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Which
teachers will
be receptive?

By Bruce Torff

ou’ve seen and heard all

this before. Experienced

veterans of professional

development for teachers

often have plenty to say
concerning which teachers are likely to
respond well to a professional develop-
ment initiative and which tend to be more
resistant.

Many of these veterans say that
teacher attitudes about professional devel-
opment tend to grow less favorable as
their careers proceed, owing to some
combination of age and years in the class-
room trenches. It’s widely believed as
well that professional development initia-
tives are more highly regarded by elemen-
tary teachers than secondary ones. And
gender is thought to play a part, with
women seen as generally more supportive

NSDC's purpose: Every educator engages in effective professional learning every day so every student achieves.

FOR A DYNAMIC COMMUNITY OF TEACHER LEADERS

of professional development relative to
their male colleagues. Finally, teachers
with a higher level of educational attain-
ment are believed to be more resistant
than their less-educated colleagues (after
all, you typically can’t tell a Ph.D.-toting
university professor anything).
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This conventional wisdom about profession-
al development has been neither supported nor
refuted by research. A large body of literature
describes design features that make professional
development programs most effective — e.g. sus-
tained initiatives linked to classroom practices
and learning standards (Birman et al., 2000;
Boyle, Laprianou, & Boyle, 2005; Garet et al.,
2001; Guskey, 2000; Killion & Hirsh, 2001;
Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000). Some schol-
ars go so far as to include “teachers’ knowledge,
skills, and dispositions” among the factors that
predict the effectiveness of a professional devel-
opment program (Newman et al., 2000, pp. 259;
Smylie, 1988). But there has been no research
specifying how or why these teacher characteris-
tics make a difference.

Moving into the breach, a research project
was conducted in which a survey was adminis-
tered to 229 practicing elementary and secondary
teachers (Torff, 2006; Torff & Sessions, in
review; for validation data see Torff, Sessions, &
Byrnes, 2005). The results lend support to the
conventional wisdom about professional develop-
ment, but also include some surprises.

Three stages of teacher attitudes

As teachers’ careers proceed, their attitudes
about professional development appeared to fall
out in three stages — first increasing, then
decreasing, and then leveling out.

Stage 1

In the first three years, attitudes about pro-
fessional development grew markedly more
favorable. This increase seems to stem from the
typical practice of having teachers complete a
three-year probationary period before tenure. But
if the exigencies of a tenure candidacy were
teachers’ sole motive, their attitudes toward pro-
fessional development would have started favor-
ably and stayed that way. Instead, their attitudes
brightened over those first three years, suggesting
that something about teachers’ early experiences
in the classroom motivated them to become more
receptive to professional development assistance.
In general, many teachers find these early years
difficult, which seems understandable given that
newcomers have few lessons in the filing cabinet
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and little experience with lesson implementation,
classroom management, and other fundamental
skills of teaching. These difficulties may make
teachers increasingly amenable to professional
development — receptiveness likely to gain
strength as tenure hearings draw near.

Stage 2

The second stage, from years three through
10 of a teaching career, showed a steep drop in
attitudes about professional development. At the
10-year mark, teachers’ attitudes had declined to
the level produced by newcomers to the profes-
sion. It’s unclear what caused this decline.
Teachers may regard input from professional
development providers as less desirable or need-
ed after they develop a classroom working style
(and secure tenure). In some cases, teachers’ per-
sonal experiences with professional development
programs may have been less than optimal, caus-
ing them to sour on professional development in
general.

But this decline did not continue after the
first decade in the classroom.

Stage 3

In the third stage, with 10 or more years of
classroom experience, teachers tended not to
change their attitudes about professional develop-
ment. Ten-year veterans and teachers with three
times that much experience evinced similar atti-
tudes about professional development — about
the same as first-year teachers. Whatever factors
caused teachers’ support for professional devel-
opment to diminish between the third and tenth
years of a teaching career, these factors apparent-
ly ceased to exert significant impact after year
10.

