
February 2014     |     Vol. 35 No. 1	 www.learningforward.org     |     JSD 65

lessons from research  JOELLEN KILLION

WHAT THE STUDY SAYS

The benefits of teacher 
collaboration within and 
across schools are well-known. 

Researchers of this study provide 
empirical evidence about the benefits 
of teacher interaction as a mechanism 
to diffuse the effects of professional 
development (the term used throughout 
this study) to improve instructional 
practices.

Study description 
This study examined the knowledge 

flow and spillover effects of teachers’ 
professional development on their 
peers’ instructional practices in writing 
across multiple disciplines. The current 
study used data from three school 
years, 2007-10, which were part of a 
larger longitudinal evaluation study of 
the National Writing Project’s school 
partnership. 

In the larger study, data were 
derived from teachers, who had limited 
or no prior experience with Local 
Writing Project sites, in 39 middle 
schools serving 7th- and 8th-grade 
students. The schools were randomly 

assigned to partnership (treatment) or 
delayed partnership (control) cohorts. 

Teachers across subject areas in 
20 partnership schools participated in 
customized professional development 
provided by their Local Writing Project 
over two years. Nineteen schools, 
with features comparable in school 
contexts and teacher characteristics to 
the control schools, became delayed 
partnership schools and agreed to defer 
schoolwide professional development 
in writing for the subsequent two years 
except for state or district requirements.

Researchers, building on prior 
studies of peer effects, impact of 
professional development, social 
networks, and knowledge diffusion, 
studied the effects of professional 
development on peers’ instructional 
practice. 

Few studies have examined 
the spillover effect of high-quality 
professional development in content 
areas and on peer instructional 
practices. Spillover effect is defined as 

“the effects of school-based professional 
development on instructional practices 
above and beyond the direct effects 
on teachers who participated in 
professional development” (p. 345). 

Through interactions with 
colleagues who participate in effective 
professional development, teachers who 
do not participate directly benefit and 
consequently change their instructional 
practices. 

Questions and hypotheses
Researchers posed two questions 

and corresponding hypotheses:
“1. How do the duration, content 

foci, and learning strategies of 
professional development affect the 
number of colleagues a teacher helps 
with teaching writing? …

“Hypothesis 1: Teachers are more 
likely to provide help with writing 
instruction if they participated in high-
quality professional development. …

“2. How do teachers’ changes 
in their instructional practices result 
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from interacting with colleagues who 
had gained expertise from their prior 
professional development? …

“Hypothesis 2: The expertise that 
teachers gain from participation in 
professional development will spread 
to colleagues through the provision 
of help and thus change colleagues’ 
instructional practices” (pp. 347-348).

Methodology
The study’s methodology included 

three annual surveys of certified staff 
in each school in the spring semester 
of Year 1 (baseline year), Year 2 (first 
year of professional development), and 
Year 3 (second year of professional 
development), with an average response 
rate above 90% across all three years 
and all schools. 

Standard deviations for school 
contexts, including student achievement 
as defined by meeting Adequate Yearly 
Progress, and teacher characteristics 
across partnership and delayed 
partnership schools were comparable. 

Analysis
Researchers employed separate 

statistical analyses with mathematical 

modeling to examine the relationship 
between dependent and independent 
variables at the teacher level in the 
partnership and delayed partnership 
schools to isolate effects since there 
were wide variations in professional 
development across partnership schools 
and some delayed partnership schools 
experienced professional development 
with similar features to those in the 
partnership schools. 

Dependent variables included:
•	 Number of teacher colleagues 

helped with writing in Year 3;
•	 Writing instruction in Year 3 as 

measured by teachers’ self-report of 
frequency of use of research-based 
instructional practices in writing;

•	 Breadth of purposes of student 
writing; and

•	 Frequency of student engagement 
in writing-related activities.
Independent variables included 

these features of research-based 
professional development:
•	 Duration of professional 

development in Year 3;
•	 Breadth of content focus on 

knowledge, skills, and strategies in 
writing instruction;

•	 Breadth of active learning strategies 
used in professional development; 
and

•	 Exposure to expertise of colleagues 
who participated in Year 2 
professional development.
Researchers developed multiple 

mathematical measures to analyze 
effects. One measure was based on 
the assumption that change in the 
number of colleagues helped between 
Years 2 and 3 was a result of expertise 
the helping teacher gained from 
professional development in Year 3. 

A second measure calculated how 
professional development and collegial 
interactions shaped instructional 
practices. This measure, based on social 
network influence, measured how the 
knowledge and strategies participants in 
Year 2 professional development spread 
to peers as determined by the changes 
in instructional practices of the peers.

Results
Key findings of this study include:

•	 Teachers who participated in 
professional development of greater 
duration, with broader range of 

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PRACTITIONERS

So how do we use this study to influence our practice? This 
study provides empirical evidence of the spillover effect and 

focused on specific attributes of effective professional learning. 
When planning, implementing, and evaluating professional 

learning, leaders must use research-based features, including 
the three features examined in this study. These features, as 
well as additional ones drawn from a consensus of research 
and evidence-based practice, are delineated in the Standards 
for Professional Learning and guide the design and continuous 
assessment and evaluation for effective implementation. 

