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B Y  H A Y E S  M I Z E L L

E
valuation is the
burr under the
saddle of profes-
sional develop-
ment. To date,
many educators
have only gone
through the

motions of evaluating efforts to
increase what their colleagues know
and can do. They have focused more
on the delivery of staff development
than on its results, often using the
most rudimentary techniques for
gathering data. Simplistic surveys and

the use of the Likert scale are favorite
techniques. What did participants
think of the workshop leader? Was
the setting comfortable? Did partici -
pants enjoy the refreshments? Did
they find the experience helpful?
Educators answer these questions in
different ways. Many provide answers
they believe their supervisors want to
hear. Others affirm the person respon-
sible for organizing the professional
development. Some people use the
opportunity to channel their anger
about even having to participate in
staff development, or about unrelated
grievances. 

Educators responsible for profes-

Facilitator: 10
Refreshments: 8

Evaluation: 0
Workshop satisfaction misses the point.

Evaluation means understanding
what participants learn,

when and how they apply the learning,
and when and how it benefits students.
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th e m e / EVALUATION

sional development continue to take
this approach to evaluation for four
reasons. First, the evaluations do not
take much time to develop, adminis-
ter, or analyze. Surveys and the Likert
scale lend themselves to evaluations
that are distributed almost as an after-
thought to session participants just
before they rush out the door.
Predictably, participants respond
hastily, drawing more on their gut
reactions than a thoughtful and hon-

est assessment of their experience.
Second, these evaluations almost
always generate positive responses,
thereby allowing the person in charge
to feel good and cite the encouraging
“results” of their efforts. Even if there
is a significant minority of less favor-
able reactions, it is possible to explain
them away because many more are
positive. Third, school board and cen-
tral office leaders rarely ask for evi-
dence about the effects of staff devel-
opment, and if they do ask, almost
any evidence is satisfactory. What they
value is data they can use to commu-
nicate positive results. They are less
concerned with the validity or

nuances of the data. Fourth, staff
developers have invested little in
increasing their own learning about
effective evaluation and how to use it
to improve professional development.
It is far easier to rely on evaluation
techniques that are not only familiar
but also readily acceptable to school
system leaders. 

In light of these powerful and
longstanding disincentives for effec-
tive evaluation, why is it now gaining
greater attention? Two factors are con-
verging to impinge on professional
development. On the one hand, cur-
rent funding constraints are causing
school systems to make difficult
budget decisions that reduce the fre-
quency of staff development. This is
not new. In tough economic times,
school boards often have targeted pro-
fessional development as a soft activi-
ty they can cut with virtually no
political risk. On the other hand,
school systems are under increasing
pressure to demonstrate that they can
educate all students to higher levels.
Unfortunately, in past decades most
school systems invested little in learn-
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ing how to educate low-performing
students more effectively. The result is
that many teachers do not have the
knowledge and skills to bring below-
grade level students to higher levels of
performance. Evaluation is important
because if educators are going to get
the staff development they need to
help their students perform profi-
ciently, they will have to demonstrate
that adult learning can significantly
increase student achievement.  The
field of staff development needs better
evaluation both to improve the effec-
tiveness of teachers’ learning experi-
ences and to produce credible evi-
dence that will garner more support
for professional development.

Staff developers also need to
devote more attention to evaluation
because professional development is

changing rapidly.
Workshops and speakers
will probably always be
with us, but questions
about their effectiveness are
prompting more educators
to consider other approach-
es. It was tempting to take
the low road to evaluation
when the tactics of staff
development were rudi-
mentary. Now, however,
such sophisticated methods
as coaching, study groups,
small learning communi-
ties, and distance learning
are increasing. Although
these innovations are prom-
ising, even exciting, educa-
tors should not once again
confuse process with

results. In and of themselves, the
newer types of staff development
mean little. What matters is the
degree to which they cause educators
to develop and apply practical knowl -
edge and skills that increase student
achievement. It will require more
intentional, consistent, and robust
evaluations to determine whether and
how neo-professional development is

more powerful than its predecessors.
But how should staff developers

begin? The first challenge is to be
thoughtful about what to evaluate.
This can be confusing because poten-
tially there are multiple points for
evaluation. Staff developers can:
• Evaluate the delivery of professional

development. 
• Evaluate what educators learn as a

result of staff development.
• Evaluate whether and how educators

apply what they learn.
• Evaluate whether and how students

benefit as a result of the educators
applying what they learn through
professional development. 

These opportunities for evalua-
tion are not a menu. Staff developers
do not have the luxury of choosing to
focus on only one or two points of
inquiry. Instead, it is necessary to
construct a sequential evaluation that
not only assesses the strength of each
link in the chain of professional
development, but increases staff
developers’ understanding of the con-
nections between each link. Staff
development is a process, not an
event. It begins with creating learning
opportunities for educators and ends
with students benefiting from the
educators’ learning. The higher the
quality of the complete process, the
more effective professional develop-
ment will be. This requires staff devel-
opers to take a new, holistic view of
professional development as a system
designed to raise the performance lev-
els of both educators and students. 

