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PD in the News: 

Selected News Reports about Forces Shaping 
What and How Teachers Learn 

12/7/08   Westerly, RI            [Column by Julia Steiny] 
Teachers Take Charge of School Improvement  
“A hush falls over the fifth-grade classroom at State Street Elementary School, in Westerly. Steve Morrone has handed out a sheet with today’s math problem and lets the kids know he’s ready to start. ‘Read the problem to yourself, think about it, and turn the paper over. Then visualize what’s happening. Direct the movie of the problem in your head.’
Kids highlight important bits of information in a scenario about a family trip to the Washington Monument, with its 50 flags representing each state. Using a certain process for solving problems, Morrone’s students first need to find the total number of stars on the 50 flags. And they must develop a ‘rule,’ an algebraic equation, for determining the total number of stars in the event that the U.S. adds more states.

After a silence Marrone asks what the kids saw in their heads. Many remember places with lots of flags — New York City’s Rockefeller Center, the Rhode Island State House. Marrone makes a gratified fuss over the kids’ good thinking.

Morrone is both the special-education resource teacher for grades 4 and 5 and the ‘focus leader’ in math for the whole school. Two other teachers lead the focus in reading and writing. Each leader has a ‘focus team’ with one teacher from each grade level. (The school has roughly three classes per grade.) These three teams are charged with figuring out how to improve academics throughout the school.

The principal, Victor Ventura, introduced me to the math focus team and then left me and them to go about our business. His job is to facilitate their work, figure out how to get them what they need, and hold them accountable. This is the opposite of a top-down organization. The Westerly School Department does not dictate what professional development the teachers need. Neither does the principal. That’s up to the teachers.
Which is as it should be. Teachers should never waste everyone’s time and resources implementing programs they do not think will work. When programs are thrust on unwilling teachers, they shrug away failure with ‘Hey, it wasn’t my idea.’
Heavy-handed top-down management is a drag. Teachers, all professionals, resent it. And it gets crummy results.

So, four times a year Ventura gets substitute teachers to cover each team’s classes, to free them up to spend a day ‘focusing’ on learning something new together. On the focus day they’ll also sift through data to see how they’re doing and to identify problems and weaknesses that need addressing.

In previous focus meetings, the math group realized that every teacher teaches a different process for solving math problems. If the whole school uses the same one, the kids can build on what they already know, instead of starting over each year. The group shopped different problem-solving protocols and chose this four-step process. Marrone learned how to use it so he could demonstrate how it works in a class and help teachers if they have problems using it. From now on, when a teacher asks the children to become the ‘director,’ which is step one of this process, they all will know to stop for a moment, become the director of the movie of the problem in their heads, visualizing each of its elements.

After any focus day, the teachers on that team — reading, writing or math — go back to their grade-level common planning time to teach their colleagues what they’ve learned. Each teacher on the math focus team is her grade-level’s leader in math.

So, for example, Marrone must have said at least 20 times, ‘Fifty what? States? Flags? Stars? Twenty-five hundred what? Numbers are adjectives. We need to have a noun to know the meaning of the number.’ First-, second- and third-grade teachers could see for themselves that they need to get the kids into the habit of labeling numbers early on. They’ll make this point to their grade-level colleagues.

With every teacher on one of the teams, all teachers are leaders at their grade level. This is an excellent use of the school’s resources.

I’m impressed by how many very different strategies can forward the work of school improvement, and in dramatic ways. (Think: Learning Walks, Formative Assessments, this ‘focus’ strategy.) But what they all have in common is that they are teacher-driven, pulling whole faculties into the work of school improvement. A good strategy stokes teachers’ ambitions by giving them the power to make decisions about how to teach, how to meet the standards and what they need for their own professional development. Empowering teachers engages them in the challenge of making their own school work.

In the last three years, State Street Elementary has made big academic gains. Since the focus teams began in 2005-2006, 21 percent more students are proficient in math, as of the last round of testing. Also, 10 percent more in reading and 20 percent more in writing. Those increases pulled the school’s percentage of proficient students up from just below the state average, in math and writing, to well above.

By all accounts ‘focus’ is working just great.
http://snipurl.com/8af88
12/1/08   Alberta, Canada 

[article by Linda Lantor Fandel]
Teachers Get Options, Time for Professional Development
“Alberta's teachers can tap a vast array of opportunities to improve their skills.

Already this year, Derek Christensen, a teacher at Riverbend Junior High in Edmonton, and a colleague attended a day-long session in Calgary on how to get the most out of the province's new math curriculum for grades nine and 10.

