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By Stephanie Hirsh

Demonstrating the impact of pro-
fessional learning has never been 
more important. Educators are 
implementing rigorous content 
standards and assessments and ex-
periencing new evaluation systems, 
even as they navigate a sea of other 

challenges and resources for professional learning are on 
the chopping block. 

For educators to be successful in ensuring that students 
are college- and career-ready, the support school systems 
provide must include high-quality professional learning. 
But without indications that professional learning has an 
impact, why would school systems continue to invest in it? 
And how can educators stay committed to lifelong learning 
that requires their own investment of time and energy if 
they don’t see an impact on what they do each day? 

Agreement among decision makers and advocates 
about professional learning’s purpose and role is essential 
to determining its impact and ensuring continued invest-
ment in it. The most effective strategy for improving the 
performance of educators and students is professional 
learning, and professional learning’s primary purpose is to 
do just that. 

Professional learning is most effective when it is part of 
a comprehensive system focused on improving team, school, 
and system performance as well as the performance of indi-
viduals. In such a system, all educators take responsibility for 

all students. Educators are building better learning institu-
tions for all of the learners within, be they adults or students. 

STANDARDS EMPHASIZE IMPACT
The foundation and guidance for evaluating the im-

pact of professional learning can be found in Learning 
Forward’s Standards for Professional Learning (Learn-
ing Forward, 2011). Connecting professional learning to 
changing the knowledge and skills of educators and im-
proving student outcomes is at the heart of the standards. 

The Standards for Professional Learning guide the 
planning and implementation of educator learning that 
makes a significant difference for institutions, educators 
(teachers and administrators at all levels), and students. 
The diagram on p. 12 shows the relationship between adult 
learning and student learning when professional learning 
is standards-based. 

Note that the arrows in that diagram move both ways. 
If changes in student results are not as expected, then pro-
fessional learning has to change. This process requires con-
stant monitoring to assess impact and change practices to 
improve results. 

Tying professional learning to outcomes is explicit 
throughout the standards, but especially in the Data, Im-
plementation, and Outcomes standards. 

In the Data standard, educators determine what stu-
dent, educator, and system performance data are avail-
able to guide the planning and evaluation of professional 
learning. They consider the implications and value of both 
quantitative and qualitative data. They use the data to 
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guide planning, improvement, and assessment. 
Two critical components of the Data standard are to assess 

progress and to evaluate professional learning. When educators 
assess progress, they monitor implementation of their learning 
on an ongoing basis. They look, for example, at student work 
(qualitative data) to understand how their modified lessons in-
fluenced student understanding. Based on what they find in 
those student examples, they adjust their instruction and con-
sider what else they need to learn to strengthen their teaching. 

This monitoring is frequent, intentional, and based on 
short- and long-term goals (quantitative) for student learning. 
In high-performing systems, the process is part of a collabora-
tive continuous improvement cycle, where teams with shared 
concerns set goals together, learn together, and periodically re-
view progress together. 

Within the Implementation standard, systems and educa-
tors emphasize the support required to sustain learning over 
the long term to achieve results. Part of that process requires 
the deliberate use of feedback. In effective learning systems, 
school and district leaders build in structures to clearly define 
expectations for educators and systematically give feedback and 
guidance to improve progress. 

Working alongside educators, they determine the bench-
marks and evidence that will demonstrate growth. Such systems 
also provide continued support to those leaders to ensure they 
have the skills to offer feedback that sustains learning over time. 

While each standard begins with the words “Professional 
learning that increases educator effectiveness and results for 
all students” to emphasize the connection between adult and 
student growth, it is the Outcomes standard that defines this 
concept in detail. 

Equity is achieved when educators focus on similar out-
comes and hold all students accountable to high standards. 
Effective professional learning addresses both educator perfor-
mance standards, often set by states as prerequisites for initial 
and advanced licensure as well as evaluation, and student out-
comes standards, such as the Common Core State Standards 

or Principles and Standards for School Mathematics from the 
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics. 

Outlined within educator performance standards is what 
effective educators need to know and be able to do to promote 
student growth and support other educators. Student outcomes 
standards describe the specific knowledge and skills students 
must master in order to progress in their education. These ex-
pectations provide guidance to what educators must understand 
deeply to ensure all students are successful. 

The Standards for Professional Learning and the guidance 
they provide lay the foundation for an effective professional 
learning system that demonstrates improvement and results. 
Aligning professional learning to the standards will help educa-
tors document impact by: 
• Keeping them focused on what is most important. 
• Telling them whether they are on the right track to achieve 

their goals. 
• Giving evidence to reassure those responsible for invest-

ments in professional learning. 

