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THE NEW CATALO

An evolution of professional development

By Anthony Armstrong

earning Forward’s
definition of profes-
sional development
raises questions about
the role traditional pro-
fessional development
catalogs will play in school-based, col-
laborative professional learning. Ac-
cording to the definition, continuous
improvement is a recursive process in
which educators start by examining
data. They then extrapolate the learn-
ing needs of the students and, subse-
quently, the faculty, to determine the
focus or content for the professional
learning. Finally, they implement and
evaluate efforts to meet those learning
needs.
Some educators have suggested
that the traditional catalog has no

possible as catalogs evolve to meet

the changing needs of professional
learners? Learning Forward’s defini-
tion of professional development helps
explain the contribution catalogs can
play as a resource for seeking expertise
beyond a group’s collaborative learn-
ing capacity (see definition sidebar on
p. 6), and many districts are finding

a critical role for catalogs in a system
that also stresses school-based collab-
orative learning.

WHAT IS A CATALOG?

Catalogs list opportunities for
educator learning provided by districts
or other external assistance provid-
ers. Ideally, these opportunities relate
= to the district’s identified student
—_— | achievement needs or goals that reach
beyond the scope of school- or team-
based professional learning. Catalog

place when a system’s professional development relies offerings assist educators to meet individual professional

on true professional learning communities; they suggest development goals related to performance standards and
catalogs should be discontinued to make room for progress. their individual professional development plans, or identify
Has the field seen the end of the traditional professional opportunities for singleton teachers across schools to par-
development catalog, or is there a more practical future Continued on p. 4
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ticipate in learning together. Catalogs typically include low-
or no-cost options for teachers to earn CEUs for relicensure
or to meet specific expectations.

Unlike the catalogs offered a decade ago, today’s cata-
logs are not the whole professional development program.
Instead, they are a small part of a comprehensive plan
within a school system.

CATALOG LIMITATIONS

Districts that fail to purposefully link their catalogs to
their improvement goals may send the wrong message about
professional development. The very
name catalog connotes shopping for
what suits an individual’s preference or

BELIEF needs from an extensive array of options
Remarkable designed to please as many shoppers
professional learning as possible. Most district professional
begins with ambitious development catalogs, because of their
goals for students. extensive offerings, communicate the

message that educators (consumers) may

freely select the course or program they
want. Choices may be based on the time commitment or
the schedule for the program rather than identified out-
comes or needs, e.g. the teacher who always chooses courses
offered on Tuesdays because that is the day she has after-
school care for her children. The danger with this approach
to professional development is that convenience, cost, and
personal preference take precedent over purposeful learning
to achieve professional and student-achievement goals.

“My first assignment as a district director of staff de-
velopment was to create the catalog,” said Stephanie Hirsh,
Learning Forward’s executive director. “I pulled together
the first staff development advisory committee to assist
with identifying courses to include. Every central office
administrator and principal was invited to contribute ideas.
We made sure it had learning opportunities for everyone
in the district. The human resources department took the
catalog on recruiting trips to demonstrate how our dis-
trict was committed to our teachers and their professional
growth. When I look back today, there is scant evidence
that anything offered through the catalog made its way into
classrooms or lasted for any significant period of time.”

Catalogs tend to offer traditional courses in which
there may be limited expectations or support for application
of learning. In these courses, the trainer typically determines
the course outcomes without prior knowledge about learner
needs or experience. Follow-up or support is rarely offered,
leaving it up to the individual to determine what is learned
and how, or if, the learning is applied in practice.

Offering a wide array of learning opportunities in a

Continued on p. 5

Strategies for creating learning guides

hen developing a new catalog for professional

development, the following possibilities can

turn traditional catalogs into guides that
contribute to a comprehensive system of professional
development.

«  Share the district’s philosophy and policies for
professional development, including standards,
definition, requirements, expectations, and ways to
meet those requirements.

«  Ensure that offerings and descriptions always
include information describing how the
learning connects to the comprehensive system of
professional development and the district standards
for professional development.

«  Describe expectations for teachers serving
specialized roles; outline how the district prepares
educators who are unique in their roles, particularly
when they require specialized training, such as
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coaches, reading specialists, assessment specialists,
media specialists, physics teacher, etc.

Meet the needs of teachers who have
individualized needs, e.g. the teacher who needs
more depth on assessment, but keep the focus on
districtwide and school-based student learning and
educator learning needs.

Determine how to tap into the expertise of those
who participate in catalog-based/district-based
professional development to advance the learning
needs of other educators within the school.

Launch new district initiatives so early adopters
may get the initial training and go back to their
school to serve as school-based leaders of the
initiative. For example, math specialists from each
school can participate in a district course on the new
curriculum, practice the strategies, and be ready to
lead peers through the process.

