable Writing Rubrics 

13) Connecting Writing Outside of School 

Helpful Writing Engagement Sites 

1) LiteracyTA 

2) Cult of Pedagogy 

3) Kelly Gallagher 

4) Quindew 

5) Penny Kittle 

6) LeMasterEDU 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Introduction 

 The primary purpose of this curricular project was to create an in-depth professional 

development guide for middle school writing teachers in regard to cultivating a classroom 

culture of self-improvement in student writing. While a societal, structural change would need to 

occur in the education system as a whole in order to completely eradicate the grade-centered 

mentality in students, teachers can continue to implement best motivational writing practices to 

move students toward internal motives of personal skill development. 

Lessons Learned from the Process 

 This master’s project began as a desire and need to improve my students’ writing 

abilities. I understood that strong literacy skills are vital to succeed in the modern world, and 

unfortunately, my students mainly viewed literacy skills in the form of letters or numbers in the 

gradebook. However, after taking a deeper look into my own teaching practices and interviewing 

close humanities colleagues, a dark truth settled in: much of how we structure our assignments 

and teaching more often than not emphasized grades as the main attraction to completing work. 

 While the issue lies heavily in the education system itself, we cannot stand by and accept 

this as “just the way it is.” My first iteration of my project was going to be a specific, systematic 

way of developing units with a focus on improvement from one writing assignment to the next. 

Knowing that students improve best when they are engaged, I dove into different motivation 

concepts such as self-efficacy, authenticity, and relatedness (Anderman, 2014). However, as I 

looked deeper into the motivational strategies that affect student learning, I realized that much of 

the research I discovered required testing, trial and error, discussion, reflection, alterations, 

reiterations, and repeat. With this in mind, I noticed that effective teachers are ones who follow 
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lines of inquiry through a collaborative process involving personal and professional reflection 

(Weinbaum et al., 2004). Developing a specific system may work for a few teachers in a few 

specific areas, but demographics vary vastly across the general public. What does not change is 

the process of developing one’s pedagogy and the practice of reflection. A more useful product, I 

decided, would be collaborative: a methodical process adopted by a small group of voluntary 

teachers dedicated to improving their literacy pedagogy for the sole purpose of helping their 

students grow. 

 It was fairly simple to research various different strategies to promote writing 

engagement; the internet and search engines are inundated with teaching tips and ideas from a 

large variety of educators. The challenge was not finding content; the challenge was developing 

a process that would allow educators to grow together with a culture of respect and reflection. 

Teachers are passionate about their work and can become defensive when they feel their current 

strategies may be attacked or “wrong.” PLCs require vulnerability, so carefully developing 

guidelines and specific structure such as team norms and roles are imperative. The fundamental 

structure must be “tight” (closely followed) while the ability to share thoughts and ideas must be 

“loose” enough to allow all voices to be heard (DuFour et al, 2006). 

Recommendation for Implementation 

 While this PLC was developed with 8th grade Humanities teachers in mind, it can be 

implemented amongst all grade levels. However, the group of teachers ought to be relatively 

small, roughly 5-7 teachers per group, though multiple groups can be developed at the same 

school and then meet for comparison later in the year once data is collected. Small groups allow 

for a more intimate setting, giving more time for each teacher’s voice to be heard and allowing 

for more focus on specific student work. Additionally, these groups of teachers should, at least in 
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the beginning, be voluntary. These teachers need to accept that change, challenge, and 

vulnerability is a part of this process, and if they are resistant to any of those three factors, it can 

be difficult for the team to move forward and hostility can occur. Furthermore, at least one 

member of the team, preferably, should have some background in leading a PLC or professional 

development of some kind. People of all education backgrounds are welcome; nevertheless, it is 

helpful to have someone who understands the process and can adapt when necessary. 

Limitations 

 Time is a consistent limitation when it comes to Professional Learning Communities. 

Along with balancing other responsibilities, teachers may have a difficult time not only meeting 

together on a regular basis but also completing the added workload needed to prepare lessons in 

line with the PLC’s agenda: implementing lessons, grading, collecting work samples, analyzing, 

and reflecting. Additionally, making time for observations can also pose as an obstacle toward 

furthering their progress. While teachers could observe a colleague during their prep period, this 

time is limited and often taken up by lesson planning, grading, and other meetings such as IEP, 

504s, or parent-teacher conferences. Financial funding is closely related to this time dilemma. 