Development though these three stages was
attributable (statistically) to teaching experience,
not age. Mid-career entrants to the profession
demonstrated the same three-stage progression as
teachers who began immediately after college.
Moreover, although the three-stage pattern was
produced by both elementary and secondary
teachers, the latter were less supportive of profes-
sional development at each stage. This gap grew
wider over time, such that veteran elementary
teachers were considerably more amenable to
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professional development than similarly experi-
enced secondary teachers. Clearly, some of the
study’s findings support the conventional wisdom
about professional development.

But other findings do not. It seems plausible
that women might outpace men in support for
professional development, given research show-
ing men to have generally more rigidly-held
beliefs (e.g. McGillicuddy-De Lisi & De Lisi,
2001). But gender was found to have no effect on
attitudes about professional development. It also
seems plausible that teachers might grow less
amenable to professional development as they
gain academic credits and degrees, since these
experiences could be viewed as reducing the per-
ceived need for further education. But education-
al attainment had no effect on attitudes about
professional development.

So, research reveals the conventional wis-
dom about teachers’ attitudes about professional
development to be only partially accurate.

Implications for school-based professional
learning

What do these findings mean for school-
based professional development providers? Of
course, teacher attitudes are but one of many fac-
tors bearing on the effectiveness of professional
development programs (Newman et al., 2000;
Smylie, 1988). To the extent that these attitudes
influence program outcomes, research on teacher
attitudes has implications for design and imple-
mentation professional development programs.

To begin with, the propitious time to inter-
vene with a professional development initiative
appears to be early in teachers’ careers, but not as
early as possible. Since receptiveness toward pro-
fessional development rises for three years and
then falls, the six-year period in which attitudes
toward professional development are most favor-
able encompasses years one through six of teach-
ers’ careers. However, because of the increase in
teachers’ attitudes over the first three years, the
optimal three-year period spans years two though
four — not years one through three, as would have
been the case had teachers’ attitudes been consis-
tently favorable over the first three years. To the
extent that attitudes about professional develop-
ment affect program outcomes, professional
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development is best timed to be as near to the
three-year mark as possible, not as early in teach-
ers’ careers as possible.

This suggestion seems consistent with the
goal of timing professional development to avoid
conflicts between school-based professional
development initiatives and the requirements set
out in teacher-certification regulations. Many
states require teachers to earn a master’s degree
within the first few years following completion
of a bachelor’s (for those new teachers who don’t
already hold a master’s). Moreover, states
increasingly require schools to provide mentor-
ship for first-year teachers — an alternative form
of professional development administered by
school districts (but one that differs from the
“school-based professional development initia-
tives” discussed in this article, since the latter are
not limited to first-year teachers and typically do
not involve one-to-one tutelage). If many teach-
ers are completing master’s degrees and/or
receiving mentorship early on, school-based pro-
fessional development initiatives might well tar-
get teachers somewhat later, when teachers’ atti-
tudes are most favorable and degree programs
and mentorship periods are well under way if not
completed.

The findings also have implications for allo-
cation of limited professional development
resources. In some cases, school-based profes-
sional development administrators have little
control over the population of teachers to be
served, but in other cases they must decide which
services to offer for which group of teachers.
Consideration of participating teachers’ charac-
teristics can help determine what kind of profes-
sional development initiative to attempt. As not-
ed, various design features optimize the effective-
ness of professional development initiatives (e.g.
sustained initiatives linked to classroom practices
and learning standards) (Birman et al, 2000;
Garet et al., 2001; Guskey, 2000; Killion &
Hirsch, 2001; Newman et al., 2000). An analysis
combining these features with participating
teachers’ characteristics best predicts how suc-
cessful professional development initiatives are
likely to be. Of course, professional development
initiatives are most likely to be effective when
optimally structured and delivered to teachers

National Staff Development Council «+ 800-727-7288 « www.nsdc.org

WHICH TEACHERS
WILL BE RECEPTIVE?

