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Educational research has clearly established the link between the professional skills of 
educators and student learning. This is why the United States spends $18 billion annually on 
teacher profession learning (PL).1 Unfortunately, much of that expenditure has little impact.  
 
This is true even though we know, again from educational research, the type of professional 
learning that supports teachers’ growth. One-time seminars and workshops, where teachers “sit 
and get” new information, are not impactful. In contrast, we know that professional learning that 
is on-going, job-embedded, and collaborative is much more likely to change teacher 
practice.  
 
What exactly does that mean? 

On-going: teachers work on the same topic on multiple occasions, generally with 
opportunities to try out new practices in between PL sessions 
Job-embedded: learning is practical (rather than theoretical) and directly relevant and 
connected to teachers’ instructional work in the classroom 
Collaborative: teachers learn with and from their peers 

Furthermore, when teachers are able to choose the focus of their learning, it is more likely to 
match what they need to know to be effective in their own classroom. 
 
That last characteristic, teacher choice, is part of what motivated the creation of the School 
District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grants, which provided opportunities for teachers to come 
together with district administrators to design new professional learning experiences that would 
meet their specific needs. During the 2018/19 school year, nine Oregon school districts received 
SDCF grants.2 
 
Because grant committees in each district had the freedom to design new options for organizing 
PL that might fit their local setting better, there was substantial variation across districts in 
the format of PL delivery. Professional learning communities were the most common format, 
and many districts also implemented some type of learning walk. In some places, were also new 
opportunities for teachers to teach classes to other teachers. Overall, this meant that 

x Teachers had increased choice in their PL 
x More PL was designed and delivered by teachers in the district 
x PL was less centralized and more differentiated, to meet specific student and teacher 

needs 

The format of professional learning under SDCF varied substantially 
In interviews with teacher leaders, one thing that stood out about professional learning (PL) 
developing under the grant was the vast array of form that PL could take. In many districts, 
                                                
1 Horn, M. & Goldstein, M. (2018). Putting school budgets in teachers’ hands. Education Next. Fall 2018. 
2 Six of those districts had a design year and then three years of implementation, ending this year. Three 
other districts had a design year and only one year of implementation, also ending this year. 
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some form of learning walks or peer observations were common. In others, there were new 
opportunities for teachers to take specific classes taught by fellow teachers—a class, for 
example, on multi-cultural children’s books, or on how to effectively facilitate a learning 
experience for other teachers. 
 
Every district put considerable time and effort into at least one new format. Many districts 
experimented with multiple formats over the course of the year:  

 
We have explored many different formats. I have invented formats, based on activities I 
have read about or attended. We have tried traditional big conference days with different 
workshop sessions. We have explored action-planning workshops, so people have time 
to build tools. We tried this really cool lenses activity, where teachers thought about a 
problem of practice, and they moved across tables with different lenses, with a special 
education lens, an English language learner (ELL) lens, etcetera. They would run the 
problem through the different lenses. We came up with so many tweaks to instruction; it 
was rich. It took a lot of lifting but I hope we will repeat it next year. Next year I want to 
be more proactive and get these things on the calendar months ahead of time. (Teacher 
leader) 
 

Because the teacher leaders designing the new formats had all had the opportunity, in design 
committees, to learn about effective professional development, a core feature of every format 
was the inclusion of collaboration with peers and a practical component with use of 
strategies in the classroom. 
 
Professional learning communities became more focused under the grant 
Professional learning communities are groups of educators who come together in an on-going 
way around three broad principles:1) a focus on student learning, 2) collaborative work and take 
collective responsibility for student learning, and 3) a results orientation that uses evidence to 
make decisions.3  
 
Eight of the nine grantee districts reported using the PLC model in their schools. However, as 
the research also documents, just because teachers have time to meet in what are called PLCs 
does not mean that the meetings are run according to the three guiding principles. In fact, 
teachers often report the time is spent discussing broader issues in the school, or planning 
lessons, or even commiserating about problems in the school. For exactly that reason, teams of 
teacher leaders in at least six spent time preparing teachers to lead and facilitate effective 
PLCs. 
 

