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Informed Decisions Research 

 
In the 2018/19 school year, nine Oregon districts received funding through the School District 
Collaboration Fund (SDCF grant). The funding supported the collaboration of teachers and 
district administrators to use ideas from teachers to improve teacher leadership, teacher 
evaluation, compensation systems, and above all, opportunities for teacher professional 
learning. For six of the grantee districts, this school year was the third year of grant 
implementation. For the remaining three, it was the first and only year of implementation.  
 
What do we know about the impact of the SDCF grant, especially about the impact of efforts to 
enhance teacher professional learning (PL)? Did these efforts make a difference?  
 
Addressing that question requires digging a little more deeply into what we mean by impact. 
According to a leading expert on the evaluation of professional learning (PL)1, there are five 
levels of information to examine in the evaluation of PL (Figure 1). Tracking the five levels 
provides a way for organizations to follow the impact of PL, from participants’ initial receipt of 
and response to the PL, through their learning, contextual support, implementation, and finally, 
impact on students. 
 
Figure 1: Five Levels of Information about the Evaluation of PL 
Level 1 Participant Reactions How was the training? Did attendees like it? 
Level 2 Participant Learning Can participants demonstrate what they learned? 
Level 3 Organizational Support Do organizational structures support the 

implementation of teacher learning? 
Level 4 Participant Use of New Knowledge & Skills To what degree does professional practice shift 

after the new learning? 
Level 5 Student Learning Outcomes To what degree did student learning improve? 
 
While it is not always feasible to collect data at all five levels, having information about more 
levels provides a more rounded and nuanced picture of how PL is affecting those involved in it. 
 
Administrators, grant managers, and members of SDCF grant committees in their districts 
learned about testing out their ideas in PDSA (Plan-Do-Study-Act) cycles, in which they 
specified what they expected to happen and then collected data to see if they were correct. 
Their focus was not on the overall impact of the grant, but rather on the functionality, 
implementation and, sometimes, impact of specific activities they undertook.  
 
Since different districts tried out different strategies in teacher leadership, evaluation, 
compensation, and professional learning, they also collected different data, specific to their own 
circumstances. This means it is not possible to roll up common measures across the different 
                                                           
1 Guskey, T. R. (1999). New Perspectives on Evaluating Professional Development. Presented at the 
Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Montreal, Canada. Retrieved from 
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED430024 
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districts and arrive at an overall impact. However, it is possible to draw from interviews with 
district grant managers (teacher leaders who coordinated much of the district’s efforts) and 
identify some common patterns in how districts worked to measure impact and what they 
learned in the process. What it demonstrates is that districts primarily collected data at Level 1 
(participant reactions), with some data collection at Level 4 (participant implementation) and 
occasionally at Level 5 (student learning outcomes). Almost never were data collected at Levels 
2 or 3 (participant learning or organizational support). 
 
Districts routinely collected information about participant reactions to PL 
Of the five levels of information Guskey identified, the easiest to collect is Level 1 data, 
participant reactions. Not surprisingly, it was also the type of data grant managers most 
commonly described being collected about the grant work. All districts reported collecting at 
least some type of participant reaction data after professional learning offerings. 
 

We measured reactions to the professional development (PD) we were giving to our 
teacher leaders. After every training we gave them a short survey about the usefulness 
of that PD and how they planned to bring it back to their building. We did this in all areas. 
In February, right before second quarter report, our grant team conducted empathy 
interviews with teachers involved who were not teacher leaders. The data came back 
pretty good, overall. In our middle schools, the teachers in the departments felt like they 
were learning a lot about PLCs and their teacher leaders were effective. From the high 
school, we found learning walks, from those who did it, got overwhelmingly positive 
feedback. At elementary, we had empathy data from teachers about what support they 
had received. Overall, we had good data, but you could see small holes, variation across 
buildings. It is not yet as strong overall as we want it to be, but there are pockets that are 
really good though. (Grant manager) 

 
We have the mandatory exit survey. These are required to get credit when [teachers] 
attend something. (Grant manager)  

 
  
District seldom collected data about levels of teacher learning 
Level two data—data about teachers’ learning of new knowledge or skills—is not necessarily 
difficult to collect. A simple multiple-choice test can demonstrate teacher knowledge, as can 
teacher presentations or portfolios. However, no grant managers described this happening in 
their districts. This might be because teacher leaders who professional learning did not want to 
make their peers uncomfortable by administering tests to them.  
 
