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T
heliteracy coach
approaches the princi-
pal, beaming and clear-
ly energized. “That was
one of the best profes-

sional development sessions we’ve had
here! It was clear, creative, provided
useful and practical information,
engaged the teachers in dialogue and
modeling, and even provided them
with all the materials they’ll need to
implement the practices that were pre-
sented. I think having everyone use
these strategies on a regular basis will
really take care of our reading compre-
hension problem.” The principal is

also smiling and agrees that it was an
excellent session. The principal con-
gratulates the coach on her good work
and agrees that the staff left feeling
empowered. As the principal reflects
on the day, however, he is very aware
that the research shows that even suc-
cessful, high-quality professional devel-
opment leads to about a 5% imple-
mentation rate. The principal makes a
note in his planner to schedule a ses-
sion with the coach the following
morning to discuss plans for addition-
al strategies necessary to ensure that
teachers continue to learn and imple-
ment what they learned today.

MAKING A CULTURE SHIFT
How can schools shift from isolat-

ed incidents of professional develop-
ment to a culture of professional
learning? Most professional develop-
ment plans and strategies simply offer
high-quality training or activities that
teachers then decide how (or if at all)
to implement in their classrooms
(Fullan, 2007). By using a targeted
professional learning plan, schools can
increase the likelihood of student suc-
cess by using cycles of learning to
incorporate professional development
lessons into daily school and class-
room rhythms.
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The professional learning model
detailed here is designed around
repeated cycles of learning sessions
lasting six to eight weeks linked with
supports such as observation and
coaching, professional readings, look-
ing at student work, peer observa-
tions, and walk-throughs. Such sup-
ports are essential for full implemen-
tation of the learning in every class-
room for every student every day
(Joyce & Showers, 2002). Taken
together, these actions have the poten-
tial to move a school a giant step for-
ward toward coherence and tighter
coupling, where what and how stu-
dents are learning is a matter of com-
mon knowledge (Elmore, 2000), and
most importantly, leading to a culture
where adult learning becomes as com-
mon as student learning.

TARGET A FEW INSTRUCTIONAL
PRACTICES

As is often the case, less is more
when it comes to establishing a culture
of professional learning. If we’re trying
to build true expertise in each faculty
member rather than just expose them
to the ideas, we cannot really expect to
implement all of Marzano’s strategies
or all six components of balanced lit-
eracy in the same year. Since a school
can reasonably expect to build true
expertise in only one or two instruc-
tional practices per year, it is impor-
tant that educators select powerful
strategies. A good illustration of this
comes from 110 high schools in
Chicago that have recently begun
implementing a new model of profes-
sional learning, and with help from
the district’s academic coaches, have
identified powerful practices that
teachers model in their instruction in
such a way that they become learning

practices that students can use
throughout their schooling.

THE MODEL: CYCLES
OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

The intent of this model is to cre-
ate a professional learning plan that
builds expertise in all staff through
repeated cycles of high-quality learn-
ing, followed by opportunities for
practicing, receiving feedback, observ-
ing colleagues, ongoing professional
reading, and peer discussion about the
practices, including examining the
impact of the practices on student
learning by looking at student work
and reviewing student performance
data. Key concepts of the model are:

• Repeated cycles
In order for teachers to master

instructional practices and add them
to their repertoire, it is necessary for

them to be engaged in all aspects of
professional learning at least four
times before they can be expected to
have full mastery of that strategy
(Saphier & Gower, 1997). Many
schools plan on a cycle per quarter
since each cycle takes six to eight
weeks of learning sessions. A typical
scenario might look as follows:

Weeks 1-2: Teachers participate in
professional learning about a targeted
instructional area, such as reading
comprehension, and teachers begin to
practice what they have learned in
their classrooms. Professional reading
begins on a weekly basis.

Weeks 3-6: Teachers schedule time
to observe each other using the newly
learned strategies. The instructional
leadership team, administrative team,
and others begin visiting classrooms
on targeted learning walks to see what
additional training or support teachers
need. Instructional coaches schedule
time to observe teachers and give feed-
back. Teacher collaboration teams
meet regularly to discuss implementa-
tion of the new practices and the
impact of the practices on student
learning by looking at student work
and course assessment data.

Weeks 7-8: All activities described
above continue. The instructional
leadership team visits all classrooms to
measure the level of implementation
of the powerful practices across the
school and modifies their plan for the
next cycle based on the data received.

• Quality learning opportunities
While some schools and districts

have the internal capacity to provide
direct training to their teachers, others
seek out experienced training partners
to guide them through this process.
Introducing new concepts and skills
to teachers through high-quality
learning led by seasoned professionals
with knowledge of the practices is
critical if we expect teachers to imple-
ment a strategy or practice in a class-
room setting. Quality learning

• Offer ongoing, sustained
learning.

