
Living the Vision: How PLCs
Bring  the  Portrait  of  a
Graduate to Life
When a school community commits to creating a Portrait of a
Graduate, it is casting a vision of the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions students should embody by the time they leave
school. It’s a promise—not only to students, but to families,
educators,  and  the  broader  community.  But  how  does  that
promise move from words to action? How do we ensure that the
daily work of teaching and learning prepares students to live
that portrait? Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can
serve  as  the  vehicle  to  ensure  the  vision  becomes  daily
practice. PLCs can focus on designing learning experiences
likely to produce the desired outcomes—and consistently seek
evidence that students are progressing toward them.

This need for alignment between inspiration and implementation
connects  with  thoughts  from  Seth  Godin  (Hiding  from  The
Mission). He describes a distinction between “people who want
to join a community to be part of something” and those “who
want to join a group that gets something done.” In education,
our schools need both. We want people who are emotionally and
morally connected to a mission—and who are also committed to
the day-to-day effort of making that mission real in students’
lives. This is the opportunity PLCs offer.

Making the Mission Visible

It’s one thing to have a compelling vision. It’s another to
consistently ask: Are our instructional practices aligned with
that vision? Are students experiencing learning that reflects
our values and goals?  PLCs can invest in moving the mission
from rhetoric to routine. The four key questions of effective
PLCs, as developed by DuFour and colleagues, can provide a
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structure  for  embedding  the  Portrait  of  a  Graduate  into
teaching and learning:

What  do  we  want  students  to  learn  and  become?  The
Portrait of a Graduate defines this across academic and
non-academic  outcomes—resilience,  collaboration,
creativity, ethical thinking, and more.
How will we know if they’ve learned it? Evidence isn’t
just  test  scores.  It  can  include  performance  tasks,
reflections,  peer  feedback,  civic  engagement,  and
authentic demonstrations of learning. I worked with an
elementary school where across the year, each teacher
completed  three  half-hour  observations  of  student
interactions  on  the  playground.  They  submitted  their
observations that were tallied to identify if an impact
from a peer leadership program was evident in students’
non directed time.
What  will  we  do  if  they  haven’t  learned  it?  Teams
respond not with blame, but with shared responsibility.
Interventions  are  crafted  from  a  belief  in  every
student’s capacity to grow toward the graduate profile.
What  will  we  do  if  they  already  know  it?  Stretch
opportunities help all learners progress, not just meet
a minimum standard. Graduates who embody the school’s
mission need opportunities to go beyond compliance and
demonstrate  leadership  and  initiative.  Successfully
meeting  standards  should  provide  students  with  more
opportunities and more autonomy, not more work.



PLCs as the Engine of Alignment

Godin  emphasizes  that  those  who  are  part  of  a  meaningful
journey “don’t need to be tightly managed” but “want to be
enrolled.” In schools, this means that when teachers see PLCs
as  a  vehicle  for  fulfilling  a  shared  purpose—not  just  a
meeting  requirement—they  engage  differently.  They  become
agents of alignment between vision and practice. To build that
sense of enrollment, school leaders and coaches can support
PLCs with:

Time and structures to engage in deep collaboration, not
just coordination
Encouragement to revisit and refine the Portrait of a
Graduate as a living document
Facilitation  promoting  inquiry,  vulnerability,  and
shared ownership
A shift from “covering content” to designing experiences
that produce observable growth in students’ development
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Evidence of Progress

A mission-driven school collects and reflects on evidence—not
to evaluate teachers, but to evaluate impact.

 PLCs can routinely ask:

What are we seeing in student work and actions that reflect
the attributes of our graduate portrait?

How are students speaking, writing, and behaving in ways that
show growth in key competencies?

What adjustments in our instruction are needed to support
deeper learning and development?

Coaches can provide reflective questions:

“In what parts of your unit do students actively practice the
competencies in the graduate profile?”

“What evidence will we gather that connects student learning
to our school mission?”

“How might peer observation help us ensure we’re walking our
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talk?”

Living the Mission

Seth Godin writes that “if your mission is truly important,
the people who follow it will begin to make it part of their
identity.”  PLCs  are  not  just  a  structure  for  school
improvement,  they  are  a  space  where  educators  can  define
themselves in relationship to the mission. They are where
commitments become actions. The Portrait of a Graduate is a
bold aspiration. But it cannot live in isolation. It must be
paired with systems like PLCs that prioritize collaborative
design, shared accountability, and continual learning. When
this  happens,  schools  don’t  just  talk  about
transformation—they  live  it.


