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A
nyone who seeks to
understand what types
of professional learning
are most effective will

read about a range of
experiences — workshops and study
groups, two-day conferences and
learning communities, action research
projects and motivational speakers. In
fact, teacher professional learning is a
continuum of experiences. We use the
terms micro and macro learning to
name the ends of the continuum.

This continuum of professional
learning can be used to understand
the link between cognitive learning
and experiential learning as well as
between traditional forms of profes-
sional learning and what the literature
is now calling reform-oriented profes-
sional learning. The micro-macro
continuum also helps us talk more
precisely about the specific kind of
learning that occurs within genuine

professional learning communities.
Our development of this new way

to conceptualize teacher professional
learning came from our conversations
about Meredith’s use of NSDC’s
Standards for Staff Development and
the Standards Assessment Inventory
with schools in Alaska and her
research in professional learning com-
munities, and from Joellen’s work

with schools “doing” professional
learning communities. When schools
talk about professional learning com-
munities, teacher learning is often
missing from the discussion.

How can those who support pro-
fessional learning communities
emphasize educators’ learning so that
communities promote transformation
in how people think as well as in how
they act?

TRADITIONAL VS. REFORM-
ORIENTED PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

In the last decade, both practice
and research in professional develop-
ment have suggested that not all
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G forms of professional learning are
equally effective in producing changes
in teacher practice and student learn-
ing. Just a decade earlier, professional
development most often occurred
after school, on specific days called
professional development or inservice
days when students were out of
school, or during summer months.

Typically professional develop-
ment just a decade ago included the
following:
• University and college courses for

advanced degrees in which the
course selection was primarily
determined by the program
requirements;

• District or regional workshops
selected from a catalog that
included a wide array of offerings;

• District-sponsored pull-out pro-
fessional development in which
teachers had released days to par-
ticipate in a day-long workshop at
the district office or occasionally
at a school;

• Conferences (local, state, and
national);

• Required professional develop-
ment determined by the district
that coincided with curriculum or
program implementation; and

• Summer workshops.
Common features of these profes-

sional development programs usually
included:
• Content determined by someone

other than the teacher;
• Occurred outside of school;
• Engaged teachers as individuals;
• Short-term, ranging from a few

hours to a day or two;
• No requirement for implementa-

tion of the learning;
• Limited follow-up support;
• Disconnected from ongoing class-

room practice;
• Teacher choice-driven; and
• Evaluated by number of partici-

pants and their reaction to the ses-
sion.
In this learning environment,

teachers found the topics of focus
tended to be remote from their daily
practice and generally designed to
apply to all teachers regardless of their
content area or experience. Teachers
frequently expressed frustration with
this form of professional development
that they say wasted their time, insult-
ed their intelligence, and was irrele-
vant to their daily work. In the last
few years, particularly in the literature
about professional development in
math and science, researchers use the
term traditional professional develop-
ment to describe this kind of learning
experience for teachers.

Current research on effective pro-
fessional development suggests that a
different, reform-oriented approach to
professional development rather than
the traditional approach is associated
with improved teaching and student
learning. Yoon, Duncan, Lee, Scarloss,
and Shapley (2007) reviewed the evi-
dence on how teacher professional
development impacts student learn-
ing. After an extensive review,
researchers identified nine studies
confirming that sustained (49 hours
or more), high-quality professional
development is associated with gains
in student achievement. In their land-
mark national empirical study on the
impact of the Eisenhower Math and
Science Program professional develop-
ment, Garet, Porter, Desimone,
Birman, and Yoon (2001) concluded
that reform-oriented teacher profession-
al development is more effective in
changing teacher practices than tradi-
tional approaches to professional
development such as one-shot or
short-term workshops or college
courses. Reform-oriented professional
development has specific structural fea-
tures, including teacher study groups;
sustained over time; collective partici-
pation by teachers from the same
school; focused on the content teach-
ers teach; active, inquiry-oriented
learning approaches; and a high level
of coherence with other reform initia-

tives, content, and performance stan-
dards in teachers’ local contexts.