Professional
development
initiatives are most

likely to be effective
when optimally
structured and
delivered to
teachers with the
most favorable
characteristics, and
least likely to be
effective when less-
than-optimally
structured and
presented to
teachers with less-
than-favorable
characteristics.

MARCH 2008



t TEACHERS TEACHING TEACHERS

with the most favorable characteristics, and least
likely to be effective when less-than-optimally
structured and presented to teachers with less-
than-favorable characteristics.

But most school-based professional devel-
opment situations fall between these poles, rais-
ing issues concerning what kind of professional
development to attempt (and which teachers with
whom to attempt it). When working with teachers
with less-than-favorable characteristics, it seems
advisable to ensure that design features are opti-
mized, even if that means devoting professional
development resources to a comparatively small-
er number of teachers — on the theory that mak-
ing headway with a few teachers is better than
serving a greater number of teachers with a pro-
gram that faces too many obstacles to be effec-
tive. Conversely, when a professional develop-
ment program serves teachers with favorable
characteristics, less-than-optimal design features
might be worth the risk, since the program’s
shortcomings may be partly offset by supportive
teacher attitudes.

It’s true: some teachers are more amenable
to professional development than others. And
research can determine which teachers are likely
to lend strong support to a professional develop-
ment initiative — something the conventional wis-
dom about professional development does with
only partial accuracy. The best strategy for allo-
cating school-based professional development
resources is to analyze how a program’s design
features will likely dovetail with the attitudes of
participating teachers. This analysis has potential
to enhance the effectiveness of school-based pro-
fessional development, ultimately for the benefit
of teachers and students.
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Accountability lights a fuse

t finally happened. I suffered my first
legitimate ‘accountability breakdown’ the
other day after our school’s academically
gifted teacher stopped by my room. “I
need you to sign a few papers, Bill,” she
said, “verifying that you are going to provide a
differentiated curriculum for your AG students.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all,
I’ve been signing similar papers
for 15 years. Essentially, each | #
document details the level of .
service that my kids are entitled
to receive. They’re designed sim-
ply as a reminder of the impor-
tance of meeting the needs of the
gifted students in my classes.

Instead, they simply set me
off!

“I’m sick of being held
accountable,” I snapped. “Do you
have to sign any forms document-
ing your work? Better yet, do
teachers beyond reading and math
have to sign these papers? What
guarantees are we getting on the
results of everyone else working in this building?”

No joke — I was borderline hateful and defi-
nitely mean.

As our AG teacher beat a hasty retreat, I was
left to vent to anyone who would listen. My frus-
tration was only fueled by a comment made earli-
er in the year by a district data guru suggesting
that the teachers of my team were “decidedly
average” and “somewhat complacent” when it
came to reading instruction. His evidence: Our
school’s standardized test scores.

“That’s it!” I shouted, “I want any one of the
dozens of untested positions in our school.
Wouldn’t it be nice to have no accountability for
once?!”

Picking up the pieces after my outburst has
made me realize that our nation’s efforts to “hold
teachers accountable” have changed who I am as
an educator. Once a passionate artist driven by
human relationships and by creative exploration
with my kids, I am now nothing more than a
technician studying the numbers and trying to
produce results on end-of-grade exams.

Constant pressure and criti-
cism — a tool that society has
seemed to embrace to drive
change in education — has left
me wondering whether I even
want to work in a classroom any
longer. At every turn, fingers
seem to point at me because |
teach a tested subject. Each year, 1
pensively await the results of
exams knowing that drops in “the
numbers” will land me in hot
water — no matter how hard I
worked the year before.

Some days, I’'m even left to
wonder whether what I do each
day can really be called “teach-
ing.” It certainly doesn’t resemble the work that I
embraced early in my career.

Is my reaction to our nation’s emphasis on
results somehow irrational or perfectly under-
standable? Have ‘accountability breakdowns’
become more common in your school? How can
school leaders support teachers who rest under
the never-ending glare of end of grade exams?