Riverbend's math teachers also got permission from Principal Kathy Goudreau to bring in well-known Canadian math educator Trevor Brown for a day at the start of the school year to consult with them on developing math problems that require analytical skills instead of just following rote steps to solve problems.
The budget and mind-set allowed teachers of just one subject at just one school - not the entire district or province - to work with one of the nation's foremost experts. Some Iowa teachers get similar opportunities for professional development, but they're typically not as vast as those available to their Alberta counterparts.

‘Everyone found that really valuable,’ Christensen said of the day's discussions. ‘Now, as a team, we are trying to collaborate and figure out how to better implement this in the classroom.’
Time set aside for teachers to work, learn together

One way such collaboration takes place is at team meetings by subject area, scheduled at Riverbend once a month after school on Thursdays. The math team is looking at how to encourage students to come up with solutions rather than just telling them how to, say, multiply fractions.


(In a separate conversation, eighth-grader Mackenzie Cook explained how the math curriculum has changed from her perspective: ‘You used to have to just do your equation, but now we have to model our fraction equations in three different ways. You have to learn each different method, and how to apply it... You just understand better.’)
Every Thursday after school, Riverbend teachers meet for one purpose or another - mostly geared to professional development. In contrast to the practice at many Iowa schools, kids are not dismissed early for these meetings; students finish at 2:44 p.m. every day.

And, on their own, Riverbend's math teachers meet every few weeks or so on another day after school to work together on improving lessons.

Riverbend teachers have three professional development days when students are not in school, including one in August before school starts, Goudreau explained. The school also receives Alberta Initiative for School Improvement money - $66,000 this year - to foster professional development in other ways. It's often used to hire substitute teachers for a half day or day when teachers need to collaborate.
Alberta teachers also may attend conferences outside Canada. Three Riverbend educators went to the National Council of Teachers of English Convention in San Antonio, Texas, in November.

On top of that, various professional-development opportunities - from online seminars to workshops to conventions - are provided by school boards, the Alberta Teachers' Association and the provincial government.

All teachers also must annually develop a professional-growth plan, which includes how they will use professional development to meet their goals. ‘This is a way to take ownership of their professional development,’ said Dennis Theobald of the Alberta Teachers' Association, a union. ‘Professional development plans do have to be aligned with the goals of the school, the jurisdiction and the province. We're all going in a common direction, but we are not mandated to take the same road.’

Iowa teachers also have individual plans. It's not easy to compare professional development in Iowa and Alberta because individual schools spend different amounts on professional development, beyond state or province money. But here's a rough comparison in dollars: The state of Iowa this school year has targeted $28.5 million for professional development for its more than 36,000 teachers, $8.5 million of which must go to putting in place the new mandatory Iowa Core Curriculum.
In Alberta, much of the $77 million targeted this year for the Alberta Initiative for School Improvement goes to professional development for its more than 34,000 teachers. ‘Arguably, all of it is,’ Theobald said. The Alberta Teachers' Association itself spends $12 million a year on professional development. The Iowa State Education Association, the state's union, spends about $900,000.

Edmonton teachers I interviewed said they have plenty of good professional-development opportunities, but Theobald said they aren't adequate everywhere in the province.

Iowa used to spend more on professional development than it does today. The $40.5 million spent in the 1980s would be about $73 million in inflation-adjusted dollars, according to the ISEA. It eventually wants the state to spend $120 million a year to make sure teachers can study the right content and have the time to do it.

Judy Jeffrey, Iowa Department of Education director, plans to ask the Legislature in January for $30 million for professional development for the 2009-10 school year; $10 million of that would go toward putting in place the new Iowa Core Curriculum.
It's not enough, Jeffrey said, but she recognizes the reality of the economic downturn.

‘This is one of the areas this state must concentrate on,’ she said. ‘Other countries that are outpacing and outperforming us invest heavily in not only preparing their new teachers but in their current teaching force.’

Count Alberta among them. At Riverbend, the math teachers have discussed bringing Brown back for a week before the next school year to help them craft a three-year plan for the math team.

http://snipurl.com/8aico
12/4/08   United States         
[Research]

Professional Development Key to Improving Math Achievement

“Teachers have a greater impact than new textbooks or computers when it comes 
to raising math scores, according to a comprehensive research review by the Johns 
Hopkins University School of Education's Center for Data-Driven Reform In Education.   
Researchers Robert Slavin, director of the Center for Data-Driven Reform in Education at 
Johns Hopkins University, and Cynthia Lake, research scientist, reviewed 87 previously 
released experimental studies evaluating the effectiveness of math programs in the 
elementary grades. The researchers' review covered three approaches to improving math 
achievement - textbooks, computer-assisted instruction, and approaches emphasizing 
professional development in specific teaching methods, such as cooperative learning and 
teaching of learning skills. They found that changing daily teaching practices did more for 
student 
achievement than simply using new textbooks or adding computers to the mix. 