Reform-oriented professional devel-
opment has these common features:
• Deepens content knowledge and

pedagogy;
• Occurs at school;
• Occurs over a sustained period of

time;
• Occurs in collaborative teams in

which members share learning
goals;

• Links teacher learning to teacher
practice and student learning;

• Provides support to transfer learn-
ing to practice; and

• Success measured by results for
students.

MACRO AND MICRO
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

District and school leaders, we
contend, continue to struggle with
the apparent dichotomy between tra-
ditional and reform-oriented profession-
al development, especially with
increased presence of professional
learning communities in schools and
their use in replacing other forms of
professional development. Traditional
professional development, most prac-
titioners agree, is an expedient way to
build the fundamental knowledge and
skills associated with innovations in
curriculum and instruction. Reform-
oriented professional development,
however, increases implementation
and transformation of practice,
researchers are finding. Implementa-
tion in classrooms is what impacts
student learning. We propose that
practitioners can negotiate the
dichotomy between traditional and
reform-oriented professional learning
through the use of the macro-learning
and micro-learning continuum.

Macro learning experiences are
those that occur at the broad level.
They involve explicit occurrences of
cognitive learning; staff engages in
these experiences to acquire knowl-
edge and skills. Macro learning deep-
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ens content and pedagogical knowl-
edge and skill but does not guarantee
that learning is transferred to practice.
In professional development, macro
learning is often designed for the col-
lective learning of the whole staff,
members of grade-level or vertical
teams, or individuals, preferably driv-
en by clear goals that emerged from
examining student achievement data.
Macro learning includes opportuni-
ties to engage in book studies, learn
from external professional develop-
ment providers, or attend conferences
or workshops inside or outside the
school. Teachers learn and work
together to build common knowledge
and understanding that establishes a
foundation upon which individual
teachers or teams of teachers will add
their own experiences to seat the
learning within their own classrooms.

Teachers engage in micro learning
as they apply their new knowledge
and skills gained through macro
learning, thus transferring learning to
practice. Experiential learning pro-
duces refinements in knowledge and
skills that support contextualizing
cognitive learning. While application
can occur in rehearsal situations, gen-
uine micro learning occurs in teach-
ers’ daily work as they engage in
teaching behaviors, reflect on their
practice, and collaborate with col-
leagues about their experience. Little
(2003) calls these collaborative activi-
ties “getting things done” and “figur-
ing things out.” These include day-
to-day, practice-based, collaborative,
team-based activities, such as:
• Reflecting on, reviewing, or

adjusting classroom procedures
and routines (“getting things
done”);

• Analyzing student data to deter-
mine strengths and areas of need
and to monitor student progress;

• Planning interdisciplinary units
and lessons;

• Discussing problems of practice;
• Sharing instructional strategies
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• Monitoring application of learn-

ing in their own classrooms to
improve student learning.
Micro learning cements macro

learning, makes it purposeful, and
transforms behaviors and beliefs. It is
possible, for example, for a teacher to
“know about” nonlinguistic represen-
tation, to provide examples of it, and
even to develop a lesson in which she
incorporates nonlinguistic representa-
tions. However, this form of macro
learning does not mean that a teacher
changes her practice. The teacher
understands the concept more deeply
when she uses nonlinguistic represen-
tations within her classroom, observes

how different types of learners
respond to different forms of nonlin-
guistic representation, knows how to
adjust on the spot to improve their
effectiveness, and discovers when non-
linguistic representation works and
when it doesn’t.

Micro learning is often more pri-
vate, yet it is the content of the inter-
action that occurs within communi-
ties with professional learning as their
purpose and student results as their
goal. Within the community, a
teacher’s private micro learning can
inform and refine the practice of oth-
ers. When teachers collaboratively
reflect about their practice using data
to support and understand their prac-

tice, they deepen their individual and
collective understanding and ultimate-
ly improve both teaching and student
learning.