Are ‘accountability breakdowns’ another
unintended consequence of No Child Left
Behind? If so, are they a consequence that we’re
comfortable with? How can we hold teachers
accountable for performance without destroying
who they are as people? @
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Help them draw from inside

As a five-year veteran coach, what
strategies have you found most
effective?

We do a lot of cognitive coaching where we
try to get the teacher or principal to use their
inner resources to figure out the answers for
themselves. We try not to be prescriptive, but to
be supportive and take them through a cognitive
coaching conversation so that they come up with
the answer which they always really had in their
head — they just needed some thinking/process-
ing time.

Sometimes, even in cognitive coaching, you
can do a menu of options and step out of a
coaching conversation and say, “Can I offer you
a menu of options of what other schools (teach-
ers) are doing and see if any of these things
might work for you?” Usually, they’re very hap-
py to know what others are doing.

We also try to facilitate at our district meet-
ings time for them to talk among themselves

about what’s working in the different buildings.

To be an effective coach, you have to be a
great listener, an insightful listener, so that you’re
listening not only for what is being said, but how
it’s being said. You also have to be very nonjudg-
mental, because it may not be the way that you
would do the activity or strategy, but you have to
let the principal or teacher establish their own
personality within the culture of that building.

And you have to let them try things and fail,
and try things and succeed, because those are the
best teachers. Sometimes, the best teacher is
where someone was just determined this was
going to work, and you talked to them in terms
of all the ins and outs, but still let them try. And
then when it wasn’t as successful as they hoped it
would be, that’s where the cognitive coaching
comes in to get them to walk back through and
reflect on how it could have been better, what
really did work, and how we could improve it the
next time. @
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Not a cost but investment

he Resources standard challenges

most schools and districts because it

calls for both the fiscal and human

resources necessary to support effec-

tive professional learning. This stan-
dard sets a high bar for ensuring that all educa-
tors have access to the resources that allows
effective professional learning. However, practice
lags significantly behind this standard.

Expense or investment

In many schools and districts, professional
development continues to be viewed as an
expense rather than an investment. Professional
development, viewed as an expense, typically
comes with a price tag that includes substitutes,
registration fees, and consultant honoraria and
travel. However, the cost of the professional
development experience viewed as an expense
increases exponentially when we consider the
potentially negative impact on student learning
that occurs when teachers are pulled out of their
classrooms and students lose instructional time.
This expense increases yet again when those who
participate in “professional development as an
expense” described here have neither the expec-
tation nor the support to implement what they
learned during their time away. When viewed
through this lens of “professional development as
an expense,” it is easy to understand why budgets
for professional development continue to dimin-
ish.

Another view is possible. Professional devel-
opment is an investment in human capital.
Research is now catching up with what has been
known for many years, but not practiced. A sig-
nificant factor influencing student learning is the
quality of teaching experience. One way to
improve the quality of teaching is through ongo-
ing professional learning in which teachers learn

together, examine their practice and its results,
and refine both their content knowledge and ped-
agogy. Research emerging in the last few years
demonstrates that effective professional develop-
ment is positively associated with student learn-
ing. The simplest explanation is this: What teach-
ers know and do impacts what students know and
do.

RESOURCES

When schools and districts begin to recog-
nize that effective professional learning is an
investment not only in building capacity of staff,
but also in improving student achievement, allo-
cating fiscal and human resources to this crucial
function will be easier.

School-based staff developers as a resource

In schools and districts that invest in profes-
sional learning, that investment takes many dif-
ferent forms. One indicator of an investment
rather than an expense orientation to professional
development is a daily or weekly schedule that
facilitates teacher collaborative learning, data
analysis, and instructional planning. These
schools or districts recognize that trading time for
teacher learning for student learning time mini-
mizes the potential for impact of professional
learning.

Schools and districts that consider profes-
sional learning an investment rather than an
expense typically are ones in which school-based
staff developers work. These teacher leaders
work side by side with teachers in both teams
and their individual classrooms helping them
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deepen their content knowledge, expand their
pedagogical repertoire to include strategies for
meeting the needs of all students, engage them in
reflection on their practice, and build a collabora-
tive culture in which teachers develop a collec-
tive responsibility for the success of one another
and each student in the school.

