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Introduction

The following represents the findings of an informal group of principals, district
administrators and school board members from Methacton, Palisades, and Upper
Moreland school districts.

This very small group of educators and key stakeholders met every other week for
a 4-month period to learn more about the role of professional development in school
improvement, instructional improvement and accountability. They heard presentations by
educators from local districts (Bethlenem, Palisades and Quakertown) as well as a
national example from Miami Dade, Florida.

This paper does not reflect a consensus on this topic, rather a cross-section of
opinion and perspectives of the group membership. The group acknowledges the
limitations of its study (especially given the lack of teacher presence and variety of
districts) but wishes to share its preliminary findings with anyone interested in doing
further work in this area.

Quality Professional Development

The group began its work by discussing the characteristics of quality professional
development. The group read two books that served as a backdrop for subsequent
presentations and discussions: Michael Fullan’s What’s Worth Fighting for in Your
School? and A New Vision for Staff Development, by Dennis Sparks and Stephanie
Hirsch.

An early brainstorming session produced a list of characteristics of quality
professional development, including the following:

e Promotes collaboration

e Addresses community’s perceived need

e Addresses teacher’s perceived need

e Aligned with district goals

e On-going — not a one-shot deal

e Data-driven

e Integrated with research for best practices

e Job embedded

e Has measurable impact on teaching practice
e Not always an outside expert — utilizes peers



Paradigm Shifts

Among the most powerful concepts discussed by this group was the concept of
paradigm shifts as described by Hirsch and Sparks in their earlier referenced book. In
order for true learning communities to be developed, they argue that eleven major
paradigm shifts need to occur as districts view and structure professional development
opportunities in their schools.

The shifts:

(1) From individual development to individual development and organizational
development

(2) From fragmented, piecemeal improvement efforts to staff development driven by a
clear, coherent strategic plan for the school district, each school, and the departments that
serve schools

(3) From district- focused to school- focused approaches to staff development

(4) From a focus on adult needs and satisfaction to a focus on student needs and learning
outcomes, and changes in on-the-job behaviors

(5) From training conducted away from the job as the primary delivery system for staff
development to multiple forms of job-embedded learning

(6) From an orientation toward the transmission of knowledge and skills to teachers by
“experts” to the study by teachers of the teaching and learning process

(7) From a focus on generic instructional skills to a combination of generic and content-
specific skills

(8) From staff developers who function primarily as trainers to those who provide
consultation, planning, and facilitation services as well as training

(9) From staff development provided by one or two departments to staff development as
a critical function and major responsibility performed by all administrators and teacher
leaders

(10) From staff development directed toward teachers as the primary recipients to
continuous improvement in performance for everyone who affects student learning

(11) From staff development as a “frill” that can be cut during difficult financial times, to
staff development as an indispensable process without which schools cannot hope to
prepare young people for citizenship and productive employment



Standards

The context of our discussion is that of a standards-driven environment. As the
standards movement advances, so too must the professional development opportunities
that enable teachers to teach in new ways. Many districts are still struggling through the
process of aligning their curricula with the standards and mandated assessments. Those
that have re-aligned their curricula are now just beginning to look at what teachers need
to know in order to be effective in a standards-driven classroom.

The local illustrations given by the Palisades, Quakertown and Bethlehem School
Districts offered superb examples of districts that made teaching to standards the core of
their mission and built an infrastructure to support it with professional development at the
center.

State Mandates for Staff Development (Act 48)

In a nation that prides itself on local control, the challenge of accountability is a
complex one. State standards and mandated testing are only one step. Local districts are
left to design their own curricula, strategize improvement plans and implement them with
mostly local dollars. Each district’s capacity to achieve measurable results, therefore,
varies widely.

The state holds districts accountable for submitting district goals each year and
their plans for obtaining those goals using Act 48-approved providers for professional
development. There is, however, no judgment made by the state about the efficacy of
these goals or their impact on student learning. One group member gave an example that,
if a district had decided that one of its goals was to prevent faculty burn out, a staff
member could enroll in a Tai Chi class and fulfill his/her Act 48 requirement for the year.
Some districts have set up systems to ensure that all professional development activities
are appropriately focused on improving instruction and are aligned with district and
building goals in meaningful ways, but the sense of the group was that, in general, the
state mandate alone is not a proper incentive. Absent a change in state law, paradigm
shifts are not likely to occur without the proper leadership in individual districts.