We offered a second course on effective PLCs this year. About 110 teachers took the 
course all together. One of our high schools in particular invested in this. Some teachers 
and the administrators took the class and decided to spread PLC work in the school. So 
they have time every week, and one week they train new PLC facilitators to lead groups, 
two facilitators for each PLC, and the other week, the PLC meets. So this means there is 
on-going support for new facilitators. The teachers have liked it a lot. (Teacher leader) 
 
At the HS, they have mixed PLCs and they purposefully did that to sort of mix up people, 
and not just have department heads running them all. Also they wanted to bring in newer 
teachers. So when they mixed it that way, they got a good variation in the kind of people 

                                                
3 Fisher, D., Frey, N. & Pumpian, I. (2012) How to Create a Culture of Achievement in Your School and 
Classroom. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 
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stepping up. Another person from the PLC training ran one at Scouters Mountain 
Elementary this spring. Furthermore, all MS admins were trained by Learning Forward, 
someone came from Colorado. For that training, a couple of other local districts 
attended, opened it up to local MSs, about 25 people from N Clackamas went to it. 
(Teacher leader) 
 
[Next year] we will focus very likely on continuing the leadership team and strengthening 
our PLCs and using data. We learned a lot about effective PLCs and need to implement 
that, focusing on student growth and data. (Administrator) 
 
The middle schools are working hard on PLCs. We are in the process of changing 
department meetings into PLCs. For each department, two teacher leaders, and an in-
house person provide PD. They had two or three days of intensive training in August on 
PLCs, as well as three or four sessions during the school year. And now they are also 
learning how to lead learning walks in different buildings. (Teacher leader) 

 
One district described a particular sort of teacher inquiry group that met twice a month to look 
closely at the experience of their most struggling students. These “Student Talks” began the 
year before and had become a collaborative way to connect with students at risk of dropping 
out. 
 

Our Student Talks have become part of our culture. The grant has really changed our 
Wed staff meetings too. They are very much teacher-led. Every other week, we do 
Student Talks, bringing up specific students in danger from their grades or other things, 
like a student losing her mom in a car accident recently. We make sure we can support 
and encourage them, if they are having problems with attendance, their family life, their 
nutrition, everything. (Teacher leader) 

 
We worked on building a data culture. The IFs were supporting PLCs with protocols and 
data. That was starting, and we know how important it is to build the systems and 
support for data curiosity… To get a taste of what it could look like to be well supported, 
and then to lose it, it’s been hard. People have been mourning that. It was a testament to 
what we could have, how much collaboration matters, and the value it had for people. It 
has been hard to lose that piece. We have tried to think about how we can capture the 
spirit of that and find smaller ways to move forward; we won’t be able to hire 15 IFs in 
the near future. (Administrator) 

 
Another district tried out different structures for PLCs, learning more in the process about what 
was useful and what was not. 
 

We experimented with districtwide PLCs in subject areas, for example, with ninth grade 
English teachers from all three high schools. We set up five different meetings and 
planned to do it via Google Hangouts. But it wasn’t all that effective. PLCs work better in 
person and meeting more often, but we have a time-and-distance challenges. Other 
within-building PLCs have been more effective. We talk together about things like, “What 
are your classroom norms? Or what are your look-fors? We look at data together. 
(Teacher leader) 

 
After investing time and energy into learning what effective PLCs look like and preparing 
teacher leaders to facilitate them, one large district plans to take PLCs schoolwide in four 
schools in the coming year.  
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We have [PLCs] in pockets everywhere in the district, but they often informally on their 
own, paid in other ways. These four middle schools [that will use them schoolwide next 
year in a pilot] will have trained teacher leaders who are compensated, there are a lot of 
system things that are being built up… Teaching and Learning has said they will try to 
support four schools to pilot next year, in the sense of administrators will change the 
schedule to allow for PLCs during the day. We are starting small and building it up. 
Remember that with PLCs, we have started from the total ground up. We did not have a 
system in place for it, like early release or late start. So we have done a real grassroots 
training of teachers, but this is the first time the district has done anything systemwide.  
(Teacher leader) 

 
When asked how he felt the SDCF had most affected his district, one administrator cited the 
school- and district-level PLCs with teacher leaders: 
 

