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Introduction

Calls for reform spiral around 
schools, and these calls know no 
borders. Globally, the public, 
the press, and the profession 
share concerns about the effec-
tiveness of education systems. 

All stakeholders declare their intentions to provide 
high-quality learning opportunities for all students, 
no matter what their native language, socioeco-
nomic status, family heritage, traditions, culture, 
government, or religion. Fortunately, a sophisti-
cated understanding of what this challenge entails 
is evolving from research and study of successful 
education systems. However, the knowledge gained 
is inequitably applied in schools around the globe.

Today’s educators are held accountable for 
preparing all students to meet increasingly rigor-
ous curriculum outcomes and academic standards 
to be ready for careers and college. Educators and 
school systems are responsible for ensuring that all 
students perform at high levels, including those stu-

dents without access to the experience and resources 
that support optimal learning. 

The public expects educators to be successful 
with all students throughout their school years, 
regardless of the profound demographic, economic, 
cultural, and technological changes that impact 
student learning. And at the same time, educators, 
schools, and school systems must meet these chal-
lenges in school contexts that are inconsistent and 
inequitable within and across nations, making it 
increasingly difficult for all citizens operating in a 
global environment to have access to an equitable 
education.

The Standards for Professional Learning do not 
prescribe how education leaders and public officials 
address all the challenges related to improving the 
performance of schools, educators, and students. 
Instead, the standards focus on one critical aspect 
of the education system — professional learning, 
sometimes referred to as professional development, 
staff development, inservice, or training.



800-727-7288      www.learningforward.org	 13

Standards for Professional Learning

 A new kind of educator learning

These standards call for a new form of educa-
tor learning. The decision to call these Standards 
for Professional Learning rather than Standards for 
Professional Development signals the importance of 
educators taking an active role in their continuous 
improvement and places emphasis on the learning. 
By making learning the focus, those who are re-
sponsible for professional learning will concentrate 
their efforts on assuring that learning for educators 
leads to learning for students. For too long, prac-
tices associated with professional development have 
treated educators as individual, passive recipients of 
information, and school systems have expected little 
or no change in practice. 

Such development opportunities have often 
been episodic and unconnected to a shared, system-
wide purpose. This form of professional develop-
ment has consumed tremendous resources over the 
last decade and produced inadequate results for 
both educators and students.

The quality of professional learning that occurs 
when these standards are fully implemented enrolls 
educators as active partners in determining the focus 
of their learning, how their learning occurs, and 
how they evaluate its effectiveness. These educators 

are part of a team, a school, and a school system 
that conceive, implement, and evaluate carefully 
aligned professional learning that responds to indi-
vidual, team, schoolwide, and systemwide goals for 
student achievement. The standards give educators 
the information they need to take leadership roles as 
advocates for and facilitators of effective professional 
learning and the conditions required for its success. 

Placing the emphasis on professional learning 
reminds public officials, community members, and 
educators that educators’ continuous improvement 
affects student learning. Increasing the effectiveness 
of professional learning is the leverage point with 
the greatest potential for strengthening and refining 
the day-to-day performance of educators. For most 
educators working in schools, professional learning 
is the singular most accessible means they have to 
develop the new knowledge, skills, and practices 
necessary to better meet students’ learning needs. If 
educators are not engaged throughout their careers 
in new learning experiences that enable them to 
better serve their students, both educators and stu-
dents suffer. And if those educators are not learning 
collaboratively in the context of a systemwide plan 
for coherent learning tied to a set of goals aligned 
from classroom to school to school system, their 
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professional learning is less likely to produce its in-
tended results.

In the United States as well as in many other 
countries, every public school pre-K-12 educator 
participates in some form of professional learning 
each year. Professional learning is a component 
of the extant infrastructure of education systems. 
Therefore, unlike many proposals for improv-
ing public education, there is no need to invent 
something new or introduce another element into 
education. It is necessary, however, to improve 
professional learning’s effect on educators and stu-
dents. Essential to improving professional learning’s 
impact is recognizing and leveraging it systemwide, 
rather than using professional learning solely as a 
strategy for individual growth.

