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bout 10
years ago,

teachers
at my
k i d s ’

school spent part of a
back-to-school night
explaining the new
math curriculum to par-
ents. My daughter’s
teacher focused on what
the district wanted chil-
dren to learn and parents
listened attentively.

Then a mother
asked a simple question:
If that’s what you want
children to know, then
how are you going to
teach them that?

The teacher stood
silent for several mo-
ments. Then, as if a light

had flashed on in her
head, she grabbed
handouts on her desk
and began passing them
out. “This will explain
that,” she said.

The bell rang and
we all wandered out
into the hall, grasping
our new handout.
“What is this?” asked
one parent. “This is just
insulting,” said another.

Most of us just
shook our heads in mild
amusement as we tried
to comprehend what
we’d been given: A
sketch of Bloom’s tax-
onomy of educational
objectives.

This very talented
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Use the survey on Page 3 with parent groups to stimulate a conversation about their knowledge about teaching and professional
learning. The purpose of the discussion is to air parent perspectives on professional development, not to tell parents that their
opinions are wrong.

Preparation:

1. Prepare slides of several key points that you want to make during your discussion of teacher learning. The best information
to share with parents in your community will be information about the impact of professional development on the learning
of your students, perhaps from your school improvement plans or annual school reports.

However, national information can also be helpful during these discussions. In advance of your meeting, visit the NSDC
web site — www.nsdc.org/library/policy/SDLCCharts.pdf —   and view slides that NSDC created to advance our policy
work. Review those slides yourself to decide which are most applicable for your discussion.

Some that may be especially helpful during a discussion are:
Slide #4: Student achievement increases for various expenditures
Slide #7: Influence of professional development on student achievement
Slide #14: Teachers’ views of the effectiveness of collaboration
Slide #20: Effects of teaching quality on student outcomes

2. Create a handout from Page 3. NSDC grants permission to any NSDC member to use this survey with parent groups in their
communities. Provide pens and pencils for parents.

3. Distribute one copy of the survey to each person in the group. Allow about 10 minutes for parents to respond to these questions.

4. Presenting the results can be done in a variety of ways. Here are two options:
Option 1: Read each question and ask parents to announce their responses publicly.
Option 2: Tabulate the scores using the chart below and present the results to the group before beginning a discussion.

What does your community know and believe about teacher learning?

SCORING GUIDE

Indicate the number of responses in each category.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

1. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

2. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

3. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

4. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

5. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

6. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

7. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

8. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

9. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

10. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

11. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____

12. _____ _____ _____ _____ _____
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Please circle the response that indicates your views regarding each statement.

1. I want my child enrolled in a school that has a deep commitment to the continuous learning of the staff.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

2. Teachers will learn more through collaboration with other teachers than attending workshops.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

3. Teachers learned everything they need to know about teaching when they were in college.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

4. What teachers know about their subject area has a direct impact on how much their students are able to learn.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

5. Teachers should do all of their learning on their own time.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

6. Science is the only subject in which we know more today than we knew 20 years ago. That means that science teachers are
the only teachers who need to keep learning about new content for the subjects they teach.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

7. Teaching is a natural skill that really cannot be improved upon.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

8. Teachers only need to spend a few hours each year learning how to improve their teaching.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

9. The changing demographics in my community present new challenges to teachers and means that all teachers need to learn
how to more effectively teach all children.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

10. Teachers can learn a great deal about children and teaching by talking with other teachers and observing other teachers in
their classrooms during the school day.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

11. The quality of teaching has a direct impact on the quality of learning for students.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

12. Only bad teachers need to spend time learning how to improve how they teach. Good teachers will keep getting better
without making any special effort.

Strongly Agree  Agree Not Sure Disagree Strongly Disagree

What do you know and believe about teacher learning?
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Purpose: To give teachers the tools they need to talk with parents and other community members about their professional
development experiences

Instructions to facilitators:

� Prepare a handout with the template below.

� Distribute those handouts to teachers at the beginning of each staff development session. Tell teachers that part of what they
will be learning each time they meet is how to talk with parents and other community members about what they are learning
during staff development this year. Set aside those handouts.

� As you prepare to close for the day, ask teachers to use the handout to write briefly about what they have learned and how
they intend to use it to benefit students. Encourage teachers to use this description to write a short announcement for their class
or school newsletter. Tell them that they can also use it as a script for what they will say to a parent when they encounter them at
school or elsewhere in the community.

� Take about 10 minutes and invite several teachers to role play with you and share their responses as they might deliver them
to a parent or other community member.

On ________________________________ (insert date), staff members (insert names below):

Met for the purpose of:

This was a valuable use of school time because we:

And we expect this experience to benefit your children by:

Sharing what you have learned
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What is staff development anyway?