[One of the important things was] having teacher leadership opportunities, where 
teachers can serve in our PLC implementation, having key teacher leaders in the 
building, and school learning coordinators that meet regularly to improve instruction and 
work together on PLCs… Going forward, we have made a commitment of budget dollars 
for each PLC group and for our learning coordinators. (Administrator) 

 
Effective PLCs often ran inquiry cycles. In a cycle of inquiry, teachers collect and interpret data 
in an iterative process so they can make decisions about what action to take next. If after one 
cycle, teachers feel dissatisfied with something they tried or feel they still do not understand a 
problem or how to address it, they can repeat the cycle, collecting different information that will 
help them solve their problem of practice. 
 

In the fall we conducted another round of inquiry teams, where educators who are 
trained as facilitators lead a team of 3-10 teachers interested in investigating some sort 
of a problem of practice. We have run that model two times and are now in the third 
iteration. This is something new we are trying. This winter we are experimenting with 
running an inquiry team course. (Teacher leader) 

 
Six districts reported using learning walks 
Another popular form of collaborative professional learning was the learning walk. During a 
learning walk, teachers and/or administrators briefly visit a classroom to observe a teacher. 
They then use a tool, typically a form based on teaching standards, to reflect on what they saw, 
what students were learning, and how students were engaging with content and with one 
another. In some settings, learning walks were called walk-throughs or peer observations. 
 
Two years of survey data from teachers in the nine grantee districts showed some growth in the 
percentage of teachers participating in some version of learning walks. In 2018/19, nearly two-
thirds (62%) of teachers reported that they had been observed by colleagues while teaching 
within the past year. The previous year, 50 percent of teachers said they had been observed 
while teaching. 
 
In interviews, teacher leaders talked about how important learning walks had become to 
teachers’ PL in their district. 
 

The cycle of inquiry work and walk-through work, those were the big parts of the 
professional learning. (Teacher leader) 
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We have [teacher specialists], and that has been a big push for us this year. They are a 
combination of our professional learning and evaluation systems, in all our schools. They 
facilitate learning around the standards in our system, take people on learning walks, 
and lead reflective conversations. They all do this, plus each of them may help meet 
local [building-level] needs. They all slightly customize things to meet specific needs… 
Their experiences vary across buildings. Some work closely with the principals to design 
PL for the entire staff that happens during staff meetings or Wednesday late starts… 
Most have been given staff meeting time as a platform for talking about their work and 
opportunities. And most have led staff in looking at Danielson standards and calibrating 
look-fors [within buildings]. (Teacher leader) 
 
At the high school level, their PL change idea was primarily learning walks. We had one 
person who was our learning walks facilitator, with extra training in how to facilitate. That 
person trained four more people at the HS to be learning walk facilitators. By end of 
year, every teacher will have done at least one learning walk. (Teacher leader) 

 
It was common to hear that teachers who chose to participate in learning walks found them both 
eye-opening and inspiring. 
 

I think some teachers were a little resistant at first to having teachers in the room 
watching them; they weren’t used to that as a model. But moving forward, a third to half 
of staff have done the learning walks, and they have loved it, “Oh my gosh, I didn’t know 
this would be so awesome.” So it didn’t initially come from the teachers, but it has been 
received well. (Teacher leader) 
 
The walk-throughs, we try to get them to lead directly to a cycle of inquiry. It has been 
really nice to see what happened in other teachers’ classrooms. We can see what is 
working and what we want to learn more about. The walk-throughs tend to lead to cycles 
of inquiry. Teachers say, “I will try this and see how it goes in my classroom.” (Teacher 
leader) 
 
The other part of that would be through the learning walks, you know, peers giving one 
another feedback has, without being too cheesy, awakened something within teachers in 
the classroom. I’ve seen a lot more creativity, a lot more engagement in the classroom. 
Now I see teachers trying out a broader range of engagement strategies in their 
classroom; that is fun. (Administrator) 

 
Teacher leaders and administrators from various districts commented on the way that learning 
walks taught teachers to open up about their practice and the challenges they encountered in 
the classroom. This often led to an enhanced culture of trust among colleagues. 
 

