Developing Early Literacy
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)
This guide for early literacy PLCs was developed to help state education agencies, local education agencies, and early
childhood center leaders implement evidence-based emergent literacy instruction.
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What is a PLC?
A PLC is a group of educators who collaborate to expand their knowledge and enhance their
instruction to improve student achievement. PLC groups:
• Meet regularly.

• Attend trainings or conferences.

• Learn about new topics.

• Ask experts to speak to the PLC.

• Share ideas.

• Work together in lesson planning.

• Problem solve.

• Have trained facilitators or team leaders
who lead the PLC in discussions and
activities that have been carefully
planned and grounded in research.

• Read and discuss articles or books.

Hear the Discussion

Listen to the full audio file

Return to the overview

What are the advantages of
providing PLCs for educators in early
childhood settings?
PLCs can support early childhood educators in public or private centers who may have
varying degrees of knowledge. Early childhood PLC groups:
• Provide ongoing, collaborative learning
experiences.

• Enable teachers to better prepare
children for literacy instruction in
kindergarten.

• Expand teachers’ knowledge of evidencebased ideas and instructional practices for • Strengthen professional relationships.
supporting emergent literacy.
• Build a culture focused on the goal of
improving early learning for children.

Hear the Discussion

Listen to the full audio file
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What do PLCs look like in early
childhood settings?
PLCs may be composed of teachers serving the same or adjacent age groups. PLC groups:
• Include lead teachers and assistants.

• Practice strategies in their classrooms.

• Involve teachers from across the school,
district, and region, as appropriate.

• Have trained facilitators on site for
constant support in applying new
instructional practices.

• Meet weekly or bi-weekly to maintain
momentum in learning, collaboration,
planning, and applying what is learned.

• Provide ongoing learning, which is key
to sustaining teachers’ professional
development.

Hear the Discussion

Listen to the full audio file
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What qualities should a PLC
facilitator possess?
There are important characteristics and skills that PLC facilitators need to be effective. PLC
facilitators should:
• Have strong backgrounds in and
experience with the content being
studied.

• Relate well to adult learners.
• Utilize materials that are of high quality.

• Possess good communication skills and
leadership experience.

Hear the Discussion
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What are some important
considerations in developing early
learning PLC materials?
Selecting a topic is the initial step for developing PLC materials. When selecting a topic,
PLC groups:
• Analyze data to determine areas of need.
• Focus on emergent literacy.

• Address foundational emergent literacy
skills.

Once a topic is selected, PLC groups should:
• Use research literature on the topic to develop content.
• Utilize high quality sources of evidence, such as:
• IES Practice Guides.

• The National Early Literacy Panel Report.

• What Works Clearinghouse.

• The Iris Center summaries.
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Return to the overview

References
Borko, H. (2004). Professional development and teacher learning: Mapping the terrain. Educational Researcher, 33(8), 3–15.
Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ727591
Buysse, V., Sparkman, K. L., & Wesley, P. W. (2003). Communities of practice: Connecting what we know with what we do.
Exceptional Children, 69(3), 263–277. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ662808
Cunningham, A. E., Zibulsky, J., & Callahan, M. D. (2009). Starting small: Building preschool teacher knowledge that supports
early literacy development. Reading and Writing, 22(4), 487-510.
Diamond, K. E., Justice, L. M., Siegler, R. S., & Snyder, P. A. (2013). Synthesis of IES research on early intervention and early
childhood education. (NCSER 2013-3001). Washington, DC: National Center for Special Education Research, Institute of
Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.
Dickinson, D. K., & Caswell, L. (2007). Building support for language and early literacy in preschool classrooms through
in-service professional development: Effects of the Literacy Environment Enrichment Program (LEEP). Early Childhood
Research Quarterly, 22(2), 243-260.
Dimino, J., & Taylor, M. J. (2009). Learning how to improve vocabulary instruction through teacher study groups. Baltimore,
MD: Brookes Publishing. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED507547
Englert, C. S., & Tarrant, K. L. (1995). Creating collaborative cultures for educational change. Remedial and Special Education,
16(6), 325–336, 353. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ513544
Gerde, H. K., Duke, N. K., Moses, A. M., Spybrook, J., & Shedd, M. K. (2014). How much for whom? Lessons from an efficacy
study of modest professional development for child care providers. Early Education and Development, 25(3), 421-441.
Hamre, B. K., Pianta, R. C., Burchinal, M., Field, S., LoCasale-Crouch, J., Downer, J. T., & Scott-Little, C. (2012). A course on
effective teacher-child interactions: Effects on teacher beliefs, knowledge, and observed practice. American Educational
Research Journal, 49(1), 88-123.
Chernoff, J. J., Flanagan, K. D., McPhee, C., & Park, J. (2007). Preschool: First findings from the preschool follow-up of the
Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Birth Cohort (ECLS-B). NCES 2008-025. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
Landry, S. H., Anthony, J. L., Swank, P. R., & Monseque-Bailey, P. (2009). Effectiveness of comprehensive professional
development for teachers of at-risk preschoolers. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101(2), 448.
Lee, J., Grigg, W., & Donahue, P. (2007). The nation's report card: Reading 2007 (NCES 2007-496). Washington, DC: US
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
Little, J. W. (2002). Locating learning in teachers’ communities of practice: Opening up problems of analysis in records off
everyday work. Teaching and Teacher Education, 18(8), 917–946. Retrieved from http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ663731
National Early Literacy Panel. (2008). Developing early literacy: Report of the National Early Literacy Panel. Washington, DC:
National Institute for Literacy.
Neuman, S. B., & Cunningham, L. (2009). The impact of professional development and coaching on early language and
literacy instructional practices. American Educational Research Journal, 46(2), 532-566.
Neuman, S. B., & Wright, T. S. (2010). Promoting language and literacy development for early childhood educators: A mixedmethods study of coursework and coaching. The Elementary School Journal, 111(1), 63-86.
Vescio, V., Ross, D., & Adams, A. (2008). A review of research on the impact of professional learning communities on
teaching practice and student learning. Teaching and Teacher Education, 24(1), 80–91. Retrieved from http://eric.
ed.gov/?id=EJ782410
Wald, P., & Castleberry, M. (2000). Educators as learners: Creating a professional learning community in your
school. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. Retrieved from http://eric.
ed.gov/?id=ED439099
Welsch, J. G., Sullivan, A., & Justice, L. M. (2003). That’s my letter!: What preschoolers’ name-writing representations tell us
about emergent literacy knowledge. Journal of Literacy Research, 35, 757–776.
Whitehurst, G. J., & Lonigan, C. J. (1998). Child development and emergent literacy. Child Development, 69(3), 848-872.
Wilson, S. M., & Berne, J. (1999). Teacher learning and the acquisition of professional knowledge: An examination of research
on contemporary professional development. Review of Research in Education, 24(1), 173–209. Retrieved from http://rre.
sagepub.com/content/24/1/173.extract.