800-727-7288
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catalog can also shift focus from team learning to individual
learning, or from school-based, team learning to externally
led learning. Joellen Killion, deputy executive director for
Learning Forward, likens individual teachers’ participation
in self-selected courses offered through a traditional catalog
to multiple tugboats that are pulling a barge, representing

a school. With each tugboat going in its own direction,

the barge makes no progress as it is roughly jerked back
and forth. However, if each of the tugboat drivers agrees to
move in the same direction through coordinated planning
and effort, the barge will make good progress. Self-selection
of courses from a catalog may similarly fragment efforts
within a school. “Teachers may get better individually,”
said Killion, “but not the whole school. Too much focus on
individual courses may interfere with building a culture for
collaborative learning among fellow teachers. While a small
percentage of individual enrichment courses can be good

if the choices for teachers are driven by districtwide goals
drawn from student learning needs, district initiatives, and
educator performance standards, using the catalog as a dis-
trict’s entire professional development system will produce
limited results for teachers and students.”

BUILDING A NEW CATALOG

Two years ago, Jacqueline Kennedy and her team at
Frisco (Texas) Independent School District set out to rein-
vent their professional development program. The previous
program allowed individual teachers to select courses out of
a catalog, and Kennedy wanted to develop a program with
a stronger assurance of quality that aligned with district
and school goals. She renamed the catalog the Professional
Development Learning Guide to help reinforce their new
perspective on professional learning processes and added
instructions for developing individual professional devel-
opment plans, including the necessary forms and visual
diagrams outlining the development process.

Kennedy wanted to help teachers and teacher leaders
remain focused on a higher quality learning process, so she
added templates and step-by-step instructions for devel-
oping and implementing individual learning plans. “We
included a professional development planning form that
teachers use to determine goals for their professional devel-
opment plan,” said Kennedy. “These goals are based on data
that reflect what’s going on in their classroom, taken from
a wide variety of sources, including teacher walk-throughs,
classroom observations, and local and state assessments.”

The principals and teachers in Frisco ISD were already
holding summative conferences in May to review data and
determine the best areas of learning for the teachers. In the
old system, after the May meeting, teachers would go to a

Continued on p. 6
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catalog and independently select courses. To improve this
process, Kennedy decided to publish their learning guide in
March with forms and instructions for individual learning
plans. With the learning plan guides and courses in hand
well in advance, teachers now begin to develop their per-
sonal learning plans before their May summative meetings.

“When the teachers meet with the principals in May,
they have already reviewed early formative data, filled out
their professional development plan with what they feel they
need to work on, and selected courses they think will help
achieve those goals,” said Kennedy. “This gives the principals
an opportunity to review the plan, make sure they are on
the right track and sign off on the form with their approval
before the teacher even registers for the course. We also in-
cluded a section where the principal can make suggestions for
additional or alternative courses if needed.”

By providing framework for reviewing and document-
ing the classroom needs, the skills required to meet those
needs, and which courses would help provide those skills,
Kennedy’s learning guide makes the connection between
professional learning and student success, provides docu-
mentation that can be easily incorporated into the teacher’s
evaluation process, and becomes an integral part of the
professional learning program.

In Lexington (Pa.) Public Schools, Superintendent
Paul Ash understands the benefits of staff-based professional
development. At the same time, he recognizes that schools
are limited in capacity and will need to turn to occasional
outside experts to help fill in the gaps when the knowledge
or skills needed do not reside among a school staff. To
maintain the focus generated by his schools’ professional

learning communities, Ash works closely with an outside
vendor to provide customized professional development
courses that are based on clear and specific needs. “Once the
teams determine which topics require outside assistance, we
work with Teachers21, a nonprofit that offers high-quality
professional development, to build custom courses for us.
We work with them to design the classes and tailor to teach-
ers needs with custom content,” said Ash. This approach al-
lows the district and schools to bring in outside experts with
focused content that directly addresses the specific needs of
the schools or teams.

BOTTOM LINE

Catalog offerings are a part of comprehensive profes-
sional development, not the total program. They support
achievement of district and school goals for student learning
if they are designed based on student learning needs, educa-
tor performance standards, core content standards, and
educator developmental needs.

Learning opportunities add value when the learning
moves into the classroom with school- and classroom-
based support, often through coaching and collaborative
teamwork. Those responsible for catalog development are
encouraged to develop and/or select catalog offerings with
input from educators, based on individual and team profes-
sional learning goals, with principals recommending courses
to teachers and principal supervisors recommending courses
to principals.
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Anthony Armstrong (anthony.armstrong@
learningforward.org) is publications editor at Learning
Forward.

How can catalogs act as a resource to support high-quality professional learning?

ection A of Learning Forward'’s definition outlines the
cycle of continuous improvement, and specifies how
the resources highlighted in catalogs play a role:

The continuous cycle of improvement achieves
educator learning goals by “‘implementing coherent,
sustained, and evidenced-based learning strategies, such as
lesson study and the development of formative assessments,
that improve instructional effectiveness and student
achievement;”

Section B covers many types of learning beyond school-
based approaches.

The continuous improvement cycle work of school-
based teams “may be supported by activities such as courses,
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workshops, institutes, networks, and conferences that:

(1) must address the learning goals and objectives
established for professional development by educators at the
school level;

(2) advance the ongoing school-based professional
development; and

(3) are provided by for-profit and nonprofit entities
outside the school such as universities, education service
agencies, technical assistance providers, networks of content-
area specialists, and other education organizations and
associations.”

See the full definition online (www.learningforward.
org/standfor/definition.cfm).
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