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Encourage comprehensive
professional development

Teachers continue to develop their skills and knowledge throughout their entire careers and must
complete additional coursework and requirements to maintain their certification/licensure.
Individual teachers undertake many professional development courses and activities and also
participate in school district sponsored professional development activities. The result is that
traditional professional development happens after school, on in-service days or during the
summer, which gives educators little opportunity to apply their learning. It also does little to
encourage educators to learn from each other’s practice and makes it hard for professional
development to be a sustained experience when in-service days and after school workshops are
short and scattered through the school year. In short, “the kind of high-intensity, job-embedded
collaborative learning that is most effective is not a common feature of professional development

across most states, districts, and schools in the United States.”!

PSEA Recommendations

e PSEA encourages continuing professional development of all educators, including
certificated substitutes. Educators must have release time to participate in professional
education programs. It must be the responsibility of the school entity and the state to
provide for and finance these programs.

e In terms of professional development, building a supportive system means removing
obstacles to implementing effective professional development (such as costs and
schedules). It also means building supports for effective professional development.
Effective professional development is supported by a strong school vision and related
goals, standards for professional development, a process for measuring progress, and an
organizational culture that supports learning.

Meaningful professional development

There is simply no substitute for finding time during the day for educators to collaborate, apply
new ideas, and share their learning. Evidence shows that effective professional development
needs to be seen as a regular, on-going part of school life and “suggest[s] that the development of
opportunities for long-term teacher collaborative interactions is an important and effective
professional learning option.”” Research has found that when teachers can examine specific data
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about student achievement and compare these to constructive, detailed and evidence-based
information about curriculum and instruction, student achievement can improve. Focused, rich
and sustained professional development matters.’

Training needs to be accompanied by coaching during the school day, and educators need to
have opportunities to share experiences and learn from each other. In order to accomplish this,
school leaders must develop systems to allow educators to observe and collaborate, alter
scheduling so that key groups of teachers can have shared planning time, provide early-release
days so that teachers can work together during afternoons, and use existing meeting time in new
ways to foster professional collaboration.

Another way to embed professional development in the work of educators is to provide frequent
opportunities to study student work. Studying student work is an important way to share
understandings about student learning, discuss instructional ideas to intervene for struggling
learners, consider enrichment activities for advanced learners, and discuss real student work in
relation to state and local standards. Research has shown that regular study of student work is
one of the most effective ways to improve student learning.* “Nothing motivates and engages
teachers more than examining student work and engaging in conversation with other teachers
about how that work was achieved.”

For teachers in particular, professional development needs to deal with deep and useful content
knowledge that educators can use in their instruction. There is a strong relationship between
teacher content knowledge and effective instruction. “Teachers with a deep, conceptual
understanding of their subject ask a greater number of high-level questions, encourage students
to apply and transfer knowledge, help students see and understand relationships between and
among ideas and concepts, and make other choices in their instruction that engage students and
challenge them to learn.®

High-quality professional development is built on collegiality and collaboration among school
staff to solve important problems. Efforts to reform professional development often fail because
the system is not structured to support the intended reform. For example, educators may try to
find time to study and compare student work, but scheduling often makes it hard for staff to meet
together during the day. In some countries, teachers have 10 or more hours a week to work
together on instructional issues; teachers in the U.S. report having less than an hour a week to
examine instructional issues together. Nevertheless, evidence is growing that working
collaboratively is important: when educators work collectively, they are more likely to believe
that what they do has a positive effect on students. This belief changes behavior in important
ways and improves student achievement.” Because of the link between collegiality and student
achievement, successful professional development helps educators think about their practice in
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the context of a professional community. It also gives educators opportunities to use their
collective expertise and support to make decisions about instruction.®

Educators also may want to examine student assessment data together to consider appropriate
curriculum changes, but there is no coordinated local assessment system to provide the kinds of
data they would need to make judgments about the curriculum. Fundamentally, professional
development does not exist in a vacuum; schedules, curriculum, student and teacher evaluations,
school mission, goals, and expectations must all be aligned with professional development in a
coordinated system.

Michael Fullan explained the importance of the whole system by pointing out that the
infrastructure of reform—that is, the layer above whatever layer is being targeted for reform—
often conflicts with the intended change or is too weak to support it.” When schools and districts
give attention to a reform without also paying attention to the surrounding infrastructure to
support the reform, the reform is likely to fail.
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