Some schools may not have enough funding to pay for a possible substitute which would allow 

colleagues to complete these observations. Additionally, financial strains limit the amount of 

resources a school or district can provide if the team requests various materials or deny the 

ability to visit professional development conferences. 

Future Directions 

 Though this project provides specific guidelines to the overall structure of a PLC, it is 

also flexible in regard to the content analyzed. Educators can add or change different 

motivational writing strategies as research continues to progress. Teachers can look into their 
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students’ test scores or writing assessments to help determine which strategies would best suit 

their group of pupils. Additionally, this specific PLC structure is applicable to other lines of 

inquiry outside of writing literacy. As long as data are being collected, analyzed, and applied 

with a measurable goal, this PLC structure can be utilized to fulfill this purpose. 

Conclusion 

 The overall result of this master’s project is an efficient, specific guidance system aimed 

at motivating students to write for personal growth. Motivational factors include autonomy, 

challenge, competency, authenticity, and genuine audience which all featured concepts to 

consider as a team moves forward with this PLC. With these factors in mind, they can be applied 

to specific writing strategies such as peer review, revision, high interest writing prompts, and a 

mix of low and high stakes writing assignments. 

 The willingness to accept that your pedagogy is always ready to be improved can be 

uncomfortable. Teachers desire to be the best for their students, so to confront the possibility that 

they may not be teaching at their fullest potential can be painful and disappointing to face. 

Voluntarily coming together with a small team of trusted teachers with this shared goal of 

improvement helps individuals realize that they are not alone. We are educators, accepting the 

good that we do and striving to become better than the day before last. When we embrace the 

process of inquiry, critical thinking, goal setting, reflection, application, and repetition, we can 

truly ask our students to do the same. 
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Appendix A 

Colleague Interview 

Goal: to gain practical insight into the creation and implementation of PLCs and Professional 

Development from an individual that has experience in these particular areas. 

 

Professional Development: Whole staff or groups of staff brought together to receive specific 

educational development as pertains to their job; often occurs once per year. 

 

Professional Learning Committee (PLC): Whole staff or small group of educators (usually 

voluntarily) come together to develop a skill or area in their career that is the focus of the year or 

multiple years. 

 

 

1) What are your credentials/experience in developing Professional Development events? 

 

“I started doing PD for other schools and districts across the United States in 2007. I started 

presenting reading strategies for AVID, and I did that for quite a while. I wrote the critical 

reading book for AVID which is what I was training on, and that book focused on bridging the 

gap between what high school teachers teach and what college kids need to know, not content 

but like skills. So, there is still a huge gap in what we tell kids what to learn and how to learn, 

and in college, it’s nothing like it. 
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“So, kids come out of high school ill-prepared to really successfully accomplish tasks in college 

because they don’t have that ability. Now, individual students like you who are driven and stay 

connected the whole time and push yourself all the way through do better, but with the college 

going culture where everyone is going to college, that’s where the gap is. It used to be that only 

the elites would go to college. Well, now everyone should go to college. If everyone is going to 

go to college, there are critical skills that are missing. 

 

“So, I wrote the book and I did professional development on that book for a number of years, so 

probably for five years I did training all over the United States on critical reading strategies. In 

2010 (so overlapping), I co-founded [a critical reading website] which was critical reading 2.0. It 

was what I had done in my book, but way beyond and so much more. And then I started doing 

professional development for [this website] as an employee of this even though it was my 

company. And then, in probably 2015, I launched [another site], and I started doing professional 

Development through this, and I’ve been training all over the country with that. I don’t train with 

AVID anymore since 2013, 2014, I stopped working for AVID and focused on [this new site]. 

And I trained on responsive teaching, so being able to adjust what’s going on in the classroom 

and adjust your teaching strategies, approaches, and even curriculum. I train on release of 

responsibility which is the I do, we do, they do, you do model that’s been around since the 80s. 

 

“I’ve done a lot of EL training, I’ve done a ton of rapport building, building relationships with 

students, and then as of late, I have been training just English teachers which has been really 

nice. I’ve led districts, I’ve led schools, I probably have trained close to 10,000 or more teachers 

by now, maybe 20,000.” 
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2) What are your credentials/experience in developing PLCs? 