Some “exit ticket” surveys that asked teachers for feedback on PL also asked teachers what 
they felt they learned. However, this information did not tend to be analyzed or rolled up in any 
way that provided a bigger picture of teacher learning. 
 
One potential source of data about learning that grant teams may not have considered are the 
presentations and other forms of performance assessments that often occurred in the course of 
local professional learning activities. Grant managers sometimes mentioned that this work 
occurred but did not consider it as data that could demonstrate new skills or knowledge. 
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Grant managers considered organizational support but did not collect data  
Several grant managers discussed the utility of “system mapping”—that is, creating a theory of 
change that recognizes the way different parts of an educational system affect one another, 
often in iterative and non-linear ways, to encourage or inhibit change. The process of creating a 
system map inherently required grant managers or grant teams to think about organizational 
supports and ways in which their district system or culture made it easier or harder for teachers 
to implement what they learned in PL. 
 
But while some grant managers found these a helpful way to think about the organizations 
within which they worked, no one reported collecting data in any systematic way on this topic. 
Instead, they sometimes described their own interpretation of what they saw happening in their 
district. Data at Level 3 (organizational supports) was something grant managers and their 
colleagues thought about, but it did not consider as something to collect. 
 
To be fair, to the degree that grant committees were conducting PDSAs, most of these were 
conducted on a small scale. Organizational support data would be most relevant to collect and 
analyze when trying to figure out why implementation or outcomes differed from one school to 
another. These data are less relevant when a single teacher tries something out with one 
classroom of students. 
 
Districts collected data on the use of new skills and knowledge—mostly self-report 
There are multiple ways to collect data about teachers’ implementation of new skills and 
knowledge. The simplest, but also least reliable, is to ask teachers to self-report, that is, to 
describe their own level of implementation. This is less reliable because results are subject to 
what is called the social-desirability bias; that is, teachers are likely to report what they believe 
the data collector wants to hear. If they believe that a grant manager or teacher leader or 
administrator wants to hear that they are using what they learned, they may inflate their actual 
level of implementation. This bias can be reduced, however, if teachers report anonymously or 
believe that the answers have no consequence for them or their colleagues, or if questions are 
asked in a specific, time-based fashion (“How many times did you use ‘x’ today?”) 
 
There are also other ways to collect data on teacher implementation that are more cumbersome 
and time-consuming but often more accurate and reliable. Chief among these is to observe 
teachers in the classroom and record, in a systematic way, what they actually do. However, this 
requires a neutral trained observer, which can be difficult and expensive to obtain. Also, in some 
cases, observation can heighten teachers’ self-consciousness and cause them to alter the way 
they behave in the classroom; here too, however, there are methods to minimize the bias this 
might introduce. 
 
At any rate, most districts reported trying to collect some data about teachers’ level of 
implementation, and nearly all of that data was based on self-report. 
 

For things like [learning walks] and inquiry teams, we do measure teacher perception 
and their action in their classrooms…    We surveyed participants what type of PL they 
participated in, could they choose, and whether they were able to implement things yet 
or planned to or didn’t. We also asked whether the training met their needs… People 
really liked having choice. They didn’t always think the choices were exactly right for 
them, but they liked having the choice. The self-reported implementation rate from the 
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teacher-chosen things than for the unchosen PL provided by administrators. (Grant 
manager) 
 
We also conduct empathy interviews, asking how professional learning affects 
classroom practice. Those we have not analyzed yet. What those look like will hugely 
determine what we do next year.(Grant manager) 

 
Self-report can be biased even when teachers try to be honest, because sometimes they 
misperceive what they or others do, or they do not know exactly what others do. This may be 
the problem behind the results a grant manager found at one school: 
 

When questions are framed, “I differentiate my instruction for student needs,” Teachers 
say yes, they do that, at 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale. But when questions read, “Our school 
differentiates…” then it is no, no. Individual teachers say they do it, but they don’t feel it 
happens at an instructional level in general. (Grant manager) 

 
These kind of results suggest there are times when it could be helpful to use some type of 
systematic observation system to get a more objective reading on the level of differentiation 
occurring in classrooms. 
 