This publication is the new iteration of the stan-
dards. Like its predecessors, it represents the con-
sensus views of major education associations and 
agencies representing and serving teachers, school 
system and school administrators, and education 
leaders at all levels. 

The standards make explicit that the purpose 
of professional learning is for educators to develop 
the knowledge, skills, practices, and dispositions 
they need to help students perform at higher levels. 
This process of new learning for educators is more 
complex than most people realize. Indeed, research-
ers have found that it can take 50 or more hours of 
sustained professional learning to realize results for 
students. Students’ learning results are paramount. 
Therefore, educators must make serious efforts to 
develop and implement practices that effectively 
produce those results. To support these efforts, pro-
fessional learning must also be a much more serious 
enterprise than has sometimes been the case in order 
to demonstrably benefit educators and their students.    

The role of the standards

It is important for educators to understand 
what the standards are and are not. They are the es-
sential elements of professional learning that func-

tion in synergy to enable educators to increase their 
effectiveness and student learning. All elements are 
essential to realize the full potential of educator pro-
fessional learning. The Standards for Professional 
Learning describe the attributes of effective profes-
sional learning to guide the decisions and practices 
of all persons with the responsibility to fund, 
regulate, manage, conceive, organize, implement, 
and evaluate professional learning. It is this latter 
group that should closely study the standards and 
systematically use them as a template for organizing 
professional learning. However, the standards are 
also a consumers guide for all educators, describing 
what they should expect and demand of their pro-
fessional learning, as well as their responsibilities as 
participants.

The standards are not, however, a workbook, 
tool kit, or technical assistance guide. They neither 
address every issue related to professional learning 
nor provide a road map for creating professional 
learning that is faithful to the standards. That is 
intentional. Using the standards to shape more 
effective professional learning will require study, 
thought, discussion, and planning. While Learning 
Forward will produce a suite of print and electronic 
resources to assist with such efforts, educators and 
others who want to increase the effect of profes-
sional learning should begin by reading the stan-
dards deeply. That reading for understanding will 
most productively occur in a collaborative team 
where a small group of colleagues reflect on the 
implications of the standards for their school system 
or school. From there, team members can begin to 
imagine and plan how to reshape the professional 
learning for which they are responsible. 

Prerequisites for professional learning

Implicit in the standards are several prerequi-
sites for effective professional learning. They are so 
fundamental that the standards do not identify or 
describe them. These prerequisites reside where pro-
fessional learning intersects with professional ethics:
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•	 Educators’ commitment to students, all 
students, is the foundation of effective 
professional learning. Committed educa-
tors understand that they must engage in 
continuous improvement to know enough 
and be skilled enough to meet the learning 
needs of all students. As professionals, they 
seek to deepen their knowledge and ex-
pand their portfolio of skills and practices, 
always striving to increase each student’s 
performance. If adults responsible for stu-
dent learning do not continuously seek new 
learning, it is not only their knowledge, 
skills, and practices that erode over time. 
They also become less able to adapt to 
change, less self-confident, and less able to 
make a positive difference in the lives of 
their colleagues and students. This is why it 
is important for all educators to engage in 
professional learning, no matter how profi-
cient they may be at a given point in their 
careers, and no matter the relative abilities 
of their students. 

•	 Each educator involved in professional 
learning comes to the experience ready to 
learn. Professional learning is a partnership 
among professionals who engage with one 
another to access or construct knowledge, 
skills, practices, and dispositions; however, 
it cannot be effective if educators resist 
learning. Educators want and deserve high-
quality professional learning that is relevant 
and useful. They are more likely to fully 
engage in learning with receptive hearts and 
minds when their school systems, schools, 
and colleagues align professional learning 
with the standards. 

•	 Because there are disparate experience 
levels and use of practice among educa-
tors, professional learning can foster 
collaborative inquiry and learning that 
enhances individual and collective per-

formance. This cannot happen unless 
educators listen to one another, respect one 
another’s experiences and perspectives, hold 
their students’ best interests at the forefront, 
trust that their colleagues share a common 
vision and goals, and are honest about their 
abilities, practices, challenges, and results. 
Professional accountability for individual 
and peer results strengthens the profession 
and results for students.