 

“Well I learned about it, but these are all movements in education, and I learned about it in 2003, 

2004, when I was first introduced to PLC. We were just finishing academies which were a 

movement in education; they were small teams on campus consisting of all subject areas and we 

taught  all the same kids. So, we would have an ELA teacher, math teacher, history teacher, 

science teacher, and PE teacher all teaching the same group of kids. So, when you all got 

together, you could have really good conversations about your kids because you all had them, 

you all had strategies and rapport. So, those were called academies, they started to move out 

when PLCs moved in, and you often saw those in middle school, but I think PLCs started 

launching in high schools, so maybe that’s why one took over the other. 

 

“So I went to the epicenter of PLCs, I went to [audio cut out] in Chicago which is the school 

that started it. We went there three times over the course of one school year, so a group of us 

went to Chicago, toured the campuses, interviewed the people, and came to find out that the 

principal that was doing all this was making a ton of money, both on his book but also was 

charging schools to come visit his school. So, he was charging a lot of money for people to come 

and see him at his school. 

 

“So, we took that information back, and I became a PLC team lead because I was in it; I was 

going to those schools and learning from the people that wrote those books. They were called 

PLC team leads, so they were like department chairs, but at the micro levels. There were still 

department chairs, but there were PLC team leads within those departments, so I was the PLC 
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team lead, and my job was to make sure that the English department created a PLC for all the 

grade levels, so one for nine, one for ten, one for eleven, and one for twelve. 

 

“And I was professionally developed on that, and then I did professional development on PLCs 

and then I had to lead my PLC for probably eight years which was cool. It was really good work. 

It wasn’t until the end that things started to fall apart. We had new new members on the team that 

did not like the direction, and they did not want to cooperate, and the whole team fell apart. They 

staged a coup and just stopped coming to meetings.” 

 

3) How did you organize (plan) the structure and implementation of a Professional 

Development session? 

 

“Yeah, much like what you and I did when we were dabbling with our team being a PLC, we’ve 

got to do to the principles of what a PLC is, so defining what those principles are and for each 

principle, trying to figure out what conversations have to happen in order for the teachers to 

understand it right. I think one of the biggest drives of PLCs is equity. Making sure that if you've 

got a rockstar teacher and doing really well on state tests. 

 

“Well, let me go back. The whole purpose of PLCs was to be a goal oriented group of 

professionals who worked tirelessly to achieve those goals, and those goals were always around 

student achievement. So what do we consider student achievement? How is student achievement 

defined? And what are we going to do in order to improve student achievement based on our 
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definition? So, it’s kind of how you need to start. What is student achievement, what does it look 

like, and how are we going to improve it?  

 

“So, going into the planning. There are two levels of planning. First level is creating a PLC. The 

second is once a PLC is established, and norms have been established, and goals have been set, 

that’s a whole other level of weekly planning that has to happen. 

 

“SMART goals were the driver. We do not do too many SMART goals at our school. But the 

SMART goals were all about identifying what is your objective, and then, are they measurable? 

Are they timely? If you don't have  a SMART goal, you don’t have anything to work toward. A 

SMART goal, if we do it right, everyone’s got some sort of goal and there’s lots of moving parts. 

So you would start with a SMART goal that the team would come up with. From there, you 

would work with the team to decide how are we going to move this forward, how are we going 

to measure it, what happens if we see this or that, timely would be within a couple of weeks not 

after seven months we’ll look at it. 

 

“So there were lots of conversations of ‘How are we doing with this?’ and ‘where are we at?’ So 

that was number 1, putting at the center our SMART goal. And then for me, trying to engage 

teachers in work that they found valuable. One of the things that everyone wanted was when we 

were done with this meeting, we wanted to have moved forward or we wanted to have gained 

something. So, going to a meeting, it was like ‘Hey, I think we should look into our kids’ ability 

to do this, and here are three resources that can really help,’ and they were like ‘this is amazing, 

now I can use this and we’re going toward this goal.’ Then we’d come back, kind of like what 
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we did with SAAVI. We start looking at how the kids were doing, and we’d say now that we 

know this, these are the next steps or this is the school we need to go see because we don’t 

actually know anything about this. 

 

“There was just lots of questioning and vulnerability that no one knew the right answer. There 

were certainly people that knew answers, but we all felt like we were all learning together and 

we were building together. We would get smarter with our curriculum, so we did this for about 8 

years, so by the time I left El Cajon, we had a well-oiled machine that had proven results on 

certain things we were doing. So, we could point to things and say, ‘This does this and this does 

that’ and ‘this teaching strategy does this and these things will lead to that.’ We were very 

scientific about what we were doing because we had to, so I think this is important for you to 

know.  