The grant manager for one district did describe plans to use data from the observations 
conducted during learning walks as a way of finding out how much teachers implemented what 
they learned from informal feedback. 
 

[Question: How are you going beyond teacher perception of the quality of workshops or 
trainings?] We collect data. For example, with peer observation, the observer fills out 
forms. Then after the observation, the observer and teacher get together and discuss it, 
what was learned, areas of success, struggles. Those forms get forwarded to the design 
team lead teacher on the evaluation subcommittee, who uses them in the PDSAs as 
evidence for that PDSA. On the next PDSA cycle, we will look at whether the observed 
teacher incorporates any of the feedback. (Grant manager)  

 
That was the only district, however, that reported using observation data to measure teacher 
implementation. In another district, the grant committee set up a very simple form of a teacher 
log to track efforts to connect with students whose attendance was low. 
 

They did a great job putting a roster of kids by every staff room, and you simply put a 
check if you connected with the kids, about positive things, not about academics, 
positive things, each week. And it was powerful! You look at that list and think, oh, so 
and so had no connection that week. So then teachers would go and connect. We are 
trying to correlate that data, but we have not done that yet… Does the connection impact 
their attendance? Just the conversation we have is incredible. (Colton Admin) 

 
Grant managers in a couple of districts were able to provide other types of data to describe 
perceived increases in the level of implementation. For example, in one district, the grant 
manager reported that teachers found a way to extend Student Talks (collaborative time to meet 
about the needs of a single student struggling with attendance, discipline and/or academic 
issues) to serve more students: 
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Our Student Talks are going strong. We still meet at least once every two weeks, 
sometimes three times a month. We have evolved from just covered two students to 
discussing four to six each time we meet. (Grant manager) 

 
In this case, the number of students discussed at Student Talk served as a measure of the 
extent and the reach of implementation.  
 
Districts found it hard to collect outcome data, but it still happened 
In most interviews with grant managers and many with administrators, people mentioned how 
difficult it was to obtain student outcome data that they felt demonstrated the impact of PL 
initiatives. And, in fact, there are many legitimate constraints on districts’ ability to collect data 
about the impact of PL on students. Some of those mentioned by administrators and grant 
managers included: 

x Changes in the assessments districts used, making comparisons to previous years 
difficult or impossible 

x The lack of formative assessments in high school, except teacher-created assessments, 
making it hard to compare different classrooms or cohorts of students 

x The lack of formative assessments measuring some of the topics or content areas 
addressed by different interventions 

x Difficulties finding an objective measure of student engagement, growth mindsets, and 
other targets of interventions 

x Teachers’ busy schedules, making it harder for them to add data collection tasks to their 
days 

x Staff unfamiliarity with measurement and what constitutes a good measure 
x The extended amount of time it takes for a change in practice to affect some types of 

student performance or behavior 
 

Despite the challenges, administrators and grant managers from six districts, however, were 
able to cite at least one specific way in which teams in their districts collected student data to 
show the impact of interventions they developed or implemented under the grant. These 
individuals described PDSA cycles that included the collection of behavioral or academic data to 
determine whether there had been an impact on students. The types of outcome data collected 
included: 
 

x Submission of math homework 
x Math scores on the Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) assessment 
x Elementary reading scores on the STAR assessment and curriculum-based measures 
x Student writing samples 
x The relationship between physical exercise and reading comprehension 
x Students’ relationships to teachers (measured by a student survey) 
x Student absenteeism 
x Grades for students identified as at-risk 
x Graduation rates for students in special education 

 
In some cases, interviewees were excited about results they had seen. In other cases, they 
were still waiting to see what outcomes they would find. 
 