•	 Like all learners, educators learn in dif-
ferent ways and at different rates. Because 
some educators have different learning 
needs than others, professional learn-
ing must engage each educator in timely, 
high-quality learning that meets his or her 
particular learning needs. Some may benefit 
from more time than others, different types 
of learning experiences, or more support 
as they seek to translate new learning into 
more productive practices. For some educa-
tors, this requires courage to acknowledge 
their learning needs, and determination and 
patience to continue learning until the prac-
tices are effective and comfortable. 

Professional learning is not the answer to all the 
challenges educators face, but it can significantly 
increase their capacities to succeed. When school sys-
tems, schools, and education leaders organize profes-
sional learning aligned with the standards, and when 
educators engage in professional learning to increase 
their effectiveness, student learning will increase. 

The link to student results

Learning Forward asserts that, when professional 
learning incorporates the indicators of effective-
ness defined in its standards, educator effectiveness 
and student learning increase. Numerous research 
studies over the last 20 years confirm that there 
is a strong relationship between teacher practice 
and student learning. Studies, too, conclude that 
professional learning positively influences educa-
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tor practice — specifically, teacher practice. Stud-
ies of school and district leadership conclude that 
there is a relationship between leadership practices, 
teaching effectiveness, and student learning. Some 
studies conclude that there is a relationship between 
professional learning and student achievement. 
Many studies of school improvement and educa-
tion reform name professional learning as one of the 
top five components of reform efforts. The body of 
research about effective schools identifies collabora-
tion and professional learning as two characteristics 
that consistently appear in schools that substantially 
increase student learning. Some studies of the effects 
of professional learning have also produced insignifi-
cant results on teacher practice or student achieve-
ment when measured over a brief period of time, 
most often at the end of one year of professional 
learning. Not all professional learning used as a 
treatment, intervention, or as part of a reform initia-
tive, however, incorporates all the essential elements 
included in the Standards for Professional Learning. 
A few studies explore the relationship of policies at 
various levels of government or system level to the 
effectiveness of professional learning and its effects.

The field of professional learning will continue 
to benefit from additional research and evalua-
tion studies that examine the interaction between 
the effectiveness of the professional learning and 
its effects on educator practice and student learn-

ing. Research in professional learning is sufficient 
enough to recognize that it is an important lever 
to improve schools, educator practice, and student 
learning. With additional research focused on the 
kind of professional learning that meets the stan-
dards specified in the 2011 edition of Standards for 
Professional Learning, the research may lead more 
directly to the conclusion that effective professional 
learning that meets the essential elements described 
within these standards will produce greater effects 
for educators and students.

Standards movement

Professional learning is a relatively young field. 
As is true in other fields, professional learning has 
matured with experience and research. It was not 
until 1994 that the National Staff Development 
Council (now Learning Forward) mobilized 10 
education organizations to develop Standards for 
Staff Development. The organization expanded and 
repeated that process in 2001 with representatives 
from 19 associations, condensing the standards 
from three school levels into one unified set, and 
published a revised version of the Standards for 
Staff Development. More than 35 state and pro-
vincial education agencies and many school systems 
have either adopted the standards, adapted them, or 
consulted them as the touchstone for effective pro-
fessional learning.

3. 
Changes 

in educator 
practice

2. 
Changes 

in educator 
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student
 results

Relationship between professional learning and student results

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

2.	W hen 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.	W hen educator practice improves, students have a greater likelihood of achieving 
results.

4.	W hen 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.
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When it began nearly three decades ago, the 
standards movement in education had as its core 
purpose to increase the effectiveness and equity of 
education for all students regardless of their cir-
cumstance or postal code. As a long-standing effort 
to assure that all students achieve at high levels, 
the standards movement has raised awareness of 
existing inequities in schools and accountability for 
results. Whether in the form of national curricula 
that define equitable expectations for all students or 
increased expectations for school systems, schools, 
and educators, efforts to define and implement 
standards for education continue to be a strong pol-
icy lever so that all students achieve at high levels.