 

“PLCs are going to be more successful in a Title I school in a school where there are more . . . 

What's the word we use in education? Schools that have low socioeconomic, disadvantaged. And 

the reason why you’re going to see PLCs working better is because a lot of money is tied to the 

results. So, if you don’t produce results, you won’t see the extra money that has been earmarked 

for you and grants you applied for. So, there is a whole other motivation behind why teachers are 

working so hard and why they are willing to throw out what they’ve done and focus as a team 

because they see the money being use on campus to help kids, they see their classrooms have the 

coolest technology, they see the field trips, they see these organizations come in and sponsor just 

cool stuff like taking them to Mammoth to go snowboarding all expenses paid. Those were 

things that would happen at our site, but we had to perform; we had to show that we were doing 
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things.  And we did; I got my syllabus from El Cajon; we’ve got our learning objectives, we’ve 

got our assessments all lined out, common assessment, everything was common, every test was 

common. There was no ‘I do this’ and ‘I do this.’ Because then we could say, ‘That test sucks 

and here’s why’ or ‘this didn’t measure what we were after, and this is why.’ 

 

“Even though that took a lot of work, you as the PLC team lead, you couldn’t go ‘Alright, we are 

all common now, and every assignment is the same.’ That doesn’t work. There is a process of 

convincing, and there's a process of ‘Let’s try one thing and see how it goes’ and then there’s 

buy in. And we didn’t see that everywhere, so we weren’t all becoming like me. It was when we 

worked together, our lessons were awesome, not ‘We need to be like him’ or ‘He’s telling us to 

do that.’ So you kinda need to get everyone to contribute and build this amazing lesson, and then 

roll it out, and then say, ‘How did it go?’ And it was like, ‘That was the best thing we have ever 

done; let’s do another one.’ And so after a couple of years, we do the easy things first: everyone 

has the same syllabus, everyone has the same class expectations which at this school we can’t 

decide on; there’s easy things to do: the class syllabus, the class expectations, the classroom 

norms. All that stuff is easy. A website; you and I were starting to build that with Google Drive: 

here’s where you go to get this, here’s where you go to get that. That’s all important; everyone’s 

documents have to be the same, everyone has to reference the same document. 

 

“Then it gets into the curriculum which gets a little harder and that’s where you have to be 

careful and just take bite-sizes and work through it. And, sometimes, you have to kick people off 

your team in order to get it done; you have to move people around, personalities matter. 

Sometimes certain people like to work with others and that works great.  
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I also think the person who is running the PLC, too, has to have a vision, some sort of direction, 

because PLCs tell you they should be data-based, they should be SMART goals, they should be 

student work; they don’t tell you what the vision of that is. They don’t say, ‘PLCs should focus 

on deep reading or PLCs should focus on lit circles.’ They do say to look at best practices, they 

do say to look at research, and I guess when you do start looking at best practice and start 

looking at research, it will tell you to teach reading. And you should teach explicit writing 

lessons, and you should have writing portfolios, so there is a little bit of a path, but they won’t 

tell you how to get there.” 

 

4) What do you find effective in running a Professional Development session? What needs 

to happen for it to be effective? 

 

“I think for effective PD you need to know more than what your group knows. When people 

were telling us on our team ‘This is what a PLC is’ and we were like, ‘Well . . . it’s really not.’ 

We did come up with a way of not saying ‘You’re wrong,’  by showing them what PLCs are and 

then saying of the things that we do, where do we fit in and are we willing or not willing to do 

the next things listed here? Because if you come in and say this is how it is and this is how it’s 

going to be, unless there’s teeth, you’ll lose. And if the team doesn’t see any value in it, you’ll 

lose. And you don’t want the team to say, ‘Sure, yeah, that’s what we do,’ and then not do it. I 

think the smartest thing you and I did was say, ‘Look, we don’t want to take another step unless 

…’ and they said, ‘We don’t wanna do that,’ and we said, ‘Okay, great.’ Now we know we’re 

not going to waste our time. 
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“So, knowing your audience, making sure you’re knowledgeable about PLCs (knowing the 

whys, the whats of a PLC), and the how is just going to have to be with practice. How do I get 

teachers to do this, how do I get to see it. I read books, I had a good teammate, we were very, 

very close and we talked all the time and strategized all the time. I think having a teammate 

that’s close to you who can support you in lots of different ways is critical, reading lots of books 

is critical on the subject, and then going out and seeing it. If I hadn’t gone out to see what these 

PLCs were doing, I don’t think I could conceptualize it the same. 