In the high school, we worked hard last year to make sure students with special needs 
got what they needed. They were already doing action research on kids with special 
needs and graduation rates. Previously, we hadn’t been doing well. …Special education 
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and general education teachers were talking about supports students needed. We went 
from 57% to 87% graduation rates. That’s a huge increase, all because a team of 
educators came together to use data and do action research, imagine that! 
(Administrator) 

 
Our sixth-grade team used SMART goals with students. First they created their 
professional learning goals as a team, and they planned to have kids make their own 
learning goals. And there was a huge increase in MAPS math data…  It is impressive 
too, when you use the data and can make a difference. (Administrator) 
 
From our Student Talks, we do have hard data on absenteeism and grades. Grades 
have gone up significantly on the kids who we have identified as at risk. That has been 
very positive, and we have the actual data. And tardies have gone down. (Grant 
manager) 

 
I think it has made a huge impact on students at elementary. We are more aware. We 
look at their [reading] data ever week and can make changes. I know in my room, my 
kids show huge growth this year, from changes I have made, with help of the other team.  
(Grant manager) 
 
The PE teachers are having students who are reading at a certain level, they are doing 
some morning routines and exercises. They are comparing to see if having more 
exercise will affect their reading comprehension. (Grant manager)  
 
So we don’t have any data yet. Of course we will look at our typical student achievement 
data to see any specific impact, but it is always hard to tie specific PD to student 
achievement. However, [we will also have] surveys about the student experience. This 
will tell us about the relationship with the teachers, are they being supported, valued, 
that kind of thing. Then also, are they challenged? Do they know the teachers’ 
expectations and what is needed to be successful? There is a lot there we could tie to 
teacher PD, more than the typical test scores. (Administrator) 
 

Furthermore, other PDSA cycles that examined student outcomes appeared to be happening in 
at least one other district, but the grant managers were not able to describe specific student 
outcome measures being used.  
 
What districts do when outcome data seem too hard to gather 
While everyone working on the SDCF grant recognized the challenges of data collection and 
measurement, most tried hard to collect and analyze the best data available to them. In a few 
cases, however, interviews revealed that some administrators and teacher leaders continued to 
carry ideas about data and evidence that did not serve the work well. 

Reliance on districtwide state test scores for evidence of improved student learning 
One administrator, in his interview, said that state test scores for students in his district had 
remained unchanged for the three years they’d had the SDCF grant. 
 

The Collaboration grant certainly has helped us building some structures around 
improvement work and improvement science methods. And some teachers have more 
awareness and openness to continue. And then there are others who have grown new 
skills. But at the end of the day, in terms of overall systems level, if I look at achievement 
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data, it’s pretty flat. So next year, we’ll do some different kinds of professional 
development. We can’t just keep doing the same things. (Administrator) 

 
Three-year trends in districtwide state test data, however, are a poor measure of grant impact. 
State test scores are notoriously slow to move in response to interventions, and in this district, 
the grant teams did not collect any data to show the broad adoption of any new intervention. On 
the contrary, the grant manager estimated that only about 25 percent of teachers participated in 
professional learning opportunities such as learning walks. Under such circumstances, with no 
reason to believe there were big changes in instruction or the provision of supports for students 
across the board, there was also no reason to expect broad change in student achievement. 
Furthermore, given that districts have multiple initiatives occurring at the same time, even if 
there were increases in student achievement, it would be difficult if not impossible to know 
whether any specific change contributed to the improvement, as a grant manager from another 
district acknowledged: 
 

It is hard to know [about impact], but we have some student data. The 17 inquiry teams 
who have been continuing to meet after their class, we encourage them to enter 
formative data. But state data doesn’t help because there are so many initiatives going 
on. (Grant manager) 

 
This underscores the need for teachers and administrators alike to have realistic expectations 
about the relationship of outcome measures to the types of interventions undertaken and their 
level of implementation. It also highlights the value of formative assessment data that measure 
an outcome closely related to the PL or other intervention being studied. 