MACRO AND MICRO LEARNING IN
PRACTICE

Palmer Junior Middle School in
Palmer, Alaska, has spent the past four
years building professional learning
communities. Professional learning
communities at Palmer is the context
within which teacher macro and
micro learning take place. Ann Marie
Svedin, a teacher leader at Palmer,
credits second-year principal Gene
Stone for promoting shared leader-
ship, professional learning, and
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G accountability. With Stone’s guidance
and research linking student learning
to effective teaching, Palmer staff
chose to use Marzano, Pickering, and
Pollock’s (2001) compilation of
research on effective teaching strate-
gies to learn how to teach more effec-
tively.

Keeping student learning as their
focus, grade-level teams choose one
strategy to study in depth. Grade-level
teams engage in macro or cognitive
learning as they study the research
and theory behind each strategy and
the pedagogical skills for implement-
ing the strategies effectively. Teams
then engage in micro or experiential
learning as they individually apply the
strategies in their classrooms and then

collaboratively reflect on
and share examples of the
strategies in use. They
come together to share
and analyze student work
that resulted from their
use of research-based
strategies, and they share
ideas for implementing
the strategies within other
content areas or with dif-
ferent types of learners.
Through these opportuni-
ties, teachers reflect on
their collective and indi-
vidual learning and prac-
tice, and shift their learn-
ing from knowledge and
skills over time to affect

their attitudes, beliefs, and aspira-
tions.

Svedin and Stone have increased
time for teachers to learn by changing
staff meetings from information ses-
sions to intentional professional learn-
ing opportunities. In February staff
meetings, grade-level teams took turns
sharing their common cognitive learn-
ing with the whole staff to create
macro-level learning opportunities for
all staff members. At one meeting, the
7th-grade team shared research sup-
porting the note-taking and summa-

rizing strategy they chose. They pro-
vided a comparison between teaching
a concept using different strategies
and then demonstrated the note-tak-
ing and summarizing strategy to teach
the same concept, showing examples
of student work that resulted from
these lessons.

Within Palmer’s professional
learning communities, teachers engage
in intentional reform-oriented profes-
sional learning at both the macro and
micro levels. They sustain learning
over time and focus it on the content
teachers teach and the pedagogy need-
ed to teach it. Teachers learn collec-
tively at school and during their
workday. They use inquiry to analyze
and reflect on the application of
macro learning in their classrooms.
Their professional learning has a high
level of coherence with other reform
initiatives. Professional learning aligns
with teacher learning, teacher prac-
tice, and student learning.

CONCLUSION
Many teachers engage only in

macro-level professional learning.
What is missing for many teachers is
the micro, experiential learning that
promotes transfer of macro learning
into practice. As a result, transforma-
tion rarely occurs and the investment
in professional development is lost.
Macro learning alone cannot trans-
form practice. When schools form
professional learning communities,
they have the opportunity to form
micro learning experiences, using the
community as an environment to
reflect and refine practice, filling the
significant gap in the capacity of pro-
fessional learning to transformation
teaching and student learning.

Sometimes schools grapple with
time for both kinds of learning, espe-
cially for the collaboration necessary
for micro learning. Sometimes the
simple assumption — when teachers
know, they can do — interferes with
intentional application and reflection.

Sometimes professional colleagues
lack the will or even skill to engage in
reflective dialogue about practice
using data from student work as evi-
dence of effectiveness. Without both
macro and micro learning, powerful
opportunities for transfer of teacher
learning into practice to produce stu-
dent results are lost.

The artful weaving of macro and
micro learning produces the greatest
benefits for students. As school staffs
continue to refine the implementation
of professional learning communities,
it is essential that they step back to
determine if their practice incorpo-
rates sufficient macro and micro
learning to produce the changes they
intend — for both adults and stu-
dents.
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