Also we did walk-throughs with an outside professional mentor who came in and did that 
process with us. This built a lot of capacity and the ability to trust one another. That has 
been needed in the midst of so much administrative turnover. It’s gone a long way to 
build trust… The whole thing with the learning walks and the peer observations have 
really opened that up a lot in our school. We are so excited about seeing each other. We 
stress that it is non-judgmental, about the walkers, not the person observed. We are all 
excited about it, or at least all the people I’ve talked to, saying “I like having people come 
in my room.” You don’t have to prepare ahead of time, like you might if you know the 
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superintendent is coming. It’s just, is there learning going on, come on in! (Teacher 
leader) 

 
It used to be that people just closed their doors, and now most anyone should walk into 
most anyone’s classroom. There is a much more open feel, you can just walk in. I think it 
feels different for him. [For a coach, you mean?] The superintendent can walk in and feel 
a difference. (Teacher leader) 

 
Teachers teaching teachers 
In six districts, the specific expertise of experienced teachers became a resource for locally 
focused PL. Two large districts created opportunities for teachers to take approved courses 
from their peers. Courses had to be pre-approved by teacher committees who reviewed syllabi 
ahead of time. Teachers taking the approved courses could earn PL credits similar to those they 
might earn at a university, except that the credits would only count for them within that district (a 
strategy to encourage teachers to stay in the same district). Other districts did not develop full 
courses but did offer workshops or break-out sessions as part of a districtwide in-service day.  
 

In our district, we also started up and conducted a couple of sessions of teachers 
leading PL in our district. We just completed some sessions on culturally responsive 
teaching, a couple of our teachers conducted PL on that, and teachers are taking the 
lead on providing PL. That was another piece that was pretty awesome too. 
(Administrator) 

 
The second [biggest impact on our district] thing would be we spread our capacity to 
provide in-house peer-led PD. In the past we had a few folks we identified as “she could 
be a TOSA” and now we have quite a range of people who feel comfortable and are 
trained to lead PD. Now they are innovative, and always finding new content to deliver… 
For example, we have been going through a lot of training around resilience and 
recognizing trauma and trauma-informed care. We found that we have teachers who 
explored this more deeply on their own, who found new information and synthesized that 
into something they can deliver. And they proposed to share something they tried in their 
own classroom and deliver that on Fridays, when we have our staff meetings. 
(Administrator 

 
Across districts, teacher leaders reported that teachers loved learning from one another. Even in 
a district where funding challenges raised serious concerns about the sustainability of stipends 
for teachers, the teacher leader said,  
 

I think the district has learned there is a need for classes which meet individual teacher 
needs. I think PL facilitated by teachers will stick around. (Teacher leader) 

 
Commonalities in professional learning across the districts 
 
Despite the variety in the format of professional learning, there were some common features 
that showed up across districts.  
 

x Teachers had increased choice in their PL 
x More of PL was designed and delivered by teachers in the district 
x PL was less centralized and more differentiated 
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Teachers had more choices about their professional learning 
Because the grant helped teacher leaders take a user perspective to the PL system, they 
learned to ask teachers what they needed to continue to grow and learn. This information 
resulted in new offerings that provided teachers with the opportunity to select learning 
opportunities that felt directly relevant to them.  
 

I think if you were to ask teachers four years ago if they had choice in PL, they would 
have said no. If you asked now, you would get a large majority who say yes I do. So 
there is a change, yes.  (Teacher leader) 

 
I think [our system now] focuses highly on teacher choice, because at elementary there 
was the high need to focus on reading only... Principals were advocating for teachers 
based on what they heard. And we’ve had really good feedback so far on how helpful 
the support from our teacher leaders have been. At the MS, with PLCs, it really came 
from the teachers… A lot of the drive for the PLC work has come from teacher requests. 
(Teacher leader) 

 
These changes help explain why, overall, more than half of teachers responding to the annual 
survey (57%) reported that in 2018/19, they could choose among different professional learning 
opportunities. This was in contrast to just 37 percent reporting options the year before. 
 
A growing percentage of professional learning was designed and delivered by teachers 
While teacher leaders generally reported that PL in their districts used to consist of workshops 
led by outside experts, increasingly the grant work shifted districts to turning to internal expertise 
to lead many PL opportunities. 
 

