Creating Meaningful Professional Learning for Educators
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We know from research that the professional skills of educators are a major determinant of
student success. But how can we ensure that teachers have meaningful opportunities to
continually develop and refine their professional practice?

Attending a course doesn’t automatically mean you learn and can use new information and
skills. Similarly, just because a state or district spends money on educator professional learning
doesn’t ensure that instruction and learning improve for students. Not all professional learning is
impactful--much depends on the way it is designed.

Fortunately, educational research provides us with guidance on characteristics of effective
professional learning:

¢ Modeling: Educators have the opportunity to see what instructional practices look like
and how they can be used in the classroom.

o Active engagement. Rather than simply sit and listen to an expert talk, educators
participate in discussions or demonstrations, and/or they try out new practices in their
own classroom.

e Constructive feedback and implementation support: Educators are given coaching
or other support as they try out different ways of working, and they receive constructive,
non-evaluative feedback to help them improve.

e Opportunities for reflection: Part of the professional learning includes time for
educators to reflect on their practice, to consider what did and did not work well, and
consult with coaches or peers.

Clearly, these characteristics can only be present when professional learning is an on-going
process, rather than a one-time experience. Furthermore, it generally requires interaction with
other educators, often involving team members from the same subject area, grade level or
school.

Furthermore, effective professional learning provides educators significant choice in the shaping
of their own learning. This allows them to feel committed to what they are doing, make personal
meaning, and apply their learning in ways that make sense in their own classrooms. It also
means the professional learning will be applicable to educators’ particular needs, previous
experience, career stage, and other characteristics that can differ substantially from one
educator to another.

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND THE SCHOOL DISTRICT COLLABORATION FUND

The School District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) has funded a humber of districts, both small and
large, to provide teachers and administrators the opportunity to come together and address
issues of teacher professional learning, as well as teacher leadership, evaluation, and
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compensation. Twelve Oregon grantee districts have now been implementing their professional
learning plans for two to three years, enough time to observe some trends among grantees.

In practice, the form of professional learning has varied substantially across districts. For
example, some districts have created or expanded opportunities for educators to offer courses
to teach one another (“teachers teaching teachers”). This might mean an educator with deep
experience working with English learners would offer a six-week course to share effective
strategies with other teachers in the district.

In other settings, districts have established opportunities for educators to observe one another’s
instruction and to talk collaboratively about the instructional strategies they witness. Sometimes,
the educator being observed receives constructive feedback from a trained coach or facilitator
as well.

Other formats include book studies, where groups of educators read the same book, try out new
practices in their classrooms and come together to reflect on what worked well and what didn’t.
In some districts, teams of educators join together in “inquiry teams,” which explore a problem of
practice—reading research, examining data, trying new approaches and learning from one
another.

Despite the different formats, these approaches to professional learning all have a number of
features in common: they are collaborative, they are directly connected to instruction, they are
on-going (rather that one-shot workshops), and they foster thoughtful reflection on instructional
practice.

Interviews with teachers, teacher leaders, and administrators from the twelve grantee districts
highlight the ways in which these different formats correspond to the characteristics of effective
professional learning.

MODELING

In seven of the grantee districts, at least some teachers had the opportunity to observe one
another teaching, and/or to be observed, sometimes with constructive feedback. These
experiences provided educators the opportunity to see what instructional practices look like and
how they can be used in the classroom. In a couple of districts, teachers have the opportunity to
sign up for” learning walks,” where they watch others teach and later meet to talk about what
they saw.