Investing in school-based staff developers is
just good business. If a coach can improve the
content, assessment, and instructional skills of
multiple teachers within a school, every student
benefits, not just those in one classroom. In addi-
tion, the school-based staff developer works with
teachers in collaborative teams and models and
supports the development of practices the team
can continue to implement independently when
the coach is working with other teams of teach-
ers. This benefit of school-based staff developers
diminishes when they work primarily one-on-one
with teachers rather than with teams.

From being the resource to sharing resources

School-based staff developers are a resource
to individual teachers and teams of teachers in a
school. One of the roles they fulfill in their work
with teachers is to bring resources to improve
teaching quality. In this role, school-based staff
developers have four key responsibilities. They
include:

1. Acting as a resource to support job-embed-
ded professional learning in the school;

2. Ensuring the use of resources to support job-
embedded professional learning priorities;

3. Focusing learning team resources on high-
priority goals; and

4. Providing external and internal support relat-
ed to learning priorities (Killion & Harrison,

2006).

In the first area, teacher leaders support prin-
cipals in assessing and establishing both the time
and structures needed for teacher collaboration.
They work to ensure that teachers have daily
time for professional learning that allows for col-
laborative planning time, peer-to-peer observa-
tion and feedback on one another’s practice,
learning how to meet the needs of different types
of learners, or expanding their instructional
repertoire.

The second responsibility, once the schedule
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allows for collaborative time, is to help teams use
available resources within the school including
tapping the expertise of teachers who have
demonstrated success with particular students,
content, or instructional practices. School-based
staff developers also share strategies with teams
to make the most of their collaborative time, such
as lesson study or examining student work.

Another responsibility of the school-based
staff developer is establishing team-based goals
both for teacher learning and student achieve-
ment and focusing resources on those goals. By
maintaining a laser-like focus on specific goals
and tapping all available resources both in the
school and beyond, teams of teachers can more
readily achieve their goals. Too many resources
focused on too many diverse areas of need may
fragment and diffuse the potential for improve-
ment in teaching practice and student learning.

The final responsibility school-based staff
developers have is accessing and employing
resources within the school and beyond to
address teacher and student learning goals. In
most cases, the needed resources exist within a
school. Occasionally, schools must reach beyond
to access external resources. School-based staff
developers need some familiarity with where
external resources reside or who their go-to per-
son is for external resources. When the need aris-
es for resources that do not exist within the
school, school-based staff developers must have
an expedient way to access external resources to
support teacher and student learning.

Resource allocation to professional develop-
ment comes in many forms. Resources include
people, time, dollars, and substantive materials.
Resources also include access to information and
expertise and readily available access to support,
feedback, knowledge, and expertise. Availability
of resources is one way an organization conveys
that improvement is expected and necessary.
Without these resources, those engaged in
improvement efforts face frustration.

Professional learning can be either an
expense or investment. When viewed as an
investment, professional learning brings
resources to the school and classroom door where
effective teaching occurs. @
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Certain parental help works

By Carla Thomas McClure

tate and federal policies promoting

increased parent involvement are

based on decades of research suggest-

ing a positive link between parent

involvement and students’ academic
success. But what kind of involvement? Findings
from a recent study in Illinois suggest that
schools serving low-income, at-risk populations
might want to focus on supports for effective par-
enting and at-home learning.

What was the purpose of the study?

Researchers Melissa Ingram, Randi B.
Wolfe, and Joyce M. Lieberman set out to identi-
fy and analyze the methods and extent of parent
involvement in effective schools serving high
numbers of minority and/or impoverished stu-
dents. The researchers reasoned that such infor-
mation could be valuable to similar schools wish-
ing to fine-tune their parent involvement efforts
in ways that support student achievement.

