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Novelist, Arnold Bennett quipped, “Any change, even a change for the better, is always accompanied by drawbacks and discomforts.” Yet change is what the education system has had to face in order to improve performance and foster the growth of bright students to compete in a global economy. School reform efforts have come in every size, shape and color and many well-intentioned movements have failed to succeed for one reason or another. Many reform efforts that focus on teaching strategies and classroom discipline are adopted by a handful of teachers within a school but are not easily transferred to every content area and fail to be incorporated building-wide. The philosophy of creating professional learning communities, developed by Richard DuFour, is not merely a strategy, but a mindset. As DuFour defines, “In a professional learning community, educators create an environment that fosters mutual cooperation, emotional support, and personal growth as they work together to achieve what they cannot accomplish alone. (DuFour, 1998, p.xii)” Once a school is functioning as a professional learning community its educators are able to develop unified strategies to address school-wide concerns. One coordinated strategy implemented at Monroe City R-1 High School in Monroe City, MO, is referred to as directive tutoring. When faced with the seemingly insurmountable dilemma of ensuring that every student learn, developing a professional learning community and instituting directive tutoring and advisory was Monroe City High School’s response. 
Monroe City R-1 High School (from here on referred to as Monroe) is a rural 2A school in the Northeast Missouri town of Monroe City. Monroe City is a small, agriculturally based town with a population of approximately 2500 and is home to three industries, which manufacture auto and mechanical parts. Just as many other secondary schools, Monroe was facing problems. Attendance was low, the dropout rate was high, a large percentage of students had below average or failing grades, morale was slumping and support structures were few. The faculty and staff had tried their share of strategies but were ineffective at making an overall improvement. In early 2006, Principal Chris Redmon and a handful of faculty members did a little investigative research. After viewing the video, Pyramid of Intervention, which brings to light the story of a student who fell through the cracks, this team traveled to Lincolnshire, Illinois to visit Adlai Stevenson School District. 

The Superintendent of this school district is Richard DuFour, who has successfully developed a process of transformation built around creating a Professional Learning Community (PLC). A PLC is more than just agreeing to live up to the mission of the school. A PLC is a collaborative effort by all faculty and staff to be actively involved in collective inquiry, as well as willing to try new things and do whatever it takes to ensure learning occurs. DuFour stresses the first step is to understand that the purpose of school is not to teach, but to learn (Franklin, 2002). The mission of learning is not just for the students but for faculty and staff as well. The PLC within the school system must ask itself three questions.  “Are our kids learning? How do we know that they're learning? And, most important, what are we prepared to do when they don't learn? (Franklin, 2002)” Preparing to do what it takes to ensure learning and help those students who are not learning is what makes a PLC different from traditional school systems. Taking responsibility is the key. In his book, Professional Learning Communities at Work, DuFour writes, “If educators continue to argue that they cannot be responsible for students’ learning until the problems of society are solved, they are essentially saying that they will never accept responsibility for their students’ learning. (DuFour, 1998, p. 12)” In a PLC, faculty and staff are dedicated to working together to find solutions and take responsibility for learning outcomes.
When the team from Monroe returned home, they worked very hard at bringing everyone on board to the idea of transforming into a professional learning community. “The original team has been the driving force. The entire staff is open to performing as a PLC,” said Chris Redmon. 
The first item on the to-do-list was to revise the school’s mission statement to reflect their newly implemented strategies. The statement reads: 
We believe all children can learn and we will establish high standards of learning that we expect all children to achieve. We believe that all students can and must learn at relatively high levels of achievement. It is our job to create an environment in our classrooms that results in this high level of performance. We are confident that with our support and help, students can master challenging academic material, and we expect them to do so. We are prepared to work collaboratively with colleagues, students, and parents to achieve this growth. (Monroe City High School, 2007)
Creating this revised mission statement was the first collaborative effort of the PLC and was agreed upon by all faculty and staff. Once this mission was in place, the staff began identifying at-risk students. Some of the factors that initiated a red flag were; poor attendance, grade point average below 2.5, previous discipline problems, frequent tardiness, and low MAP scores. The team also worked with the middle school to determine at-risk students who would be coming into the high school the next school year.  The list of students was overwhelming. The team decided to narrow the focus down to those students receiving an F in any class. Out of an enrollment of 294 students, over 50 were receiving F’s. With nearly 20% of the student body failing, the team decided to begin by working together to overcome this obstacle. By implementing directive tutoring into the PLC, the team hopes to meet the goal of less than 10% with D’s or F’s by the end of the school year.

Directive tutoring is Monroe’s response to the all-important, third question, “What are we prepared to do when they don't learn?” It is the beginning of a multi-layered intervention process to ensure every student learns. At the end of the 2006 school year, Monroe began preparing for the changes that would be implemented during the 2007 school year. “We began to look at the schedule and make room for a tutoring period during the school day,” said Mr. Redmon. The team had researched successful PLC’s in the area and strived to make the same methods work for Monroe. “Some schools use a 50 minute lunch period.,” remarked Mr. Redmon, “This just wasn’t realistic for us.” 