The first edition of professional learning 
standards joined standards in other aspects of ed-
ucation, such as those for specific roles and content-
specific curriculum, to establish a set of expectations 
to assure equity and effectiveness in educator per-
formance. Learning Forward’s foundational belief is 
that reaching high levels of student learning requires 
corresponding high levels of educator learning. Yet, 
as occurs with student learning, opportunity, qual-
ity, and effectiveness of professional learning have 
been subject to inequities based on school or school 
system conditions. If all students are to achieve at 
high levels, those responsible for their education 
must have equitable and effective professional learn-
ing inextricably tied to student outcomes.

This edition of the standards, drawn from 
research and based on evidence-based practice, de-
scribes a set of expectations for effective professional 
learning to ensure equity and excellence in educa-
tor learning. The standards serve as indicators that 
guide the learning, facilitation, implementation, 
and evaluation of professional learning. 

Three points underscore the 2011 revision of 
the standards.

1.	 There is continuing examination and evalu-
ation of the veracity and practicality of the 
standards, with feedback solicited from and 
offered by field practitioners, policy mak-

ers, and researchers. The standards are never 
finished, and Learning Forward’s quest for 
efficiency and effectiveness never ends.

2.	 To have the greatest influence on profes-
sional learning, Learning Forward regularly 
updates the standards to reflect insights 
from current research and field experience 
about professional learning, its application, 
and its effect on desired outcomes. Learning 
Forward carefully studies findings to under-
stand needed changes in the standards. To 
ignore these findings would leave profes-
sional learning hopelessly outdated.

3.	 Standards for professional learning are em-
ployed to assure that the quality of learning 
experiences are not assessed on satisfaction 
or “happiness coefficient” measures. Instead, 
the standards and their descriptions estab-
lish quality measures related to how well 
professional learning informs and develops 
educator knowledge, skills, practices, and 
dispositions to increase learning for all stu-
dents. 

The seven new standards focus attention on 
educator learning that relates to successful student 
learning. The standards require professional learning 
that is interactive, relevant, sustained, and embed-
ded in everyday practice. They require professional 
learning that contributes to educators’ expertise and 
the quality of their professional practice, regardless 
of their role in the education workforce. In this way, 
equity of access to high-quality education for every 
student is possible, not just for those lucky enough 
to attend schools in more advantaged communities. 

	
A historical perspective 

A grant in 1994 from the Edna McConnell 
Clark Foundation led to the development of the 
first set of nationally accepted standards for staff 
development for middle grades. For some time, 
leaders of the National Staff Development Council 
(NSDC), now Learning Forward, discussed the role 
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standards might play in advancing high-quality pro-
fessional learning in schools. When Hayes Mizell, 
then the foundation’s director of the program for 
student achievement, issued the invitation to apply 
for the initial grant, the staff accepted with caveats. 
The development of the standards would require 
collaboration among representatives from a signifi-
cant number of professional associations. The asso-
ciation’s leaders wanted educators to have a single, 
common set of standards for professional learning 
and urged the contributing associations to join with 
NSDC to speak with one voice about the elements 
of effective professional learning. The field benefited 
from the collective thinking and a consensus man-
date for improvement, thanks to the engagement of 
the associations.

By 2000, changes in the field demanded a review 
of the standards. The Edna McConnell Clark Foun-
dation again supported the process. The original as 
well as new associations and individuals contributed 
to the process. The number of standards was reduced 
to 12 appropriate at K-12 levels. Once again, the 
standards were grounded in evidence and research to 
support the relationship between each standard and 
changes in educator practice and student learning. 

Over time, the standards became the founda-
tion for designing, supporting, and evaluating pro-
fessional learning. Over the last 15 years, numerous 
states, organizations, and school systems have 
adopted policies and studied guidance documents 
related to the standards. They took these actions 
with expectations that they would lead to improve-
ments in the quality of professional learning and its 
results. And, indeed, where the standards were con-
sistently implemented and regularly monitored and 
evaluated, the standards delivered on their promise.