For these group members, the sense was that the state must be held responsible
for creating the standards, developing a good test to measure progress of students and
schools towards those standards and providing adequate and equitable funding for quality
professional development.

Time and Teacher Leadership

No school can truly become a learning community without making an investment
of time. Lengthening the school day for teachers is not enough. All of the districts that
presented to this group had a minimum of a 200 day calendar for all teachers and longer
for new teachers. The longer school year allows for concentrated time for teachers to
learn and prepare, and for new teachers to be properly inducted. As the paradigm shifts
suggest, staff development must become an on-going, job-embedded process — not a one-
time event a couple of times a year. Teachers need to be provided the time to talk to each
other and exchange ideas, strategies, successes and failures in a collegial and non-



threatening environment. Too often the only time a teacher receives feedback or advice
on his/her teaching is when an administrator comes in to the classroom to observe for
evaluation purposes. Examples abound across the country in districts where teachers meet
daily to talk about what is going on in their classrooms and to share ideas. In some cases,
such as New York City’s District 2, this is occurring after school or in the early mornings
on a voluntary basis.

This type of regular exchange among teachers serves to empower them as experts.
This has proven to be vastly more effective in some cases than bringing in an outside
“expert” to conduct a workshop for staff. When teachers do attend outside trainings, they
should be required to bring what they have learned back to their schools and demonstrate
it for the benefit of others. This is called turn-around training — creating a cadre of in-
house experts in a variety of areas of instruction. When developing goals and assessing
the needs for staff development, the process should not be top-down but a collaborative
one where teachers express their needs and the administration compares these with
district and building goals.

The role of the principal as an instructional leader rather than solely a building
manager is another necessary shift in a standards-driven environment. Principals must
work with teachers to create individual professional development plans based on their
needs, provide the support and resources for them to get there, and a mechanism to
evaluate the impact on classroom instruction.

Student Assessment Data

Building principals are also feeling the pressure to use test data in new ways to
improve outcomes. It becomes clear, therefore, that the link between student assessment
data and instructional improvement must somehow be developed through thorough
curriculum revision, quality professional development and meaningful staff evaluation
and mentoring systems. In the Palisades, Quakertown and Bethlehem models, the group
heard about mechanisms for using the New Standards Reference Exams and the PSSA
scores in a very public way internally — even with scores broken down to the classroom
level — for teachers to work collaboratively with peers and administration in assessing
where the gaps are and what types of professional development work is needed to raise
student achievement levels. Environments of trust in these districts, developed over
several years, enabled this type of conversation to occur.

School Board Responsibilities

The school board members in this group felt very strongly that their role was to
establish the appropriate policies and financial support to enable districts to achieve their
goals for a quality professional development system. The districts featured in this study
group began by charging their school boards to evaluate their budget allocations for
professional development with the goal of designating 10 percent of the district operating
budget for this purpose.



Compensation

This group did not explore the issue of tying professional development
requirements to compensation in any great detail. The possible links for professional
development in an accountability system tied to salary are in the evaluation process and
testing data. The type of professional development programs a teacher chooses can be
reviewed along with teacher evidence of their impact on his/her instruction. This can
result in the determination of where a teacher falls on a differentiated salary scale,
whether a teacher receives a raise, or a bonus. One district represented in the group
shared its experiences with instituting a rating scale (Satisfactory or Needs Improvement)
for teachers tied to annual raises. They are still working with their union to improve the
system.

Conclusion

Many areas warrant further discussion and exploration on the topic of
professional development and its role in school improvement and accountability. Since
you cannot hold teachers accountable for teaching in ways they have not been trained to,
this group feels that it only scratched the surface on the single most important issue
facing schools — how to help teachers transform their teaching for the standards-driven
schools of the 21% century.