Reliance on anecdotes rather than data 
In one district in particular, the grant manager tended to rely on stories she’d heard rather than 
any data collected. This was true about when it came to teachers’ perceptions of the 
professional learning as well as their implementation of what they had learned. 
 

First of all, I still teach, so I am in the classroom half-day. I have not lost touch with any 
of that. I am also [active in the union], so I get an entirely different group of people 
talking to me. I get a pretty good cross-section across buildings. I do not have to deal 
with any complaints about learning walks or PD. I have a pretty good sense of what 
teachers are complaining about, and this has been super positive the whole time. (Grant 
manager) 

 
From conversations, I know there is impact. People say they have changed what they 
do, in some cases have reported improved behavior. We have more a culture of sharing 
what works, instead of “wow you really need to improve this.” I am speaking districtwide, 
not just about my school. (Grant manager) 

 
It may be that grant teams in this district collected perceptual and implementation data, but even 
when asked for it, this grant manager did not refer to it. Instead, she felt that her own 
perceptions of what was happening and what people told her were sufficient evidence. 
However, she was overlooking the limitations of this type of personal experience as evidence: 
 

x She may not talk with all teachers, but rather primarily with teachers who think as she 
does. 

x Other teachers may tell her only part of their experience, such as the parts they think 
she will agree with. 
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x Other teachers may have reasons for wanting her to think something is happening other 
than what is really happening. 

x Other teachers may only know some of what has been happening or have a distorted 
view based on idiosyncratic experience. 

x Other teachers may make comments about things they do not really know about, such 
as the level of learning or implementation of other colleagues. 

 
For all of these reasons, systematic data collection is superior to reliance on personal 
impressions and anecdotes. This message was widely, but not universally, heard and accepted 
by those working on the grant. 

Reliance on published research 
One district that invested heavily in improving professional learning communities (PLCs) spent 
most of their time collecting data about teachers’ responses to different structures and formats 
for running the PLCs. With this focus, there was little time or energy left to obtain student 
outcome data from their PLCs. The grant manager explained that they were counting on having 
an impact on students because they know from published research on PL that PLCs were 
effective:   
 

Well, PLCs were chosen [as our approach to PL] because that collaboration is supposed 
to be the best way to impact students. We look at data together, set goals, and teachers 
figure out what they have to learn so students can learn better. (Grant manager) 

 
In other words, because they selected an evidence-based approach to professional learning, 
they felt that focusing on implementing well would lead them, in time, to a positive impact on 
students. While relying on educational research to guide decisions is a wise move, at some 
point the district could benefit from ensuring that the specific way they end up implementing 
PLCs is affecting students in the way they hope. 
 
Lessons Learned about Measurement under SDCF 
Administrators and teachers working on strengthening teacher PL through the SDCF grant 
collaborated to collect data about the quality, implementation and impact of their work. Most 
commonly, they collected feedback about teachers’ perceptions of the PL, whether it was well-
delivered and met their needs. This was something they found easy to do and often 
incorporated into the end of any PL experience. 
 
Grant committees did not tend to collect data about any increases in teacher knowledge nor 
about contextual and organizational factors that might inhibit or facilitate implementation. Grant 
managers often had ideas about what helped and hurt (such as administrator support or levels 
of administrator or teacher turnover), but there was no systematic investigation of these factors. 
 
Districts displayed varying degrees of interest in exploring levels of teacher implementation after 
PL. Most often, grant committees collected some kind of self-report data. In a few cases, more 
“objective” forms of data were also collected. 
 
Finally, though there was great interest in knowing how PL impacted student learning, grant 
committees generally found it difficult to link student data to specific PL initiatives. Still, there 
were examples where this was well done and where administrators and teachers were excited 
to see encouraging results. 