 Fast-forward to 2011

Since 2001, considerable research has emerged 
in the field of professional learning, with mixed 
results. As a result of the research, the field gained 
clarity about what distinguishes effective from 

ineffective professional learning. During this 
decade-long period, there was an explosion of new 
technologies to support educator learning. In re-
sponse to these developments, Learning Forward 
proposed a revision to the standards. With a grant 
from MetLife Foundation, Learning Forward un-
dertook a revision of the standards for professional 
learning. New educational reforms, research, and 
heightened accountability mean that educators and 
their students are required to meet increasingly rig-
orous standards. Professional learning that prepares 
the education workforce to meet these higher stan-
dards must also be held to higher standards. 

As the first step in developing new standards, 
Learning Forward undertook a comprehensive 
examination of the state of professional learning. 
A team of researchers from Stanford University’s 
Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Educa-
tion led by Linda Darling-Hammond (www. 
learningforward.org/stateproflearning.cfm) con-
ducted a three-part study that served as the founda-
tion for the standards revision. The study included 
a review of the literature, a comparison of profes-
sional learning practices in the United States and in 
countries whose students outperform the U.S., an 
analysis of recent and past practice in professional 
learning in the U.S., and a case study of state policy 
related to professional learning. This series of stud-
ies was made possible by generous grants from the 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, The Wallace 
Foundation, and MetLife Foundation.

The standards development process continued 
when Learning Forward again invited individuals 
representing leading education associations to review 
research and best practice literature to compose 
standards for their own constituencies, including 
teachers, principals, superintendents, and school 
board members. The organizations agreed that a 
common set of standards to guide the field remained 
key. They viewed standards as essential for all aspects 
of professional learning, including planning, imple-
mentation, and evaluation at individual, school, and 
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school system levels and as benchmarks for deter-
mining future directions for improvement. Rather 
than developing multiple sets of standards, nations, 
organizations, states, provinces, and school systems 
can use the Standards for Professional Learning as a 
foundation and devote their attention to implement-
ing high-quality professional learning and thereby 
realize the results of their efforts more quickly.

Learning Forward integrated additional input 
and contributions into the standards development 
process by convening focus groups of practitioners, 
noted authorities, and government officials and cir-
culating the draft standards for public comment. 

Organization of the standards 

The 2011 edition of the Standards for Profes-
sional Learning includes several key changes from 
earlier editions. 

Fewer standards: Seven standards emerged from 
the study of research literature about professional 
learning. While these seven were included in earlier 
editions of the standards, they are now more clearly 
defined, and some aspects are more prominent.

Holistic view: The standards work in partner-
ship with one another. Focusing on some rather 
than all standards may contribute to the failure 
of professional learning to deliver on its promised 
results. These seven standards are not optional for 
professional learning that intends to increase edu-
cator effectiveness and results for all students. The 
context, process, content organizer is not as promi-
nent in the new standards, yet remains a founda-
tion for the seven standards. For it to be effective, 
professional learning occurs most often in learning 
communities; is supported with strong leadership 
and appropriate resources; is drawn from and mea-
sured by data on students, educators, and systems; 
applies appropriate designs for learning; has sub-
stantive implementation support; and focuses on 
student and educator standards.

Combined content standard: The three previ-
ously defined content standards — Equity, Qual-

ity Teaching, and Family Involvement — have 
been replaced with a single Outcomes standard 
that incorporates two dimensions, student learn-
ing outcomes and educator performance expecta-
tions. There are essentially two reasons. First, the 
Standards for Professional Learning as a whole 
are focused on increasing results for all students 
and educators. All seven standards, rather than a 
single one, focus attention on equity and all drive 
toward that goal. Second, the educator performance 
expectations as defined by policy makers include 
substantially expanded expectations for equity, fam-
ily and community engagement, and role-specific 
performance expectations. This combined standard 
strengthens alignment between educator profes-
sional learning and its role in student learning. 