 

“This goes back to money. We can't get everyone to go anymore to go travel somewhere to go 

see a school, it’s hard to get subs, all the barriers we’re up against. Getting subs, paying for 

people to go out and see exemplary models, it’s really hard.” 

 

5) What are common pitfalls for PLCs? 

 

“Can I speak in positives and not negatives? I think an effective team leader needs to have broad 

experience . . . in education which means that they worn a lot of hats and done a lot of things. 

They don't have to be big things, just different things. You can pull from different experiences 

and you can understand how the school works. So, when I was a PLC lead, I had already been an 

academy lead. I had done something called [microphone cuts out] which is I spent extra time 

working with kids and tutoring them from three pm to six pm two days a week, I was an AVID 

teacher, I was a SummerBridge teacher which means I took some of the lowest kids that came to 

our school and we built them up over a four week program camp style. So I had connections to 
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different kinds of teachers and programs. I worked with the lowest kids because I think a lot of 

times, teachers say, ;Well, you don’t have the hard kids’ or ‘You don’t understand.’ No, I did, sit 

down, here’s my resume. So I think when you come to a group with a lot of experience, it helps 

your credibility. 

 

“I think you need to explain your purpose behind everything you're doing. So if we’re going to 

sit and we’re going to write a syllabus together, I better be able to articulate why we are doing 

this, what is the value of this. If we’re going to talk about norms in a class,  I better be able to 

explain those in the clearest way, why norms are powerful and why they should be across the 

board. 

 

“I’ll give you an anti-example. I was training for AVID, and I had gone up a division to another 

level, so I wasn’t training people as much. I was training trainers, so I would train 80 teachers to 

teach what I wrote. So, I stopped doing that, and someone else took over. And when she was 

asked hard questions that were purpose questions but hard questions,  she would say, ‘We’re 

doing this because we have to do it.’ So when you say, ‘We are doing this because PLCs require 

it,’ you are going to be a very ineffective PLC team lead because that’s BS. That’s your best 

answer? We’re doing it because we have to? We’re doing it because we’re told to? So coming in 

without purpose or a real conviction for what you are doing can hurt you. 

 

“I think you need a growth mindset. I think you need to be able to recognize that there's always 

new things to pick up and try and even if you think you nailed something, there are always ways 

to tweak, there's always smart people in the room. 
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“And the last one is really important for me. You need to see teaching as a profession which 

implies you need to work on it. So, if I’m working at a pizza place or a burger place, I want you 

to tell me how to make the burger, so I don’t lose my job, but I’m never thinking about how that 

burger, how the system and how it all runs is efficient or not efficient and never asking myself 

how I can be a better member; I’m just doing my job because it's what you told me to do. When 

you come into a position like this (teaching), you’ve got to be willing . . . Manzano has the ‘Art 

and Science of Teaching’ and  you’ve always got to be perfecting your craft. 

 

“I had a department chair who won over me. He ran and I ran over at my old high school. It was 

open because our department chair had retired, and we were the same age, but we were 

completely different. He taught Romeo and Juliette and vocabulary packets and the whole 

business, and he was all about  teachers not having to do any work. He didn't want teachers to 

have to do anything extra, and I brought up this whole vision about where we could be and 

where we could go, and I lost. 

 

“And I pulled him into my office, because we had offices, and I yelled at him. It was one of the 

few times in my career that I, well, I didn’t lose my cool, but I definitely was out of line. I told 

him that he was a terrible leader, that he was not going to produce anything, he was just wasting 

all our time, and I was disgusted by our department by picking him, and it speaks so much about 

who they were, and I was right, he didn’t do anything, we didn’t do anything, we didn’t move 

forward for four years, and it’s because he wasn’t a professional. He only cared about himself 

and he only cared about doing the least amount of work and wasn’t leading our team anywhere 
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where we would all have to work and I think you’re just dead in the water  when you do that, like 

if you’re not someone who can come in and say  ‘We’re going to get better together and we all 

should grow and we should want to grow,’ . . . I guess you have to define what is an ineffective 

leader. Is an ineffective leader someone who doesn’t move the team forward or is an effective 

one someone who doesn’t make everyone mad?” 