The way it worked was you spent the morning at one school, and the afternoon at
another. Teachers volunteered to have us observe, and we met with two instructional
coaches ahead of time and talked about what we were seeing. We could take notes and
ask kids what they were doing. It is directly connected to the [professional standards]
framework, and which things we look at depends on the walk day and the component we
are focusing on. | have done four this year. (Elementary teacher)

[We came together in a team], classified and certified, language and math, elementary
and secondary. We had this belief: “’"Professional learning can’t be done to us, it must be
done by us.” That feeling made us ask how do we make this for us? ...We realized, it
doesn’t mean we are in meetings together, it means we are in each others’ classrooms!
(Teacher leader)

I have got to visit eight classes this year. It was part of my professional learning plan.
(Elementary teacher)
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ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT

Regardless of the format of the new professional learning, educators had the chance to
participate actively in discussions or demonstrations, and most of their professional learning
explicitly required that they try out new practices in their own classroom.

In most of the districts using a “teacher-teaching-teachers” format, the teachers leading these
courses were required to participate in coursework preparing them to teach their peers. They
learned to design courses with components that had participants implementing projects or new
practices in their classrooms; this way, classes were relevant and practical for educators.

We are taking a class now on multicultural books, and we each have time to prepare a
unit which we are teaching to our students, focusing on close reads, connecting it in to
the Journeys curriculum, but using multicultural texts instead of the traditional texts.
When we get done, we will put them on a drive, and we will be able to access each
other’s lessons. (Elementary teacher)

We demanded that all of the classes require implementation in the classroom. We want
the people taking the classes apply them in their classroom. For better or for worse, we
tried to stay away from highly conceptual things and focused on implementable
practices. (Teacher leader and professional learning committee member)

The beauty was not only that the courses were designed by peers but also being able to
design and build in a component to try it with kids, to go beyond the “sit and get” portion.
(Elementary teacher)

CONSTRUCTIVE FEEDBACK AND IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORT

In a couple of cases, districts used their grant to deeply prepare a subset of educators to coach
and support their peers. Generally these coaches demonstrated instructional strategies and
then observe as educators try out different ways of working. The coaches had learned to
support enhanced instruction, not by judging or criticizing, but by asking questions that helped
educators think through the purpose and impact of their instructional choices.

We have instituted a system is which a group of teachers instructed in our [professional
standards] rubric go in and observe their peers and have professional conversations and
help each other get better. It’s set up a culture of improvement that wasn't there. It is
easier to talk to a peer teacher leader than to an administrator. It is a great system | think
we will sustain. (Teacher leader)

The place that the feedback can occur is in a professional learning team, where you
have a peer leader [similar to a coach] in the building, who will observe and give
feedback. If you are a PLT leader, you have had coaching training, you learn questioning
strategies. It is not about evaluating teachers or judging them, but asking them good
questions and giving them a chance to reflect. Then the teacher who is observed gets to
process what happened during the observation. The feedback on this process so far has
been really good. (Middle school teacher and professional learning committee member)
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR REFLECTION

In all but one district, educators reported that professional learning under the SDCF grant had
many opportunities for reflection built into its design, regardless of the specific format.

For example, in one district using the teachers-teaching-teachers model, those leading the
courses knew that they were expected to build in reflection time. A participant described what
the experience was like for him:

I did a course for the International Baccalaureate program. One of the tasks we have to
do is mentor kids on how to write their extended essay requirements. It was nice to sit
down as an interdisciplinary group and talk about how to help a student develop a good
research question. Our homework was to meet with the student and then take time to
reflect and try out the practice in the way we discussed. This is very different from
traditional “sit and get” professional development, or from being handed an article, where
you are supposed to magically apply it. (High school teacher)

All twelve districts had some version of professional learning communities (PLCs), in which
teams of teachers work together on an issue related to the school, though not always an
instructional issue. In a number of districts, teacher leaders reported that PLCs had changed.
They now focused less on school logistics and instead facilitated thoughtful conversations about
effective teaching and learning.