The solution was found by reducing a 5-minute passing time to get from class to class to a 3 minute passing time. In addition, the decision was made to begin the school day 5 minutes earlier. This cleared a 20-minute block in the schedule to dedicate to tutoring students receiving D’s or F’s in any subject. For those who are not in need of a tutoring session, this period is referred to as advisory period. Students are assigned to a room and a teacher. Core subject teachers are placed in tutoring rooms and assist struggling students with the help they need. For those students in advisory, this time is to be used for homework, club meetings, student council activities or reading. Every Tuesday, all students in advisory are to read for the full 20 minutes. 
Progress reports are generated every three weeks. Students who are receiving D’s and F’s are monitored weekly. Once their grades improve, they are allowed to return to advisory classrooms. Parents are kept informed throughout the process. Parents whose children are receiving D’s receive a letter informing them of the grade and the tutoring process. Parents whose children are receiving F’s receive a personal phone call from the Principal to educate them on the tutoring process and impress the high priority of the situation.
Although there have been a few growing pains, Monroe has begun to see success. By the end of the first quarter, the number of students receiving D’s or F’s was reduced from over 50 to 32. “We still have some logistics to work out,” says Chris Redmon who noted tardiness has nearly doubled due to the reduced passing time between classes. Monroe has a five-year school improvement plan in place as of 2007. One of the goals of this improvement plan is to ensure all students are learning successfully by 2012. 
The idea of a professional learning community and directive-tutoring fall under the theory of social constructivism. Social constructivism is an education philosophy developed by psychologist Lev Vygotsky. Differing from Piaget and Perry, Vygotsky believed learning cannot be separated from its social context. “He argued that all cognitive functions originate in, and must therefore be explained as products of, social interactions and that learning was not simply the assimilation and accommodation of new knowledge by learners; it was the process by which learners were integrated into a knowledge community. (Teaching Guide…, 2007)” The idea of a learning community is nothing new. Vygotsky, Bandura and Dewey were preaching the idea of learning communities as early as the 1920s and 30s. Not all children are self-directed learners. Most require others within their learning community to act as a guide. Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development encompasses the idea that “what children can do with the assistance of others is even more indicative of their mental development than what they can do alone (Bransford, 2000, p. 81).” 
In the example of Monroe, the PLC is taking responsibility for learning. The staff and faculty are actively involved in guiding struggling learners through the process of gaining knowledge. Each and every member of the PLC, teachers, staff, students, and parents are taking a proactive approach to ensure every student learns.
Bransford writes about community-centered learning environments in his book, How People Learn. He states, “We use the term community-centered to refer to several aspects of community, including the classroom as a community, the school as a community, and the degree to which students, teachers, and administers feel connected to the larger community of homes, business, states, the nation, and even the world (Bransford, 2000, pp. 144-145).” 
Simplified, community is our society. Social constructivism, also referred to as social learning is about mentoring, modeling, guiding and engaging in the learning of those around us. Directive tutoring is a prime example of a professional learning community at work to work together and do whatever it takes to ensure student success.
From my own perspective, working within a PLC has very few drawbacks. Being well informed and proactive will inevitably lead to success. In a traditional school setting, teachers may not have been encouraged to step outside their own content area to work collaboratively with the entire faculty. This antiquated system only builds walls between curriculum, fails to foster growth and can be confusing to the students. In a PLC, all teachers share the same mission and understand that each member of the PLC is responsible for every student’s learning. 
Directive tutoring, on paper, is an excellent first step in intervention. One-on-one, focused assistance is always a positive strategy. There are a few obstacles while the program is in its early stages, as in the case of Monroe. One 20-minute period does not seem nearly enough to make a concerted effort to reach each failing student. More time to devote to tutoring would provide more students with the focused attention they need to succeed. If more time is not possible, the only other answer would be more staff. Due to budget concerns and today’s high demand for teachers, increased staffing is not currently a logical solution. A second shortcoming concerns the students who are not in need of tutoring. I fear they are omitted from the effort. Reading is always essential and if the advisory time is truly being used for studying and reading, the time is never wasted. However, as in the case of Monroe, the newly implemented program has not been explained fully to the entire student body. Teachers in the advisory rooms see their role during this time as more of a babysitter than a mentor. Students, if quiet, are allowed to use their time for multiple purposes, some of which are not education oriented. The system has not determined a purposeful goal for these students. It seems the system is saying, “You are doing fine for now so just sit quietly for a moment while I direct my attention elsewhere.” 
It is possible there are numerous solutions as to what to do with this idle time. A few that come to mind are; enrichment programs, peer tutoring, community betterment, and extracurricular academics. Monroe is in its infancy in developing and implementing this program. The cons of the system are more than likely just growing pains and will be addressed with each collaboration for improvement. 
If directive tutoring within a professional learning community is to be a success, as it was for Adlai Stevenson School District, the community must consistently, continually and fervently strive for improvement. I look forward to witnessing and being involved with the progress Monroe will undoubtedly make of the next five years.  American philosopher, Allen Bloom, once said, “The real community of man is the community of those who seek the truth, of the potential knowers.”
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