Revised stem: The standards begin with a 
common statement: “Professional learning that in-
creases educator effectiveness and results for all stu-
dents ... .” This statement confirms the link between 
educator practice and results for students. The link 
between educator learning and learning for every 
student is the purpose of professional learning, and 
the stem makes that link evident. The statement also 
emphasizes equity of results. The use of “all” is in-
tentional to elevate the significance of ensuring the 
success of every student, regardless of race, ethnic-
ity, gender, exceptionality, language, socioeconomic 
condition, culture, or sexual orientation. 

Three areas of focus: The Standards for Profes-
sional Learning describe the context, processes, and 
content for effective professional learning. Learning 
Communities, Leadership, and Resources stan-
dards define the essential conditions for effective 
professional learning. Without these in place, even 
the most thoughtfully planned and implemented 
professional learning may fail. Data, Learning De-
signs, and Implementation standards describe the 
attributes of educator learning processes that define 
quality and effectiveness of professional learning. 
The single content standard, Outcomes, identifies 
the essential content of professional learning.



Core concepts 

Four core concepts are embedded in the stem 
— educator, effectiveness, results, and all students. 

•	 Educator describes the members of the ed-
ucation workforce, those employed within 
schools and school systems and in other 
education agencies to provide direct or indi-
rect services to students. Educators include 
both the professional and support staff who 
contribute to student learning. 

•	 Effectiveness refers to educators’ capacity 
to meet performance expectations, imple-
ment evidence-based practices, create and 
sustain conditions for effective learning, and 
increase student learning. Effectiveness is 
evident in performance as defined by role 
expectations and professional standards and 
by the results of an educator’s work. 

•	 Results refers to all aspects of student 
growth and development. Academic success 
is the primary results area, and it is coupled 
with social and emotional learning in the 
overall development of students. Academic, 
social, and emotional development work 
together to ensure student success. Student 
learning is assessed through multiple mea-
sures, both formative and summative, that 
provide evidence that students are succeed-
ing in meeting the expected curriculum out-
comes and development indicators. These 
measures include, and are not limited to, 
daily classroom assessments such as student 
work samples and performances; educator 
and parent observations; student self-as-
sessments; periodic common or benchmark 
assessments, portfolios of work, projects or 
performances; and standardized assessments.  

•	 All students signifies that educators’ profes-
sional responsibility and professional learn-
ing are driven by the belief that education 
for all students, not just some, is funda-
mental to the well-being of a global soci-

ety. Without equitable opportunities and 
universal high expectations for all students, 
societal, political, and economic infrastruc-
tures suffer.

Fulfilling the promise

Continuous learning provides members of any 
profession with new understandings, insights, and 
ideas for how to develop essential skills and behav-
iors. In short, it enables the profession’s members to 
refine and extend their knowledge, skills, practices, 
and dispositions related to their specific role and 
context. Individuals are unlikely to seek the services 
of an automobile mechanic, plumber, or surgeon 
who isn’t up-to-date on the latest field knowledge, 
studies, products, and procedures. Students deserve 
nothing less from the educators who serve them. 

As educators invest in continuous improvement 
through professional learning, they demonstrate 
professionalism and commitment to students. 
School systems that invest in professional learning 
and build coherence throughout the system dem-
onstrate commitment to human capital develop-
ment and acknowledge that investment in educator 
learning is a significant lever in improving student 
achievement. 

The use of Standards for Professional Learning 
by school systems and educators supports a high level 
of quality of the professional learning. Further, use 
of the standards to plan, facilitate, and evaluate pro-
fessional learning promises to heighten the quality of 
educator learning, performance of all educators, and 
student learning. Increased educator effectiveness 
makes possible a shift from current reality to the pre-
ferred outcomes of enhanced student learning results 
— a goal to which all educators subscribe.

— Hayes Mizell, Distinguished Senior Fellow 
— Shirley Hord, Scholar Laureate 

— Joellen Killion, Deputy Executive Director 

— Stephanie Hirsh, Executive Director 
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