[We have a] weekly late start model... for PLC time, which is just teams of teachers
working together...to incorporate AVID strategies.” So [the work] is tailored to the team
and what they need. It might be a skill, like rubric writing. The goal is that they are all
working to incorporate AVID strategies into their plans, looking at their effectiveness and
adjusting practice, a continuous improvement structure. (Teacher leader)

We really got momentum around “Student Talks” this year. Our protocol gave us a
structure for holding dialogue, helped teachers listen to one another describe same
student in different atmospheres... Also, in discussing the students. [teachers] ultimately
had to discuss their practice some, their assessments, teaching practices, and student
relationship practices. This is forging a pathway to create safe conversations to reveal
not just successes but also the struggles of the work. That’s transformative, when you
can create safe dialogue among colleagues. (Principal)

A teacher leader described the work of very popular inquiry teams as a form of reflective
practice in one district:

We also have inquiry teams again this year that have just started. We have 14 inquiry
teams, which include about 81 teachers... The topics are chosen by the teachers. They
form a team, submit to a review committee that helps them know if it is an inquiry-based
question, then they get a facilitator who helps them though the process. We started that
last year, and this is our second year running it. (Teacher leader)

"AVIDis a program that promotes the use of common effective instructional practices across content
areas. Three grantee districts use AVID.
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COLLABORATIVE, ON-GOING, AND JOB-EMBEDDED

In one form or another, what emerged under the grant were multiple opportunities for
professional learning that was more on-going, collaborative and differentiated. Teachers
described having many more options to learn about content or processes relevant to the
courses and students they teach.

It used to be one-shot presentations and the same for everyone. Now we have more
differentiation, more choices, and can do things tied to teacher needs. (Teacher)

Next week during our in-service day, a high school teacher is presenting a workshop that
teachers can choose to attend, and there are other choices for teachers who want other

topics. We went from having zero teacher-led options to 16 teacher-led options both last

year and this year. (Teacher leader)

We really put a lot of time into asking teachers: what do you really want? We spent time
talking to those who didn’t take the [initial offerings], and that was a real adjustment. It is
more equitable now because we have people from every single building on our
[professional learning] committee. And we are developing professional learning
communities in each building, so they are stronger, and they create the professional
development that they identify.. this has been a culture change for us. (Teacher leader)

I's no accident that so much of the new or enhanced professional learning in grantee districts
exhibited characteristics of effective professional learning. After all, consulting the professional
literature was an important part of districts’ early planning and design work.

We read a ton and it was awesome. The research helped refine and guide the spirit that
was already in us. (Teacher leader)

Essentially we looked at the research on what are the issues with traditional PD and
college courses, and what is best practice in professional learning for teachers. That is
why we have the big push for implementation, application and learning over time. So the
structure of the classes and the nature of the teaching, that was informed by research.
(Teacher leader)

Teachers’ Reactions

In the eleven districts where professional learning became more differentiated and teacher-
driven, teachers reported they feel excited, motivated and hopeful.

We have got a lot of feedback from teachers on that kind of professional learning, and
one hundred percent said it affected their practice in a positive way and theyd like to do
that again. Next year it will be a part of our curriculum and instruction days... it will be an
option for everyone. It is part of changing our district culture, so instead of everyone
going to the same professional learning, we will offer a few different choices based on
ideas from both principals and teachers. (Teacher and grant committee member)

It’'s been great. There are fantastic classes, high interest, and you walk away with very
usable information, with very practical uses. (Elementary teacher)
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Before the grant, looking at data from surveys two and a half years ago, only thirty
percent of our teachers felt their professional learning was relevant and helped them in
the classroom. Based on the most recent data, close to one hundred percent felt that
way. (Teacher leader)

I think it is fun, to try something, be observed and see if it works. It is really interesting to
have someone in my classroom who is not me. It was nice to ask him at the end, were
students using their Chrome books for the activity, or doing other things? It was nice to
have those other pairs of eyes. And he was listening for how many times certain kinds of
things were said, and which groups | interacted with. That is data | couldn’t remember
because | was in the middle of it. That is really helpful. And then to say, what was good
and what could have been better? That makes this job fun. (High school teacher).
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