BUILDING AN EVALUATION PLAN 
Isolating the effectiveness of professional learning from 

other factors that promote school and individual improvement 
is challenging. Most school systems and schools lack the re-
search capacity and time necessary to determine that a particular 
professional development activity produced a specific perfor-
mance outcome. Documenting whether professional learning 
is achieving its intended outcomes is not a simple matter, but 
that’s no excuse for neglecting its evaluation. 

Decision makers need useful data to make informed judg-
ments about the results of professional learning. In most cases, 
sophisticated research methodologies are impractical and not 
the answer. Instead, school system and school leaders need re-
sources and tools that fit with the realities of their work envi-
ronments and enable them to gain greater understanding about 
whether professional learning is solving their problems, improv-
ing their school, team, and individual performance, and helping 

We offer professional development that 
fits. For more than 20 years, our authors 
and associates have helped districts across 
North America and around the world to 
build schools where all students succeed. 

Books & Videos
They’re the critical 
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events, courses, and PD 
are built on. Find relevant, 
research-based material 
from seasoned experts as 
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Events
Take home practical tools 
and immediate strategies 
from our renowned events. 
From summits and institutes 
to workshops and webinars, 
all our events feature top 
education experts.  

On-Site PD
Professional development 
that’s 100% customizable 
means each piece is 
designed to fit your school’s 
or district’s specifications. 
Every topic, discussion,  
and activity is relevant.

Online Courses
Self-paced and self-directed, 
online courses give you  
24/7 access to high-quality 
content in a state-of-the-art 
learning environment.
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Here are the ways we can learn together:

13287 ED Leadership OCT STGen AD.indd   1 7/26/13   8:23 AM

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND STUDENT RESULTS

1. When professional learning is standards-based, it has greater potential to change what 
educators know, are able to do, and believe.

2. When educators’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions change, they have a broader 
repertoire of effective strategies to use to adapt their practices to meet performance 
expectations and student learning needs.

3. When educator practice improves, students have a greater likelihood of achieving results.

4. When student results improve, the cycle repeats for continuous improvement. 

This cycle works two ways: If educators are not achieving the results they want, they 
determine what changes in practice are needed and then what knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions are needed to make the desired changes. They then consider how to apply the 
standards so that they can engage in the learning needed to strengthen their practice.

3. 

Changes in 
educator 
practice

2. 
Changes 

in educator 
knowledge, 

skills, and 
dispositions

1. 

Standards-based 
professional 

learning

4.

 Changes in 
student
 results

Source: Learning Forward. (2011). Standards for Professional Learning. Oxford, OH: Author.
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more students to achieve standards.
Most educators responsible for professional learning focus 

their attention on the organization and content of a learning 
experience and don’t make an effort to understand either what 
educators learned from their experience or how they will apply 
their learning to change practice or improve student outcomes. 
However, as the Standards for Professional Learning outline, 
these questions — what do educators need to learn, and what 
will they do with their learning — are the cornerstone of a 
professional learning evaluation plan. 

Here is a framework for developing and implementing 
an evaluation plan meant for practitioners to be adopted or 
adapted for assessing the impact of professional learning. Ed-

ucators may choose to collect different data or ask different 
questions depending on their role in planning, implementing, 
engaging in, or assessing the learning. 

DEFINE AND COLLECT EVIDENCE OF IMPACT 
Determine a goal for student growth. Examine the quanti-

tative and qualitative data available about student achievement. It 
is preferable to have peers who share responsibility for the same 
or similar group of students conduct the data examination and 
goal setting together. Then consider the times where progress 
toward the goals may be naturally assessed. These may include 
daily, weekly, six-week periods, or other assessment opportunities. 

Set educator performance goals. Study and determine the 

DATA COLLECTION   Use this table to gather evidence to support a professional learning plan.
SCHOOL GOAL

What knowledge 
and skills do we 
need?

What practices 
and behaviors 
will we see?

What evidence (including 
student performance data) 
will demonstrate growth?

Where are 
we starting 
(baseline)?

What is our end-of-year achievement 
according to student performance 
data and other evidence?

Teacher 
goals

Student 
goals

TEAM GOAL

What knowledge 
and skills do we 
need?

What practices 
and behaviors 
will we see?

What evidence (including 
student performance data) 
will demonstrate growth?

Where are 
we starting 
(baseline)?

What is our end-of-year achievement 
according to student performance 
data and other evidence?

Teacher 
goals

Student 
goals

INDIVIDUAL GOAL

What knowledge 
and skills do we 
need?