In terms of teacher–led professional learning, as far as I know, other districts are not 
doing it as well as we are. In my limited experience of talking to those who do this, I think 
we kick ass. Instead of having a permanent team of teacher leaders, well, we do have a 
team that can be counted on at staff meetings and in-services, but we also have 
classroom teachers who are informal leaders but who matter just as much. They may 
not get compensation, but they are also doing that work. I do not have to talk from a job 
responsibility standpoint and say, “we need two session on learning targets from you,” 
but instead there are many who are good at this who will share or I can get video from 
their classroom. This is typical for us now. (Teacher leader) 

 
Professional learning was decentralized and differentiated 
Since there were more PL choices for teachers, far fewer teachers experienced the “one-size-
fits-all” workshops that bring together K-12 teachers in all subject areas for a day-long workshop 
on a single topic. This allowed for offerings that targeted new teachers, teachers of particular 
subject areas, or teachers who worked with particular types of students. It also meant that 
individual schools or departments within schools could choose to focus on topics that felt 
pressing. 
 

I see a lot of change [in our PL], actually. We are less centralized. What was available 
used to be determined by Teaching and Learning. We do much less of that now. We do 
focus on a few large initiatives, but through the Collaboration Grant, the buildings figure 
out what they want to do for PL. And their teacher leaders and principals figure it out 
together. They devise and execute professional learning. It has been especially 
successful at MS, with department level PD, using PLCs. (Administrator) 
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Another consequence of offering more PL options to teachers was that they felt they needed in 
order to best serve the specific students in their classroom and/or to fill holes in their own 
background knowledge.   
 

In our Professional Growth Academy, people are taking classes on all sorts of things. 
One class is about improving the use of technology in your curriculum. All of the PGA 
classes have to be something directly applicable in the classroom. Some address race. 
Or there is a class on multicultural literature, and teachers are changing the books they 
use. We have a behavior management class. These offerings improve the skill set of the 
instructors to deal with the students they actually have. Teachers can self-select into the 
areas of their needs. (Teacher leader) 
 
This year we have about 40 different teachers facilitating PL. We made some 
adjustments this year. We found from data that if we didn’t do it after school, which 
clashed with daycare and sports. During the day would have higher participation. We 
had some specific PL days and half days at the school. We have one this week, four 
hours, all facilitated by teacher or co-facilitated with an administrator. Each building is 
able to design around its own needs. We found elementary, middle and HS didn’t need 
the same PD, or at least not all of it. (Teacher leader) 

 
How much change has occurred? 
Given all the experimentation and teacher-designed PL, it is perhaps not surprising that 
teachers and administrators from most (seven out of the nine) reported that their district’s 
professional learning system had undergone large changes because of the grant. 
 
For example, a grant coordinator from a small district reported: 
 

The biggest change though [from having the grant] is the way professional development 
works. All our in-services before were from the ESD or some independent consultant 
talking to the entire staff, K-12, about one thing. It was just garbage. Now we are not 
doing this model generally… Regarding professional learning, people do have 
ownership, feel it is them with their peers. (Teacher leader) 

 
At the same time, one of the grant coordinators from a much larger district also cited 
professional learning as an area of substantial change. 
 

I would say, like if you look at the professional learning part of our SDCF survey, the 
change over three years is staggering. On the questions, does your professional 
learning have meaning for to your professional growth, it went from 30 percent to 90 
some percent agreeing, I think. People see a connection between their PL and their 
needs. We do a multitude of things to provide them options that will work for them. In the 
past, our district and principals had exclusive control with PL. A lot came from building 
improvement plans. That is a need, but it did not address individual teacher need at all. 
Having things that allowed teachers to address their individual needs has been really 
well received… and even the district PL part has opened up to teacher choice and that is 
new and well received. The opportunity for educators to seek out things valuable to them 
and still have it approved by the district and principals, that has changed a lot. (Teacher 
leader) 
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Similarly, a senior district administrator said that PL changes in her district were significant and 
meaningful: 
 

Very big changes! We have moved from making decisions in isolation to going to the 
user. We have recognized one size does not fit all, that we need to ask the user what 
they need. We have moved from PLCs as planning time to PLCs as a viable learning 
structure. (Administrator) 

 
In two districts, the grant coordinators reported that changes in professional learned had 
progressed more slowly than hoped for. In one case, this was due in part to a district-level 
budget crisis when student enrollments dropped drastically. In the other, a complete turnover of 
district and school administrators left the district on the edge of abandoning the grant entirely. 
Yet even in these two most difficult cases, the grant coordinators found that teachers had 
experienced some improvements in their professional learning. 
 