Staff development describes the time that teachers and
principals use to update their knowledge and skills so they
can do their work better. Sometimes, it’s called professional
development, inservice, institute days, workshops, or
training. Sometimes, districts enable teachers to use time
during school days to meet with other teachers to plan lessons
and examine student work. This is also a significant form of
staff development. No matter what the name, however, staff
development is time when teachers and principals to learn
more so students can learn more.

Why didn’t teachers learn what they needed to know in

college like other professionals do?

Most professionals update their knowledge and skills
throughout their careers.  Would you go to a physician or
dentist, for example, who had stopped learning after they
graduated from medical or dental school?

It’s impossible for teachers to learn everything they need
to know for a lifetime of teaching during just a few years in
college. Some of the most important lessons can be learned
only after they have their own students.

Plus many changes have occurred since teachers gradu-
ated from college. There have been new discoveries in
science, new research on human learning and teaching,
changing demographics in communities, and new expecta-
tions for what students should learn in different subject areas.
Teachers have to stay on top of all of this in order to be good
teachers for your children.

Why do teachers have to take half days off from school

for staff development? Why can’t teachers do this on

their own time, at night or on the weekends so they

don’t take time away from their students?

The school district has a responsibility for ensuring that
teachers are up to speed in what and how they teach. That
means the school district is obligated to provide teachers with
time to learn during their work day.

Many teachers will choose to take a university course
during their personal time but that is different from the
learning that the district expects of them and invests in.

Frequently asked questions

Teachers in my child’s school spend an hour to an hour

and a half every day just talking to each other. I think

this is really a waste of time. Why can’t they spend that

time teaching instead of talking to each other?

When teachers have grade-level or department meetings,
they generally use this time to ensure that all teachers are on
target with their instruction. They compare lessons, test
results, homework assignments, and sometimes they plan
lessons that each of them will teach. That helps ensure that
students are equally prepared for the next grade.

In schools where teachers just go into their own rooms and
teach whatever and however they want, students often finish
the year with very different experiences. That can mean that
some students are not prepared for the next grade. Regular
team meetings are one way to prevent that from happening.

We have too many half days in this district. Teachers are

still in the building so why aren’t my children in class

with them?

When children have a half day off from school, teachers
are still working. They’re just working in a different way.

Ask the school’s principal exactly what teachers are
doing during these half days. A second question for the
principal is whether other options for teacher learning would
be just as effective as half days and less disruptive to a child’s
school day. (See NSDC’s list of options for professional
learning at www.nsdc.org/talkingtoparents.cfm.

I hear teachers say that staff development days are a waste

of time because they learn nothing. If teachers don’t think

they’re valuable, why does my school keep doing them?

When a teacher complains, ask him or her to tell you
exactly what goes on during staff development. Try to
determine if teachers had a voice in deciding what they would
learn. Ask if this teacher’s concerns are shared by others. Did
teachers object to learning something new or did they object
to the way the new information was provided for them? Were
teachers just sitting and listening or were they doing work
related to their classrooms? Were they overwhelmed by what
they heard? Judge for yourself whether you believe the time
could have been valuable for that teacher.

NSDC has answered parents’ most frequently asked questions about professional learning. You have our permission

to use any of these questions and answers in school or district newsletters or to post on your school or district web site as

long as NSDC is credited in this way:

Source: National Staff Development Council, www.nsdc.org.

Send other questions that you want us to answer for parents to NSDCJoan@aol.com. We’ll answer them and add

them to our online FAQs for parents at www.nsdc.org/talkingtoparents.cfm.
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veteran teacher had been caught in a vise.
She had been through weeks of intensive
staff development to prepare her to teach
this new math curriculum. She loved the
new curriculum and, as the year proved,
was very capable of teaching it to her stu-
dents. What she could not do, however,
was explain to parents what she had

learned about how
to change her in-
struction and how
those changes
would result in the
intended learning
for her students.
She knew what she
would be doing but
she did not have
the words to ex-
press what she
knew.

When a
teacher cannot ex-
plain something to
parents, parents
become very ner-
vous.

Parents and
other community

members cannot be expected to support
spending money on staff development if
they do not understand what it is, why it
is necessary, what it looks like, why it
looks that way, and what difference it will
make for their children. Building their sup-
port begins by building their understand-
ing.

When teachers are unable to describe
what they have learned and how they will
use it, parents rightly become very skep-
tical about the value of professional de-
velopment. In an environment where
school budgets are being slashed, that
skepticism can lead directly to reduced
budgets for teacher learning. Parents be-
lieve they understand the value of small
classes; they do not understand the value

Continued from Page 1

Continued on Page 7

of professional development.
Parents are tough customers to win

over when it comes to support for staff
development — particularly for tradi-
tional forms of professional development
that are based on released time. Parents
become personally inconvenienced by
half-days, days off, late starts, or early
dismissals for staff development. Few
newsletters or web sites provide much
detail to parents about why children are
being deprived of instruction while teach-
ers are away learning. Calendars typically
list vague phrases like “institute day” or
“staff development.” When parents ask
what teachers are learning during this
time away from students, they often hear
teachers say that “inservices” are a waste
of time because they never learn anything
new.