What practices 
and behaviors 
will we see?

What evidence (including 
student performance data) 
will demonstrate growth?

Where are 
we starting 
(baseline)?

What is our end-of-year achievement 
according to student performance 
data and other evidence?

Teacher 
goals

Student 
goals
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precise behaviors the educators will learn and apply to promote 
accomplishment of student goals. Be able to articulate them for 
supervisors and coaches so that when they observe in classrooms 
they will be able to document the use of the new behaviors as 

well as give feedback on application. 
Establish educator learning plans. Refer 

to the Learning Designs standard. Determine 
how educators will gain knowledge and skills to 
achieve the new performance goals. At the same 
time, develop joint agreements on what the new 
skills look like in practice in the classroom. De-
termine a process for providing educators with 
feedback on implementation and guidance for 
improvement. 

Conduct classroom observations to provide 
feedback on classroom implementation. Educators can turn to 
instructional coaches, supervisors, and colleagues to provide the 
information they need to determine if they are using the prac-
tices deemed necessary to improve student performance. They 
can videotape their classroom and use the video to promote their 
own self-assessment. Those providing feedback need training and 
support to ensure the feedback is presented in a manner that 
will have the intended impact. They need to know what they 
are observing and how to look for fidelity of implementation. 
Ultimately, this information contributes powerful data to inform 
educators and other decision makers regarding the value of pro-
fessional learning. 

Assess impact and determine next steps. Examine the data 
from student performance to determine if educators’ actions 
have resulted in the desired student outcomes. If students have 
made the intended progress, then it will be time for educators 
to re-examine the data to determine the next set of goals as 
well as answer the next questions regarding their own goals and 
learning plans. If student success has not reached desired levels, 
educators will need to conduct additional assessment of their 
own practices and determine additional learning and support 
they may need to achieve their goals. 

This framework is clearly aligned with Learning Forward’s 
definition and Standards for Professional Learning. The differ-

ence is the emphasis in each step. Begin with the end in mind 
and draw attention to the impact data collected in each step. 
This information gives educators the information they need to 
assess the impact of their own investment in professional learn-
ing. When asked what difference it is making, educators will 
have the data and experience to make their own case. 

The data collection table on p. 14 can become a part of the 
professional learning evaluation plan that educators may refer 
to when asked: What impact is professional learning having in 
our school or system?  

SCHOOL AND SYSTEM SUPPORT
Assuming school systems and schools are definitive about 

how an educator’s participation in professional learning should 
increase student performance — and if they aren’t, why are they 
allocating significant resources to professional learning? — they 
need to determine whether and to what extent it does so. 

Student performance data are among the evidence critical to 
planning and assessing professional learning progress. In mak-
ing the link between student and educator learning, educators 
will need to collect or have access to data, whether that comes 
from results of teacher-made or standardized tests, observation of 
student performance, observation of students’ classroom interac-
tions, or samples of student work. School systems have a responsi-
bility to improve educator access and understanding of this data. 

Overall, the process in not simple. Many educators collabo-
rate with multiple teams working simultaneously on multiple 
goals. Systems may have to invest in new technologies that allow 
educators to manage their various learning plans and hold the 
data that documents the impact of their efforts. Systems respon-
sible for ensuring that educators have the support necessary to 
document their various learning journeys will have the evidence 
they need the next time they meet to discuss the impact of their 
professional learning investments. 

Such a process has its own challenges: the time it takes, the 
knowledge and skills to plan carefully and analyze data, and the 
need for ongoing refinement of the process. However, this ap-
proach can inform and engage educators and help them better 
align their learning with that of their students. 

While this approach is feasible and will provide a wealth of 
information most schools and school systems don’t yet have, 
educators haven’t leveraged tools and structures that might help 
to begin this work. Learning Forward is ready to collaborate 
with one school or school system to co-develop and refine such 
approaches. Who stands with us? 
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RESOURCES TO GUIDE EVALUATION

For more specific guidance, educators can turn to Standards 
Into Practice: School System Roles (Learning Forward, 2013) 

and Standards Into Practice: School-Based Roles (Learning Forward, 
2012). These books contain Innovation Configuration (IC) maps for 
teachers, coaches, principals, and district administrators for the Data, 
Implementation, and Outcomes standards. A sample IC map from 
the Data standard for three of these roles is available online at www.
learningforward.org/publications/jsd. The books are available in 
the Learning Forward Bookstore, http://store.learningforward.org.

SEEKING 
EVIDENCE
Read Stephanie 
Hirsh’s column on  
p. 76, where she 
writes about the 
power of storytelling 
as educators look for 
evidence of progress. 