I feel like [the changes from the grant] are small, but they are small changes that can 
lead to big changes. I think it is like that philosophy of go slow to go fast. That is where 
we are at with a lot of the work with the grant. I think they will lead to big changes. [The 
peer observations and the model of open-door policy and teacher collaboration, for 
example. I think that will be a big change for our district, which has been more closed 
door in the past. Much more trust, sharing of expertise. Thru that change I think there 
could be much more sharing and more impactful teacher-led PD. Also we have got a lot 
of teacher voice and buy-in with the professional learning, increasing the feeling of value 
in our professional learning process. (Administrator) 
 
The cycle of inquiry work and walk-through work, those were the big parts of the 
professional learning… It’s been slower than we would like but we are in route pretty 
much the same as last year… I would say more of our professional learning now is 
[teacher-driven]… It used to be that the [professional learning] work was part of district 
initiatives. So now the work that is being done is more “pure,” in the sense that it is more 
teacher-driven, where it was more administration-driven before. Sadly, that contributes 
to the slowness of it. It feels like it is something teachers can do, not something they 
need to do. (Teacher leader) 

 
So even those two districts that had the hardest time fulfilling their original PL plans, the seeds 
of on-going, teacher-led, and collaborative PL had been established. In the other seven districts, 
those seeds had grown into a variety of rich, targeted, and engaging offerings for continuous 
learning and improvement.  
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A Note on Research Methods 
 
Some of the data reported in this document come from two surveys administered to teachers in 
December 2017 – January 2018 and in January 2019. The online surveys were open to all 
teachers in the nine grantee districts: Colton, Gresham-Barlow, Jefferson County, Jewell, 
Newberg, North Clackamas, Prospect, Roseburg, and Three Rivers, although not all teachers 
chose to respond. In 2017/18, 1665 teachers responded to the survey, and in 2019, 1452 did.  
 
Because teachers’ answers were anonymous, there was no way to link their surveys and look at 
change in individual teachers from one year to the next. Instead, it was only possible to look at 
overall change and change within districts. Each grantee district received a copy of summarized 
survey responses that provided a comparison to responses from the year before.  
 
Most of the data come from phone and in-person interviews conducted with thirteen teacher 
leaders (grant coordinators or grant managers) across the nine districts, as well as with district 
office administrators (superintendents, directors of teaching and learning, or directors of human 
resources) from eight of the nine districts. In most cases, teacher leaders were interviewed 
twice over the course of the school year, each time for about one hour, while administrators 
were interviewed for about half an hour once, in the spring of 2019. 
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What teachers said about their professional learning over time 
 
In January 2019 (that is, midway through this past school year), teachers in all nine grantee districts were administered a 
survey that asked about their experiences with the issues the grant targeted, including PL. They had completed a similar 
survey the year before. A comparison of results over time shows small to medium increases in teachers’ satisfaction with 
their PL opportunities. 
 

x Most teachers (80%) reported this year that they and their colleagues participated in targeted and relevant 
professional development, compared to 76% last year. 

x Overall, more than half of teachers (57%) reported that in 2018/19, they could choose among different 
professional learning opportunities. This compared to just 37 percent the year before.  

x Nearly two-thirds (62%) of teachers reported that they had been observed by colleagues while teaching within the 
past year. The previous year, 50 percent of teachers said they had been observed while teaching.  

x Although most teachers (82%) already reported last year that they had “many opportunities to learn collaboratively 
about teaching and learning,” even more teachers (87%) agreed that was true this year.  

x Most teachers (89%) reported having participated in PLCs with the past year, about the same as the year before 
(90%).  

 