Teachers are more likely to see value
in the time they have during their work-
day to meet with colleagues to share ideas
and examine student work. But parents —
and often teachers themselves — are less
likely to view that important time as staff
development.

This issue is intended to help you as
teachers and principals in your district try
to communicate the importance of profes-
sional development in all its forms to par-
ents and other community members.

Break the inservice habit.

This is a Very Big Rule #1: Stop using
the word inservice. Remove it from school
district literature and excise it from your
vocabulary. While you’re at it, stop using
“institute days,” “released days,” “PLC
days,” even “staff development.” Those
phrases confuse rather than illuminate.

Replace those phrases with simple,
easy-to-understand phrases: teacher learn-
ing, professional learning, or staff learn-
ing.

Making this transition will be easier
if you also minimize your dependence on
released-time forms of professional devel-

opment in favor of learning opportunities
for teachers during their regular work day.

Talk about learning alternatives.

To many parents, professional devel-
opment immediately translates into “work-
shop” and students being sent home from
school. So educating parents about the value
of professional learning also means educat-
ing them about various learning options —
and using more of those options for profes-
sional development in your community. See
Page 8 for a list of the many “powerful de-
signs” that NSDC believes represent good
options for professional learning.

Showcase your teacher learning.

Each time your school or district sets
aside time for teacher learning, tell par-
ents about it.

Put a message on your web site or in-
clude something in your monthly news-
letter telling parents exactly why kids are
home for the afternoon and teachers are
still working. Be specific. For example:

“Roosevelt teachers will spend two
hours on Wednesday afternoon focusing
on how they evaluate student writing. En-
glish teachers will be sharing and explain-
ing their guidelines for grading English
papers, known as a rubric. They will be
working with teachers in all subjects to
help them understand how they can apply
the same rubric to student writing in their
classes. That will help ensure that all
teachers are grading the same way.

“The work that teachers are doing is
connected to one of our district goals,
which is improving the quality of student
writing. Our statewide language arts as-
sessment tests students on their writing
ability and, beginning in 2005, the SAT
will also test students’ writing ability.”

If your school has provided time for
teachers to meet, include something in
each newsletter about how teachers are
using that time.

Build support for professional learning

Parents and other

community members

cannot be expected

to support spending

money on staff

development if they

do not understand

what it is, why it is

necessary, what it

looks like, why it

looks that way, and

what difference it will

make for their

children.



NATIONAL STAFF DEVELOPMENT COUNCIL PAGE 7

Tools For Schools December/January 2005

ISSN 0276-928X

Tools For Schools is published five times a year

(August, October, December, February and April) by

the National Staff Development Council, 5995

Fairfield Road, #4, Oxford, OH 45056, for $49 of

standard and comprehensive membership fees.

Periodicals postage paid at Wheelersburg, OH 45694.

 MAIN BUSINESS OFFICE

5995 Fairfield Road, #4, Oxford, OH 45056

(513) 523-6029

(800) 727-7288

(513) 523-0638 (fax)

E-mail: NSDCoffice@aol.com

Web site: www.nsdc.org

Editor: Joan Richardson

Designer: Sue Chevalier

NSDC STAFF

Executive director

Dennis Sparks (SparksNSDC@aol.com)

Deputy executive director

Stephanie Hirsh (NSDCHirsh@aol.com)

Director of publications

Joan Richardson (NSDCJoan@aol.com)

Director of special projects

Joellen Killion (NSDCKillio@aol.com)

Distinguished senior fellow

Hayes Mizell (HMizell@msn.com)

Business manager

Leslie Miller (NSDCLeslie@aol.com)

BOARD OF TRUSTEES

Cindy Harrison, president (2005)

Mark Bower (2004)

Deborah Childs-Bowen, president-elect (2006)

Karen Hayes (2004)

Gale Hulme (2005)

Sharon Jackson (2006)

Sue McAdamis (2006)

Marti Richardson, past president (2004)

Bill Sommers (2005)

COPYING/REPRINT POLICY

NSDC members may make up to 30 copies of individual

Tools For Schools articles. Each copy must include a full

citation of the source. For information regarding other

requests to copy or reprint articles from NSDC

publications, please see www.nsdc.org/library/

publications/permpolicy.cfm for more details as well as

a form that can be used to submit a request. All requests

should be faxed to Joan Richardson, (313) 824-5062.

Please allow two weeks for a response. No e-mail

requests will be accepted.

BACK COPIES

Back copies of Tools For Schools and Results are

available for $3 per copy. Member and bulk

discounts apply. To order, contact NSDC’s main

business office.