 

6) What strategies do you utilize in the classroom to cultivate a culture of improvement vs 

grades? 

 

“I want kids to feel safe. I want them to feel comfortable failing in my classroom. I want them to 

know that trying is far more important than  what the outcome is. And, so, concepts like writing 

portfolios or allowing students to mark in pencil because they're going to get it wrong and mark 

inessential things. Sometimes grading holistically, so if I’m grading their notebook, i grade over 

a long period of time instead of every other day because they learn their mistake over time and 

will catch up to other kids when they find out they’ve been doing something incorrectly, or I’ll 

walk by and say, ‘Remember, we’re using X amount of colors’ or ‘We're not using color yet.’ I 

like to be more of a barometer than someone of judgement. 

 

“I just think it’s really important to convey to kids through the things that you are doing that this 

earning is about making mistakes and achieving, not just about achieving and it's not just about 

being right. It's about the process. The process of knowing something isn’t just being able to 

regurgitate it, it’s to use it and to fail at using it and try again, and to apply it somewhere else. I 

want them to feel like they have the trust in the place and the environment to do that. I think 
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that’s why my kids volunteer a lot, I think that's why my kids take considerable risks because 

they know they won't be punished for the risks.” 

 

7) What do you feel contributes to a grade-centered mentality? 

 

“I think it goes back to what I was saying in that we don't value process in education by and 

large. We value product. It’s kind of funny because we talk about dont be a consumer, be a 

producer. Well, if you’re going to be a producer, you don't just produce things at 100% level. 

Producer’s production requires a process of failure and learning. If we're telling kids on one hand 

that we want them to be producers and not just consumers of information, and then we’re giving 

them finite grades like those somehow mean something, we grade the end results, we don’t grade 

the process that someone went through. When we talk about equitable education, one kid may 

spend way more time and learn way more on a project and produce a far inferior product to a kid 

that did not learn as much and had mom and dad do a lot of it and produce a superior product. 

The A is given to the kid with the superior product and nothing is given to the kid who tried. We 

don't grade that way.  

 

“And that’s one of the reasons why, when I launched that company, I was all about the process. I 

want to know where you are at in the reading process, and I want to grade you on every little 

step; I want to grade you on the picture you drew in the margin, not the comprehension question 

at the end. That comes later. When I tell people about essays, and I give them a grade on their 

essay, 50 things happened between the start and end of that essay, and we give them the grade on 

the essay. That’s what they’re used to and that’s what everyone does. I don’t think grades have 
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any place in learning. I think evaluation is a tremendous tool in learning, but when you think 

about sports, when you think about your training, the work that you do and the kids and adults 

you do train, you're not giving them As and Bs and Cs, you’re not giving them grades, you’re 

giving them feedback, you’re giving them tips, you’re giving them things to think about, you’re 

giving them tools, you’re giving them encouragement, and they grow and they get better. 

 

“Grades don't do any of that. The system is built on that and it’s never going to change until the 

universities change because we follow everything the universities do. So, universities would 

have to get rid of grades, and then high schools would have to get rid of grades. Elementary 

doesn’t have grades. I mean, they have marks. But at least they’re a little bit better. I mean, sure 

you can tweak a 5 into an A, but if you’ve looked at an elementary school report card, they have 

18 marks, so it's not one letter grade English, and most of them are skill based, so I just think 

they’re better than grades. Grades come from the institution. And I think kids are told, ‘Hey, you 

get $5, $20 if you get straight As’ or ‘If you get straight As, you get to go to this college.’ 

Everything is about the end product, so you’ve got plagiarism, people cheat. Why do they cheat? 

It’s because the work is too hard, and they don’t know how to do it, and they need a good grade, 

so they cheat; it’s as simple as that. The kid can’t raise their hand and say, ‘I can’t actually do 

this.’ They have to cheat.” 

 

Additional Thoughts: 

 

“I think for PLC leaders or any leader for that matter, you have to have a lot of passion. You 

have to have a lot of passion for what you do, and you have to have passion for the people you’re 
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leading, and you’ve got to have passion for the kids. If you’re going to become a leader because 

you have a greater salary or your monthly check gets more or whatever, you’re not going to 

move anyone. I think passion is infectious, it’s genuine, even if it’s a little bit wrong or askew, 

people can still get behind it if you’re passionate.” 
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