With evidence that spillover effect is nearly equal to the 
effects of direct participation, leaders within schools and 
those within school systems must leverage this information to 
distribute expertise among staff by thoughtfully selecting 
and purposely building the capacity of staff within the school 
to increase the diffusion of expertise. Schools may benefit 
from multiple experts rather than a single expert such as an 
instructional coach. 

Leveraging the spillover effect may mean that existing 
content experts within the school may need to develop more 
capacity to collaborate with colleagues or that leaders should 
develop stronger content expertise in teachers who have 
strong relationship and collaboration skills. 

For the kind of interactions that produce the spillover effects 
described in this study to occur, state, district, and school leaders 
must adjust school day schedules and school year calendars 
to provide time for collaboration about content-specific 
instruction. 

Teacher collaboration about instruction, particularly writing 
instruction as a tool for learning in all disciplines, has the 
potential to lead to increased student success in all discipline 
areas in which teachers integrate writing for multiple purposes. 

However, the ultimate outcome of improved student learning 
is not magic. It requires that all teachers commit to developing 
and sharing expertise widely across the school. In such a culture 
of growth and development and collective responsibility, all 
students will thrive.  

Continued on p. 68
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much thought about next steps, we 
decided to hold a community gathering 
at the school on the following Monday, 
called “Celebration of a Miracle,” to 
reclaim our school.

That Monday, after handling 
some morning business with staff, we 
celebrated. The community brought 
balloons, tied ribbons all over the 
school fences, prepared gift baskets 
for those who played a large part in 
protecting the community during the 
situation, invited the mayor and other 
local officials, and brought the children 
back to Kelly Elementary School. 

Since then, we’ve been through a 
lot — the trial and sentencing of the 
gunman, as well as the recovery of the 
emotional, physical, and mental sense 
of well-being for the entire community 
— and we are stronger than ever. We 

are a close-knit community that stood 
together through a very traumatic 
experience, and our relationships are 
lifelong and stronger than ever. 

Our reality shifted in a very large 
way in October 2010, but we were able 
to not only maintain our culture and 
community, but also thrive for the well-
being of the children. One student, 
after leaving Kelly and moving on to 
middle school, was asked by a new peer, 
“Didn’t you attend the school where 
you had the shooting?” The student 
responded, “No, I attended the school 
where we had the miracle.”

Our leadership imperative in 
education is to continue to find ways 
to shift from crisis to opportunities 
to build community and improve 
student learning. While every effective 
comprehensive school safety plan 

includes prevention, preparation, 
response, and recovery, there needs to 
be a fifth component: relationships. 
We must build trusting and strong 
relationships before any traumatic 
experience, large or small, occurs. It 
is only through healthy interactions 
with one other that we will come out 
stronger on the other side, as we have 
done at Kelly Elementary School. 
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content foci on writing instruction 
and with a larger number of active 
learning strategies, were more likely 
to provide help to colleagues with 
teaching writing. They developed 
more expertise and confidence in 
practice and became go-to experts 
for peers and used the active 
learning strategies to help peers.

•	 Peers’ interactions with colleagues 
who experienced intensive 
professional development in Year 2 
had a significantly positive effect on 
their own instructional practices in 
writing in Year 3 in both treatment 
and control schools. Through 
collegial interactions, expertise 
spread among teachers. 

•	 The effect of exposure to colleagues’ 
breadth of writing instruction 
content on writing instructional 
practices nearly equals the effect 
of direct exposure to the breadth 
of content in writing instruction 
on writing instructional practices, 
signaling a noteworthy finding 
for the design and spillover effect 

of professional development. 
Improvements in instructional 
practices of teachers who did 
not participate in professional 
development increased almost as 
much as those of teachers who 
participated directly in professional 
development.

Limitations
Researchers note a number of 

limitations. A single data set — the 
teacher survey — was used for the 
study. The unit of randomization in 
the longitudinal study whose data were 
used for this study is the school, yet 
the unit of analysis in this study is the 
individual teacher. 

Only three features of professional 
development were analyzed: duration, 
content area focus, and active learning. 
Other features not analyzed might 
affect the positive spillover effects. 

The study focused on teachers 
across multiple disciplines rather than 
subgroups of teachers. It is possible 
English language arts teachers may 
be impacted differently than teachers 

of other disciplines. Researchers 
acknowledge potential measurement 
errors. 

Finally, this study does not examine 
the impact of changes in instructional 
practices on student achievement. The 
authors advocate that future research 
addresses these limitations.

Implications
Researchers cite a number of 

policy implications that emerge from 
this study, including the design of 
professional development. Schoolwide 
instructional improvement results from 
professional development with extended 
duration, content focus, and active 
learning strategies and intentionally 
distributing teachers with expertise in 
content, pedagogy, and collaboration 
within the school. 

Incorporating into professional 
development strategies to increase 
teacher collaboration to extend the 
diffusion of expertise may build the 
capacity of teachers to serve as internal 
experts who are available to provide 
assistance to their colleagues. ■
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