Postmaster: Send address changes to the National

Staff Development Council, 5995 Fairfield Road, #4,

Oxford, OH 45056.

Tools For Schools

Continued from Page 6
Emphasize the benefits to students.

One of the best arguments that teach-
ers can make about their need for profes-
sional development and for spending time
with other teachers is that it helps ensures
equity for students. That addresses one of
parents’ greatest fears — that their child will
miss something that other children are re-
ceiving — said Kris Olson, communications
director for Parents for Public Schools.

Write a brochure.

Create a brochure that describes your
district’s reading initiative, professional
meeting time for teachers, or a new posi-
tion, such as reading coach or instructional
specialist. Explain what the new program
or position is intended to do, how it has
been funded, and reference some of the
research that suggests why it’s a good
strategy for your district.

Distribute it at back-to-school nights,
through your newsletters, and post it on
your web site.

Take a camera into a staff

development session.

Introduce parents to an actual staff de-
velopment session or a team meeting by
broadcasting a session on your local cable
access channel or by creating a video.

The advantage of a video is that it can
be taken to parent meetings, broadcast on
your local cable TV channel, and made
available at your local library for check-
out. Parents who might otherwise be un-
willing to read about professional devel-
opment option might watch a video be-
cause they perceive it as entertainment,
says Sylvia Soholt, a consultant with
KSA-Plus Communications in Virginia.

Write a column in your school or

district newsletter.

In your school or district newsletter,
share news about professional learning and
answer parents’ questions about current ini-

tiatives. We’ve included FAQs on Page 5
that you can add to your newsletters. How-
ever, responding to real questions from
parents in your district will make such a
column even more readable.

Prepare teachers for spontaneous

talk about staff development.

Teachers will not become better com-
municators unless principals and staff de-
velopers spend time helping them learn
how to do that. Teachers are unlikely to
have formal meetings with parents to talk
about their professional learning. Instead,
schools should prepare teachers for an-
swering questions from parents during the
kinds of encounters that occur naturally
in a community — as they shop in the gro-
cery store, leave a religious service, pick
up a video, or attend a sporting event.

Start by introducing a communication
component into each staff development
session including team meetings. See the
tool on Page 4 for an example of a hand-
out that could be used for this purpose.

Introduce the handout on Page 4 at
the beginning of the meeting or workshop.
This will signal teachers that you are ex-
pecting them to prepare for how they will
communicate with parents about how they
are using staff development time, what
they are learning, and how their children
will benefit from this. Do a short role play
in which the facilitator acts as a parent and
the teacher is asked to explain what he or
she has learned.

With a slight variation, schools with
weekly or regular collaborative time for
teachers to meet together can use the same
activity. If teachers meet daily, ask them
to summarize what they have learned each
week, perhaps in a learning log that is
shared with the principal. The principal
also could use a portion of faculty meet-
ings to have a teacher from each team de-
scribe the work of that team and how
teachers are implementing new learning
in their classrooms.

Build community support

for professional learning
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1. Conducting action research projects
2. Analyzing teaching cases
3. Attending awareness-level seminars
4. Joining a cadre of in-house trainers
5. Planning lessons with a teaching colleague
6. Consulting an expert
7. Examining student data
8. Being coached by a peer or an expert
9. Leading a book study
10. Making a field trip
11. Writing assessments with a colleague
12. Participating in a study or support group
13. Doing a classroom walk-through
14. Giving presentations at conferences
15. Researching on the Internet
16. Leading a schoolwide committee or project
17. Developing displays, bulletin boards
18. Shadowing students
19. Coaching a colleague
20. Being a mentor — being mentored
21. Joining a professional network
22. Using a tuning protocol to examine student work
23. Attending an in-depth institute in a content area
24. Writing an article about your work
25. Observing model lessons

26. Reading journals, educational magazines, books
27. Participating in a critical friends group
28. Doing a self-assessment
29. Shadowing another teacher or professional in the

field
30. Keeping a reflective log or journal
31. Analyzing the expectations of your statewide

assessments
32. Enrolling in a university course
33. Viewing educational videos
34. Maintaining a professional portfolio
35. Studying content standards for your state
36. Observing other teachers teach
37. Listening to video/audio recordings
38. Participating in a videoconference or conference

calls with experts
39. Visiting model schools/programs
40. Developing curriculum
41. Doing school improvement planning
42. Examining new technological resources to

supplement lessons
43. Being observed and receiving feedback from

another teacher or principal
44. Participating in lesson study
45. Working on a strategic planning team

If not a workshop, then what?

A PDF containing this list and presented in a handout format is available on the NSDC web site, www.nsdc.org/

talkingtoparents.cfm. NSDC members have permission to reproduce this list of options in school or district
newsletters or web sites if they use the following source line: Source: National Staff Development Council,
www.nsdc.org. All rights reserved.