Creating this alpha and omega
approach to staff development will
require hard thinking about tangible
benefits students should derive from
the whole process of professional
development. In the past, educators
have often said that of course the ulti-
mate goal of staff development should
be to benefit students, but they have
also said it is not realistic to expect
professional development to increase
student achievement. Why not?

While it is certainly true that not just
any activity conducted under the label
of staff development will enhance stu-
dent performance, it should be possi-
ble to achieve this objective if educa-
tors thoughtfully design and carefully
implement professional development
for this specific purpose. It is even
more possible when staff developers
collaborate with school leadership
teams to understand student perform-
ance data and identify learning gaps
teachers need to address. If teachers
do not have the knowledge, skills, or
curricula to meet students’ needs, staff
developers should be able to help
schools create learning opportunities
that will enable the educators to tack-
le students’ learning problems success-
fully.

The seminal question driving the
design of professional development
should be, ‘What are students’ specif-
ic learning needs and what does that
tell us about educators’ specific learn-
ing needs?’ It is what students need
rather than what adults want that
should shape educators’ learning. If
staff developers begin with this ques-
tion, it is more likely they will suc-
ceed in conceiving and implementing
adult learning experiences that have a
positive, demonstrable effect on stu-
dent achievement. This is not easy,
because it is challenging to forge links
in the chain of professional develop-
ment with “meeting students’ learning
needs” at one end and “staff develop-
ment experiences” at the other. It
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requires a high degree of focus and
analysis, and a sophisticated under-
standing of causal relationships.
Nevertheless, this is the challenge
educators must meet to demonstrate
the power of professional develop-
ment.

If staff developers start thinking
of professional development as a
sequential process that begins with
engaging educators in learning experi-
ences and culminates with specific
benefits to students, they will discover
it has profound implications for eval-
uation. Assessing the effects of staff
development will call for a more com-
prehensive approach than merely
gauging participants’ immediate reac-
tions to a short-term training. Adult
learning only begins with participa-
tion in a structured professional
development experience. The learning
process continues as educators strug-
gle to make meaning of what they
have learned and apply it in their
daily practice. They only learn the
power of the knowledge and skills
they have developed when they ana-
lyze its effects on their students. 

It will be necessary, therefore, to
develop evaluation strategies that are
integral to the entire process of pro-
fessional development. While it will
continue to be important to evaluate
the delivery of staff development, it
will be essential to understand what
participants actually learn, when and
how they begin to apply their learn-
ing, and when and how it benefits

students. This will require a rollout
timeline that projects when each com-
ponent of the professional develop-
ment process will occur or when there
is likely to be demonstrable evidence
of the desired learning or application
of learning. If one assumes that staff
development, no matter how power-
ful, may not immediately result in
more effective teaching, staff develop-
ers must consider what interim indi-
cators, and within what time frame,
they should look for as valid measures
of progress.

Considering such difficult ques-
tions and agreeing on acceptable
answers can help staff developers in
several ways. The intended, ultimate
result of professional development is
clearer to more people, creating the
basis for educators in diverse roles to
collaborate to achieve the result. Staff
developers gain allies in their efforts
to organize more productive profes-
sional development and raise expecta-
tions about its outcomes. Engaging
others also makes the evaluation
process easier because others under-
stand and accept the measures staff
developers use to determine profes-
sional development’s effectiveness.
Data collection is less of a chore
because educators see that it improves
staff development and documents its
benefits. Evaluation ceases to be a
simplistic, self-justifying exercise and
becomes a process that is integral to a
school system’s or school’s overall
effort to improve student perform-
ance. If staff development is less mar-
ginal, and if it is valued more by both
front-line educators and central office
leaders, they will make a greater effort
to protect and then expand it. In
short, getting serious about evaluating
professional development demon-
strates that a school system or school
is truly serious about improving
teacher and student performance.

As this issue of JSD illustrates,
NSDC is taking the lead in raising
the awareness of staff developers, and

educators generally, about the impor-
tance of evaluating professional devel-
opment, and it is providing examples
of how they can develop and execute
evaluations more effectively. One can
hope that month by month, year by
year, more and more educators
responsible for professional develop-
ment will learn how to examine and
reflect on the results of their efforts. 

But another step is necessary.
They must then use the information
and insights effective evaluations pro-
vide. This can be painful because it
often means acknowledging that the
staff development one planned and
implemented did not produce the
results one intended. 

No matter how rig-
orous evaluations may
be, if educators do not
use their findings to
strengthen professional
development so it pro-
duces better results, the
evaluations will be use-
less. On the other hand,
when educators use
evaluations to full
effect, they can provide
an infectious vision for
a whole school system
or school. They demon-
strate they are strong
enough to accept and
use unfavorable data to
improve their efforts.
They show that learning
is for everyone, no matter what their
title or status, and that true learning
results in new, more effective behav-
iors. They breathe new life into the
concept of “continuous improve-
ment.” 

The potential of evaluation, then,
is all about positive leadership, and it
is only through that leadership, in its
many forms, that professional devel-
opment will become all it must be.
That is our destination, even if we
have miles to go before we reach it. ■
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