      
 ‘The debate about mathematics reform has focused primarily on curriculum, not 
on 
professional development or instruction,’ said Slavin. ‘Yet the research review 
suggests that in terms of outcomes on math assessments, curriculum differences 
are less consequential than instructional differences.’ …The Johns Hopkins Center 
for Data-Driven Reform in Education is conducting one of the largest research review 
projects ever undertaken, to increase the use of evidence in education to improve student 
achievement. The intent is to place all types of programs on a common scale to provide 
educators with meaningful, unbiased information that they can use to select programs 
and practices most likely to make a difference with their students. Topics include reading, 
math, and other programs for grades K-12. Educator-friendly ratings of effective 
education programs as well as the full reports appear on the Best Evidence Encyclopedia 
web site at http://www.bestevidence.org … For more information on the center, visit 
http://www.cddre.org.”


http://snipurl.com/76hdi
12/08   Florida
[Research]

Quick Review of the Report "Supporting Literacy Across the Sunshine State: A Study of Florida Middle School Reading Coaches"

(The National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance within the 
Institute of Education Sciences has released a new What Works Clearinghouse quick 
review report that examines the effects of a program that provides coaches to middle 
school reading teachers.)


“This study examined the effects on student test scores of hiring reading coaches to work 
with middle school teachers. The program was funded through the statewide Just Read, 
Florida! (JRF) literacy initiative.  The study included 987 Florida schools serving sixth- 
through eighth-graders.  The authors analyzed school-level student reading and 
mathematics test score data from 1998 to 2006 drawn from statewide databases.  Effects 
were measured by comparing school-level test score gains for several years before and 
after the reading coaches were hired and by comparing gains in schools that 
implemented the program to gains in schools that had not yet implemented it…

The study examined effects separately for four cohorts of schools, based on the year the 
schools implemented the program. The authors reported higher reading and mathematics 
test score gains for the earliest cohort and higher reading score gains for the third 
cohort…Cautions: The study compared student test score gains in 644 schools that 
implemented the reading coaches program with gains in 343 schools that did not have 
he program. The authors did not match schools with similar characteristics when creating 
their research groups. Because JRF funding was allocated first to low-performing 
schools, the two groups of schools had very different average test scores initially. 
Although the authors control for these differences in their analysis, there could be other 
differences between the schools that could influence test score gains. For example, the 
lowest-performing schools may have implemented other changes to improve students’ 
reading skills and these changes may have affected student test scores. For these 
reasons, differences in test score gains cannot be attributed with cconfidence to the 
effect of the reading coaches program.”



http://snipurl.com/8u9y4
12/08   United States

[Research]
Quick Review of the Report "The Impact of Two Professional Development Interventions on Early Reading Instruction and Achievement"

(Another What Works Clearinghouse quick review is on a report that examined 
the effects of the 
Language Essentials of Teachers of Reading and Spelling (LETRS) professional development 
curriculum on the reading achievement of second-graders.)


“The authors examined data on more than 5,000 second graders from ninety elementary 
schools in four states during the 2005–06 school year.  Study schools were randomly 
assigned to one of three groups: one in which teachers received training following the 
LETRS curriculum, another where they received the LETRS training as well as ongoing 
instructional coaching, and a third where the teachers received the standard professional 
development available in their district. Thirty schools were assigned to each research 
group. The study measured effects by comparing the standardized reading test scores of 
students from each of the three groups of schools…What did the study authors report?


Providing second-grade teachers reading instruction training using the LETRS curriculum 
(with or without the instructional coaches) did not increase the reading test scores of their 
students.  The authors estimated effect sizes that ranged from 0.03 to 0.08. These 
estimates were not statistically significant...The research described in this report is 
consistent with WWC evidence standards.  Strengths: The study is a well-
implemented randomized controlled trial.”


http://snipurl.com/8uakv
12/13/08   Des Moines, IA
Struggling Schools…To Get Boost


“Three of the schools - Harding, Hiatt and Hoyt middle schools - have received level-three 
sanctions, the highest sanction for any school in the district. This means the schools must 
make ‘corrective action’ that includes replacing administrators or teachers or putting a 
new curriculum in place…[S]ome of Des Moines' sanctioned schools have been 
inconsistent in making improvements, according to a Des Moines Register review of 
action plans. The plans are required by law.  At Harding, for example, implementation of 
professional development plans for teachers - a large component of how to improve 
teaching for students - was inconsistent for the past two years, according to the school's 
current action plan. There also was no evidence of a revised plan for 2007-08.  ‘Student 
progress is being monitored in, at best, a haphazard fashion,’ according to the plan.”

