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BY TRACY CROW

SD: I’d like you to talk
about two key aspects of
your work. One is evaluat-
ing professional learning
and the other is coaching.
In Assessing Impact:

Evaluating Staff Development, 2nd
Edition, you write, “Evaluation —
not just data — is increasingly
important for changing schools. …

The use of data, not just data
alone, has the potential to trans-
form teaching and learning
and systems to support
them.” How do educators
and schools make the leap
from gathering data to
conducting evaluations?

Joellen Killion: Data become
information when they are analyzed
and interpreted. To move from data
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that sets a framework for the evalua-
tion. The plan is created in the con-
text of the professional learning we
are evaluating. Data help us know
where we are in relationship to where
we want to go. We can use that data
to create the pathway to get to our
desired results. Data help us look at
points along that pathway to assess if
we are making progress in the right
direction. So to move from gathering
data to evaluation, we need a goal, a
clear pathway to achieve the goal, and
defined indicators of success along the
way. Having an evaluation framework
that includes, minimally, a defined
goal, a clear process, and data describ-

ing where we are in rela-
tionship to where we
intend to be is absolutely
essential to use data effec-
tively and to do a sound
evaluation.

People engage in eval-
uation thinking and eval-
uation processes every
day. They do it by mak-
ing judgments about
what they like and don’t
like. For example, we
evaluate food, service we
experience, or a person’s
behavior. Teachers and
principals look at some-
thing going on in a
school and make a deter-
mination about its value
or effectiveness.
Somewhere they hold a
set of criteria, often
implicitly, that defines
what they consider valu-
able or effective. What I
find is often missing is
that people fail to make

their criteria explicit. In schools, when
we want to evaluate the impact of
something, educators often fail to col-
lect baseline data. To determine
impact, a single set of data is insuffi-
cient. Measuring impact requires

baseline data along with data gathered
at a later time for comparison purpos-
es. A single set of data only tells us
where we are at the moment.

Educators are afraid of formal
evaluation. I sometimes think their
research training in advanced degree
programs has led them to be afraid of
it. Yet they engage in evaluation daily.
I believe educators know more about
evaluation than they think they do.

JSD: So what do educators need
to know to conduct evaluations?

Killion: First of all, they need to
know good program planning. In my
approach to assessing the impact of
staff development, the first step is
planning a good program that has
potential for producing results. It is
difficult to evaluate a program that is
insufficiently comprehensive and
therefore unlikely to produce its
intended results. The second step is
identifying the questions to answer in
the evaluation. These questions set the
parameters for the type of data or evi-
dence to collect, the data source and
collection methodology, and how to
analyze the data. We’re constantly ask-
ing questions about our work, so ask-
ing questions is not a challenge. What
is challenging is getting the right
questions to guide the evaluation.
Next, people need to be able to iden-
tify appropriate data sources and data
collection methods. Choosing data
sources and data collection methods
requires thoughtful consideration
about the feasibility, cost, and appro-
priateness of the decision.
Increasingly, we are finding data that
are extant in our systems, which can
be used in evaluations without engag-
ing in new or more intrusive data col-
lection.

The part of the evaluation process
that usually causes anxiety for most
educators is data analysis. Many eval-
uations can be conducted with simple
descriptive statistics such as addition,

subtraction, division, figuring means,
medians, modes, and ranges rather
than more complex inferential statis-
tics. Microsoft Excel is a wonderful
resource for those conducting any
kind of data analysis.

The anxiety that often surrounds
evaluation needn’t be based on a lack
of knowledge or skill. I believe most
educators have the knowledge and
skills to engage in evaluation. What
they lack is confidence in their ability
and time to engage in evaluation.
They may also lack courage — the
courage to really find out if what
they’re doing makes a difference.

JSD: More than 10 years ago,
you were working on the results-
based staff development initiative
— identifying content-specific staff
development that resulted in
increased student achievement.
What has changed in terms of what
we know about whether profession-
al development makes a difference
for students?

Killion: We have greater clarity
now that professional development
does make a difference in terms of
teaching and student learning. Ten
years ago, there was a strong belief
that linking staff development with
student learning was impossible.
Today, that belief has changed, and so
have researchers’ and evaluators’
attempts to assess the impact of pro-
fessional development on student
learning. One major change in the
last 10 years is that the federal govern-
ment, which formerly did not hold
grant recipients responsible for assess-
ing the link between teacher enhance-
ment and student achievement, is
now doing so. National Science
Foundation grants such as the
Mathematics and Science Partnership,
for example, now require recipients to
measure the impact of teacher profes-
sional development on student
achievement. Beliefs about evaluation
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have shifted evaluation practice, and I
am delighted.

JSD: How can educators know
if the professional development
approaches that NSDC and others
advocate are effective and based on
research?