• Follow up workshops with
support and coaching.

• Target selected practices.

• Open classroom doors.

INGREDIENTS
for professional

learning
highlighted

in this article:
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includes explanation of the concepts
underlying the practice, modeling
how the practice would look in a
classroom, connecting the practice to
research and results, providing strate-
gies for differentiating for learners at
different levels, giving participants
opportunities during the training for
experimentation and discussion, and
introducing all materials needed to
implement the practice.

• Opportunities for safe practice
Allowing teachers multiple

chances over several weeks to experi-
ment with the new strategies in a low-
risk environment, such as their own
regular teaching settings, is another
important consideration. While part
of the intent of this model is to open
up practice and get more people into
more classrooms more often, the first
week or two after a learning session is
not a good time for administrators
who evaluate teachers to go into class-
rooms with a checklist. Teachers need
time to gain confidence with the new
skills, and confidence grows best in
supportive cultures.

• Observing colleagues
Many teachers learn best by

observing colleagues using the strategy
they are attempting to learn them-
selves. Having each teacher observe
several other teachers practicing the
new strategy and discussing what they
observed in the initial learning sessions
can be a powerful support. It also gives
teachers the opportunity to develop a
common vocabulary around the new
practice and sends a strong message
that “we’re all in this together.”

• Receiving feedback
Learning occurs at a deep level

when a teacher is thinking about good
practice while implementing the strat-
egy. Observation by a coach or peer
teacher, paired with structured feed-
back that reinforces teachers’ positive
actions and suggests specific improve-

ments, is an effective, research-based
tool for building mastery.

• Professional reading
The knowledge base about effec-

tive teaching practice is growing con-
stantly, yet few teachers have the time
to identify it. We have seen a power-
ful impact when schools make it easi-
er for teachers to stay informed about
new findings by having a specific plan
for providing highlighted articles
weekly to teachers tied directly to the
focus of the current professional
learning cycle. The expectation is that
each person will quickly review at
least the highlighted sections of each
article and that occasionally they will
discuss articles with peers. Using this
strategy, in one school year, teachers
will review at least 36 articles that
support and clarify the work they are
doing.

• Peer discussion/
looking at student work/
data review
Many scholars posit that learning

is essentially a social activity, and that
people make meaning through con-
versation. Having teachers meet in
teams on a regular basis to discuss the
successes and challenges of implemen-
tation is a critical part of professional
learning.

Opportunities for looking at stu-
dent work and reviewing student
assessment data to monitor the
impact of new instructional strategies
on student learning help teachers see
why they need to make changes in
their practice. This process gives
teachers the data that will inform how
they adjust their use of the strategies
according to specific student needs.

• Monitor, measure, and modify
The ongoing process of having

the principal, the instructional leader-
ship team, and other school leaders
conduct frequent visits to all class-
rooms to have a clear understanding
of the implementation level of new
practices begins in the third week of
the cycle. This is NOT part of the
teacher evaluation process, but is
rather a means to gather informal data
and to facilitate good decisions about
future learning and resource allocation
(Cudeiro, 2009).

Measuring the implementation
level across the school during the final
week of the cycle allows the leadership
to modify plans for the next cycle, so
that the consistent level of expertise
across the staff builds from cycle to
cycle.

VISION BECOMES REALITY
Imagine a classroom where stu-

dents of different ages are working
together in small groups on projects
selected by their area of interest. The
teacher circulates with a clipboard,
helping as needed and making notes
about student mastery level of differ-
ent standards.

Another educator enters the
room, observes for a while, then
makes specific suggestions to the
teacher about how to increase the
rigor of the work for some small
groups. The visitor leaves the room,
and the teacher turns to the student
groups with modifications for their
work.

Or imagine being invited to a
school’s faculty meeting, where a
teacher describes her visit to a col-
league’s room earlier in the day, when
she observed that several students
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Allowing teachers multiple chances over several weeks to
experiment with the new strategies in a low-risk environment, such
as their own regular teaching settings, is important.
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were not paying attention. The
teacher who was observed agrees that
the new strategy she was trying after
their recent professional development
did not go as well as she had hoped
and asks the group for suggestions.
Another teacher describes using the
strategy to great effect in her room
and invites the teacher to come and
observe the following morning. After
the group arranges to cover the visit-
ing teacher’s class, they move on to
another challenge.

Sound too good to be true? These
schools are among many examples of
previously underperforming schools
that are now exemplary models of
learning. That’s not an accident.
While creating a professional learning
community at any school is challeng-
ing, it can only happen through
intentional leadership.

Being strategic about what teach-
ers need to learn and implementing a
targeted professional learning plan
with repeated cycles that provides
teachers with the support they need
to develop expertise are great ways to
move toward that goal as well as
toward the ultimate goal of improv-
ing student learning.
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