http://snipurl.com/8ueby
Other News of Interest

12/08   California

California’s Teaching Force 2008: Key Issues and Trends

   (This is a 130-page report.  See particularly pages 43-50, “Teacher Support:

    Induction and Professional Development,” and Exhibit 3.9 on page 46.)
http://snipurl.com/8uk0g
12/18/08  New Haven, CT
2008 New Haven Teacher-Developed Curriculum Units Online
http://snipurl.com/8umoi  and  http://snipurl.com/8umrt
12/17/08  Champaign-Urbana, IL

Teachers…Join Forces   (cross-school PLCs)

http://snipurl.com/8uo8v
12/12/08   Destin, FL

Put Me In Coach, I’m Ready to Learn – Literacy Coach Gets Recognition

http://snipurl.com/8ucc6
12/17/08  Berkeley, CA

School Acknowledged for Closing Achievement Gap

http://snipurl.com/8un8y
12/12/08   Denver, CO

“Late Start Day”…Leaves Empty Seats

http://snipurl.com/8ucnz
12/08   United States
Pearson Longman Debuts Interactive Professional Development For EL Teachers
http://snipurl.com/8ugpo
12/18/08  United Kingdom
Best Practice Teaching Skills Programmes Made Available Throughout the UK
http://snipurl.com/8un1m
(From opposite sides of the world, unintentionally complementary articles—one from business, one from education—addressing the same problem.)

12/13/08   Lessons Learned   (United States)   http://snipurl.com/8uox8
12/15/08   Teaching With HEART  (Bangkok)   http://snipurl.com/8up2f
Everybody’s Talking About Professional Development

“Teachers are having an opportunity to go into other teachers’ classrooms and observe and react, and have the chance to sit down and debrief what they’re seeing and share ideas.  Our whole model for this was to increase learning experiences for our students and our teachers because it really goes hand in hand.”


- Craig Chalifoux, Principal of B.F. Brown Arts Vision School, a middle 


school in Fitchburg, MA commenting on the school’s new schedule that 


adds nearly two hours a day to the schedule.  The experiment is 



the result of an Expanded Learning Time grant from Massachusetts.


http://snipurl.com/8ugcc
"Sometimes it's easy for us to stand up in training and say, 'This is how you do this,.’  But then [teachers] go back to the classroom and see those 25 little faces and say, 'How do I do this?'"


- Dr. Judy Grissom, superintendent of the Rowan-Salisbury School System 


in North Carolina


http://snipurl.com/8uazo
‘One component of ensuring great teachers is offering strong professional development for those already in the classroom. That will be critical as Iowa puts in place a first-ever mandatory statewide core curriculum.’


- Editorial in the leading Iowa newspaper



  http://snipurl.com/8agjj
‘I believe this board and the new Superintendent must make Professional Development a primary goal for this district. I hope the board will continue to investigate the work of Linda Darling-Hammond and others who have written about teacher leadership and school reform. Collaborative models that promote teacher leadership have proven to be very successful in reform efforts. You might look at the National Writing Project, California Subjective Learning Project and other projects across the country that are subject specific.’

- Vicki Rae Lind in a speech to the Kansas City, MO school board. 


   http://snipurl.com/8afq8
"The state never addresses the lack of teaching capacity in the sense of the high rate of turn over, and the lack of professional development for teachers to deal with the challenges that they face in the non-performing schools."


- Plaintiff Howard Trickey, speaking in a court hearing on a case in which



two rural Alaska school districts challenged the adequacy of the state’s response



to a previous court order for the state to assist the districts.


http://snipurl.com/8uhbm
‘People wanted to come to Clover Park because they felt supported by professional development.  We're not putting them in a situation and leaving them to float.’

- University of Washington education professor Doris McEwen, speaking


of her experience as school superintendent from 2000 to 2007 in Clover


Park School District in Lakewood, Washington


http://snipurl.com/8afzv
“The new concept of basic education would include one period a day of planning and professional development for teachers.”

- Editorial in the leading Washington State newspaper commenting on recommendations


by the legislature’s Basic Education Funding Taskforce


http://snipurl.com/8ag5r
“Reducing district-sponsored professional development activities to minimize the amount of time teachers are out of the classroom. Instead, the district will try to maximize current in-service days and use less contract consultants to lead workshops.”



- Excerpt from a news article reporting on steps the Lake Oswego, OR



School District is taking to prepare for $1 million in staffing cuts in next year’s budget.


http://snipurl.com/8unj3
"The main worry I have is that not enough money is being spent on the continuing professional development of teachers to ensure the highest quality of teaching in the coming years."

- Professor Alastair Gillespie, chairman of the Scottish Mathematical Council, reacting

to Scotland’s poor showing on the Trends in International Mathematics and Science

 Study
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