Killion: The field of research
about the effects of professional devel-
opment is expanding. The best ways
to know if professional development
is effective and based on research are
to both read the research and conduct
evaluations. NSDC has a plan to cre-
ate an evidence database that will syn-
thesize research about professional
learning. There are already good
sources of information about effective
educational innovations. The national
What Works Clearinghouse is one
source for finding research- or evi-
dence-based practices
(http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/).
NSDC’s collection of What Works
books is another good source (see
www.nsdc.org/connect/projects/results
based.cfm).

Sometimes the best practices are
right within schools. If we would take
time to study the effects of the prac-
tices we are engaged in, guide our
study with critical questions about
teaching practice and its impact, and
use evidence about teaching and
learning in the analysis process, edu-
cators would have their own action
research to assess the impact of their
professional development practices.
These are all ways educators can know
with some certainty that the practices
they are engaged in are supported by
evidence and make a difference in
terms of both teaching practice and
student learning.

To monitor progress along the
pathway toward a goal, it is helpful to
have a theory of change that identifies
the pathway or actions needed to
implement change. Along the path-
way, educators can assess whether

each action produces the results that,
when added together with the other
results expected along the pathway,
produce results for students. So, for
example, when teachers or principals
attend a professional development ses-
sion on reading strategies, the step of
attending the session is just one
action along the theory of change that
includes adapting the strategies for
their students, curriculum, and class-
room, trying them out, receiving feed-
back about their implementation,
assessing students’ ability to use the
strategies, and eventually assessing
students’ ability to be better readers.

JSD: What does this look like in
a school or district?

Killion: Let’s say I am seeking
better reading performance, particu-
larly in the area of reading and inter-
preting informational text. I first look
for examples of practices that have
improved students’ reading perform-
ance in this area and in schools like

mine. I might check the What Works
Clearinghouse for programs that
address improving students’ ability to
interact with informa-
tional text. I might look
in my school to find out
which teachers are suc-
cessful with this particular
reading skill. I might find
other schools that do bet-
ter in this area than ours
does. In each case, I want
to know what teachers
know and do that helps
their students be success-
ful in this area. Second, I
figure out what teachers
at our school need to
know and do differently
to implement the strategies we discov-
ered do make a difference. Then, we
create a theory of change that includes
the professional learning experiences
for teachers to acquire the knowledge,
refine their skills, expand their class-
room practice, and implement the
new practices with regularity and

JOELLEN KILLION
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fidelity. Teachers may benefit from
training, coaching, co-planning, peer
coaching, developing common assess-
ments, or analyzing student work, so I
look for multiple and deeply connect-
ed learning opportunities in which
teachers can collaborate to move
knowledge and skill to practice and
student performance. Along this path-
way, I am assessing the results for
teachers and students to know if I am
making progress.

JSD: So you have these data —
what do you do with them now?

Killion: Throughout this process,
I’m analyzing the infor-
mation to determine if
every action I’m taking is
producing the results
intended. If not, I inter-
vene. Continuous moni-
toring and reflection
allow those involved in
any innovation to know
with a fair degree of cer-
tainty where they are
along the path toward the
goal. This monitoring,
coupled with a willing-
ness to fill gaps as they
occur, increases the cer-
tainty that results will
flow from the actions we
take.

JSD: What is the
role of school-based
coaches in evaluation?

Killion: Coaches can
contribute to evaluations

in multiple ways. Most commonly
they can lead evaluation conversa-
tions. There is a process called “evalu-
ation think.” Joy Frechtling of Westat
used the term during the time she
served on the Assessing Impact advi-
sory board. She used the phrase to
talk about how people are always
thinking evaluatively. I have added

some structure to how that thinking
occurs. In a nutshell, evaluation think
means that educators are constantly
asking these five questions.
1. What’s working?
2. How do we know that? What evi-

dence are we using to tell us that
our hunches about success are in
fact true?

3. What’s not working?
4. How do we know that? What evi-

dence do we use to inform us that
what we think isn’t working really
isn’t working?

5. What are we going to do about it?
Coaches have a role in virtually

every conversation they have with
teachers to engage them in evaluation
think. If a coach meets with a team of
teachers, they can use the questions as
a framework for their interactions:
What’s working in terms of student
learning, what’s not working, how do
we know those things, what are we
going to do about it? If a coach and a
teacher are meeting individually, those
five questions become the frame of an
individual coaching session. But the
most important part of the coach’s
role is to help a teacher take the data,
know what it means, and to do some-
thing about it.

Additionally, coaches can help
teachers access, read, and discuss
research. They can assist teachers in
conducting action research projects
within their classrooms or schools.
Coaches help teachers use data to
make decisions about instruction.
Coaches can help teachers examine
their own practice and reflect on its
effectiveness.

The most important role coaches
have in evaluation is continuous eval-
uation of the impact of their own
practices.

JSD: Much of your work recent-
ly has been in support of people in
a coaching role. You coordinate the
coaching academies for NSDC, and
you write about the coach’s various

roles. How has this position
changed?