Haven’t other studies examined the link
between parent involvement and academic
achievement? Yes — and almost all of them sup-
port the idea that parent involvement is good for
students. In 1987, researcher Joyce Epstein iden-
tified six typologies of parent involvement: par-
enting, communicating, volunteering, learning at
home, decision making, and collaborating with
the community. In 2002, when Anne Henderson
and Karen Mapp did a comprehensive review of
the parent involvement research, they made an
interesting discovery: Some forms of parent
involvement, such as volunteering and attending
school events, didn’t seem to have much impact
on student achievement. But at-home support for
children’s learning was associated with higher
attendance, better student attitudes, and higher

achievement. A similar pattern revealed itself in
the Chicago study.

How was the study done?

The research team surveyed parents at three
high-achieving, at-risk public elementary schools
to find out how much and what kind of involve-
ment they had in their child’s education. High-
achieving schools were identified as those scor-
ing in the top third of the state on the Illinois
Standards Achievement Test. A school was iden-
tified as at risk if more than half of its students
were minority students and more than half came
from low-income families.

Researchers sent surveys (some in Spanish)
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to about 800 families whose children attended the
schools selected for the study. The instrument
used was the 42-item Family Involvement
Questionnaire. Parents were asked to say how
often (rarely, sometimes, often, or always) they
participated in various home-based, school-based,
and home-school conferencing activities.
Researchers received 220 completed surveys and
analyzed the responses.

What did the survey results reveal?

Parents who responded to the survey indicat-
ed that they rarely participated in parent involve-
ment activities that involved communicating, vol-
unteering, decision making, and collaborating
with the community. The most common parent
involvement practices among survey respondents
involved activities associated with parenting and
helping children learn at home. The parenting
activities that most respondents said they
engaged in “often” or “always” were maintaining
rules and a schedule, sharing stories, and praising
the child for schoolwork. Parents were somewhat
less consistent about limiting their child’s televi-
sion/video time. In the category of helping chil-
dren learn at home, parents said they often or
always spent time working on creative activities
and reading, writing, and math skills. Fewer par-
ents said they regularly took their child to the
library or to zoos and museums. And some
seemed hesitant about speaking with a teacher
about homework expectations.

Did the researchers offer any recommendations?
Yes. They suggest that schools serving low-
income, at-risk populations should focus their
parent involvement efforts on those associated
with improved academic achievement and pro-
vide related training for parents and teachers.
Suggested topics for parent trainings include par-
enting skills, child development (to help them
understand the impact of parenting decisions on
their child’s development), and ways to support
learning at home. Trainings for school faculty
and staff should address how to work with par-
ents, especially those who do not speak English
very well or, for other reasons, may not feel com-
fortable in the school environment. Schools can
also “act as a liaison to community resources
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BENEFITS AND BARRIERS

In the past 30 years, researchers have identified
benefits of and barriers to parents’ involvement
in their child’s learning.

Benefits

+ Higher grades and test scores

+ Better attendance and higher graduation
rates

+ Increased motivation and self-esteem

* Lower rates of suspension

+ Decreased use of drugs and alcohol

+ Fewer instances of violent behavior

+ Greater rates of enrollment in postsecondary
education

Barriers

+ Parents’ lack of knowledge about how to
help with schoolwork or support learning at
home

+ Parents’ negative attitudes about school

+ Lack of time and money

- Differences in language and culture

+ Lack of teacher training in parent
involvement

+ Teachers’ negative attitudes and inaccurate
assumptions about parents

Source: Ingram, Wolfe, & Lieberman, 2007.

such as libraries, museums, zoos, and theaters so
that parents can help children learn outside of
school settings.”

What else should I know about this study?
The survey response rate was low, which limits
the conclusions that can be drawn about parent
involvement in high-performing, at-risk schools.
In addition, this study was not designed to exam-
ine cause-and-effect relationships. The research
team does, however, provide useful information
for schools wishing to increase their support for
the two types of parent involvement most closely
linked to student achievement — effective par-
enting and at-home support for learning.
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