Killion: The coach role has
evolved enormously. Thirty-two years
ago, I was a coach in a high school.
My job was to work with underper-
forming teachers. My office was hid-
den away in a corner, because my
principal believed it was important
that the teachers I worked with were
not seen working with me. Schools
and districts that are implementing
coaching now recognize that the cen-
ter for learning for adults is inside the
work that they are doing in schools.
Districts are leveraging the ability to
put a skillful learning facilitator, a
coach, in schools to support that
learning process of teachers in order
to increase student learning. Coaches
focus on refining teaching to improve
student learning. When the work of a
coach is student results-focused,
coaches can make a difference in
schools. This is one of the changes
emerging in the work of coaches in
the last few years.

JSD: What does a good coach-
ing relationship look like?

Killion: A good coaching rela-
tionship is one in which the coach
and the teacher are willing to talk less
at the practice level and more at the
belief level. The coach is willing to
have very courageous conversations,
challenging conversations with teach-
ers about their belief systems and how
their beliefs impact their instructional
decisions. One of the things that
often happens is that coaches are driv-
en primarily by a desire to be liked.
(See Killion’s article on this topic,
“Are you coaching heavy or coaching
light?,” in the May 2008 issue of
Teachers Teaching Teachers.) They often
avoid the really tough conversations,
for example, conversations about
equity in a classroom, or gender biases
that may be evident, or inadequate
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assessment of student learning, or
unwillingness to differentiate for dif-
ferent learners. These are really chal-
lenging conversations for coaches to
have with teachers, and they are par-
ticularly challenging if the coach’s
motive is to not disturb the status quo
in any way.

I recognize that developing these
relationships takes time. I meet coach-
es in schools who say over and over
again that it takes time to build these
relationships. Sometimes, though,
they spend too much time doing that.
Coaches can easily find that a whole
school year has passed before they’ve
attempted a single challenging conver-
sation. I want to encourage people to
recognize that a challenging conversa-
tion about a teacher’s belief system
can be one of the best ways to build a
strong relationship.

JSD: What has to be in place in
the school environment for coaches
to recognize these are the kinds of
conversations they need to have and
also to give them the skills to be
able to do it?

Killion: Coaches need plenty of
practice and opportunity for profes-
sional development around having
those conversations. On a more basic
level, I still see a lot of coaching pro-
grams that don’t have an adequate
framework for success. This would
include simple things like a good job
description for a coach or even ade-
quate preparation and ongoing sup-
port for coaches. Those are all essen-
tial. Training for principals in how to
interact and support coaches in their
schools is missing in many districts.

JSD: Do you think the prolifer-
ation of coaches indicates that job-
embedded professional learning is
more widespread than it was 10 to
20 years ago?

Killion: I do. People recognize

that the school is the site for adult
learning and are beginning to place
the resources at the school site to sup-
port that learning. We can train peo-
ple in districtwide workshops or other
workshops away from school and give
them a foundational knowledge and
build their skill, but that kind of
learning process has limits. That isn’t
sufficient to produce changes in
behavior, and we need changes in
behavior to produce changes in stu-
dent learning.

It’s true that I can go to a dis-
trictwide workshop, a university
course, a workshop away from the
district, and I can learn about infor-
mational reading, I can learn about
strategies for teaching informational
reading, I can learn where the
resources are. But I don’t have access
to support to take that knowledge and
those skills and move them into prac-
tice, unless something has been specif-
ically established to provide class-
room-based support. That’s what the
coach does at the school site. Coaches
can help teachers take the knowledge
that they gain from those learning
experiences, which are necessary and
important, bring them into the school
and into their classrooms, and now
begin to talk about how to use this
knowledge to change the way they
teach and have an impact on students’
learning.

JSD: In schools with strong
professional learning communities,
do you think the coach is needed
less?

Killion: What’s next for coaching,
especially in schools with strong pro-
fessional learning communities, is
schools that don’t need coaches
because everyone will serve as a coach.
There won’t be a need to have a desig-
nated person responsible for leading
that work in schools where all teach-
ers have a strong sense of commit-
ment to one another’s professional

growth, share a collective responsibili-
ty about teacher and student success,
and have strategies for learning and
leading learning. We’re a long way
from seeing that in our schools, and
there are some schools that are ready
to explore making that shift. The trick
will be to figure out how to make sure
that all teachers have access to strate-
gies, processes, and protocols, to
learning and to lead learning among
their peers. Traditionally in schools
there is some kind of hierarchy where
that work falls to the grade-level or
department chair, a coach, or other
teacher leaders. It would
be delightful to see a time
when we didn’t have to
have multiple layers of
leadership and all teachers
were leaders, and being a
professional educator
meant that you were con-
stantly engaged in learn-
ing and leading learning.
Before we get there, we
have to recognize that
teachers are capable of
leading their own learning
and work on developing
the expertise in some
before we think about
how we develop it in
everyone. In the mean-
time, though, we need
competent, skillful coaches who not
only develop teachers’ content knowl-
edge and pedagogical skills, but who
are also committed to developing
leadership skills and sharing leader-
ship with other teachers. �
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