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Recently, I took the position of 
Superintendent at Allendale 
Public Schools.  The district 

had been in the process of develop-
ing a 3-year Strategic Plan and I was 
coming in as the Strategic Plan goals 
were created.  One of the key goals of 
this Strategic Plan was to “develop a 
systematic approach to professional 
development” that would “create a col-
laborative process to plan, implement, 
and evaluate professional develop-
ment.”

To initiate this systematic approach, 
we asked for staff volunteers to join a 
Professional Learning Steering Com-
mittee.  This committee was made 
up of 11 teachers and administrators 
which included representatives from 
each building.  One of the first tasks 
for this committee was to establish 
parameters for professional learning.  
What follows are the nine parameters 
they felt were critical to success:

1.	 Agendas ahead of time 
2.	 Need a focus 
3.	 Need for reflection and practice 
4.	 Need more follow-through 
5.	 Teacher input on where they  
	 need support 
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6.	 Some choice—to insure that PD  
	 is applicable to the person 
	     - Tiered levels (differentiation) 
7.	 Communication on the  
	 continuum of PD 
8.	 Emphasis to show application to  
	 teaching, sharing of sample  
	 lessons, time to work and play 
	 with the strategies or equipment 
9.	 PD divided by departments and  
	 grade levels

A second task they undertook was to 
survey the staff members to deter-
mine their professional learning needs 
based on a district focus on technol-
ogy integration, school improvement 
goals, and grade level or department 
needs.  The key findings of this survey 
were that staff members wanted 
“more chance to practice with targeted 
guidance” and opportunities “to see 
examples of what others are doing in 
their classrooms” for improving their 
technology integration skills.  Staff 
members wanted training delivered 
“in small group sessions specific to 
needs” or “in department or grade 
level sessions.”  Finally, staff members 
wanted training scheduled in “staff 
meeting times” or in “half-day sessions 
with subs provided.”

The Professional Learning Steer-
ing Committee has taken that survey 
information and asked for a “menu of 
opportunities” to be provided to staff.  
This menu would include one-to-one 
trainings, small group sessions, and 
grade level or department sessions on 
specific topics.  In addition, they have 
asked for ongoing communication to 
be provided to staff members on what 
is available, when it is available, and 
suggested staff meeting “previews” (15 
minute intro sessions) to give informa-
tion about what software and hard-
ware trainings they could attend.

The final element is evaluation.  We 
are collecting data from participants 
on the process and content of the 
professional learning sessions.  We 
are collecting data on how often staff 
members take advantage of the oppor-
tunities to learn together.  We are also 
asking building principals to collect 
data in their regular walkthroughs re-
garding how often they see technology 
being used by staff and students. Over 
time, we hope to see improved student 
achievement.  Stay tuned to see if this 
approach to systematic professional 
learning has a positive impact on 
teacher practice and student learning.  	
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Many governments have 
found that major increases 
in investment, reduced class 

sizes, increased teacher salaries and 
new facilities have not had any signifi-
cant impact on student 	 performance 
as measured again and again by the 
OECD’s Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA).  The 
students from the same countries, 
Canada, Finland, Japan, Singapore 
and South Korea, continue to outper-
form the rest each time the tests are 
done. Some of the countries with the 
best performing school systems are 
not noted for expenditure on educa-
tion.

Indeed Singapore spends less on 
primary education than do 27 of the 
30 OECD countries and the student 
teacher ratio in South Korea, at 30:1, 
is higher than in Ireland.  McKinsey 
and Co, perhaps the world’s most 
reputable consultancy firm, was com-
missioned to examine the situation 	
and identify what are the common 
characteristics of the best performing 
school systems. Their findings were 
published last year and identified the 
three factors that matter most:

•	 Getting the right people to become 
teachers.

•	 Developing them into effective 
instructors.

•	 l Intervening early and often to help 
those students who are lagging 
behind.

	 In the best school systems 
teachers continue to undertake 
training in their schools and 
routinely 	 remain on in school 
after the students have gone 
home.

•	 Singapore appoints a senior 
teacher in each school to oversee 
professional development and 
teachers do some 100 hours of 
training each year as part of their 
routine professional work.

•	 In Finland, groups of teachers visit 
each other’s classrooms to do cur-
riculum planning together for an 
afternoon each week. In the best 
school systems special attention is 
given to those students who may 
be falling behind. In Singapore, 
the bottom 20% of pupils remain 
behind after school to receive spe-
cial additional attention from their 
teachers.

The McKinsey findings concur with 
those in South Korea, where the 
view dominates that the quality of an 
educational system cannot exceed 
the quality of its teachers.  This view 
is highlighted by studies that show if 
you take students of average ability 
and provide them with teachers who 
are from the top fifth of their profes-
sion, the students end up with the 
top 10% of performers.  On the other 
hand, if you give average students the 
teachers from the bottom rankings, 
their performance sinks to the bot-
tom.  The McKinsey report concludes: 
‘The countries with the top perform-
ing school systems demonstrate that 
the quality of an education system 	
depends ultimately on the quality of 
the teachers.’”

http://snipurl.com/4vpnc 

Source: NSDC’s PD in the News, 
November 2008

It’s About The Quality Of Our 
Teachers, Not Quantity



Have you tried 
podcasting to 
enhance your 
professional 
development 
efforts?
By Sam Lopresto, Past President, 
MSDC

With funds becoming scarcer 
and scarcer for Released 
Time professional develop-

ment workshops and conferences, 
MSDC is interested in learning how 
many of our members are using tech-
nology to bridge the gap.  This month’s 
question on the MSDC website,  
www.msdconline.org, is asking, To 

what degree are you 
or your instructional 
staff using Podcast-
ing to deliver or 
enhance professional 
development?

Choices include: a) Use Podcasting 
for internal communication; b) Use 
Podcasting for direct professional 
development delivery; c) Use Podcast-
ing for direct professional development 
delivery and follow-up; d) Exploring 
Podcasting but haven’t used it yet; e) 
Knowledge of Podcasting but no plans 
for district use; and f) No clue what 
Podcasting is.

Log on to www.msdconline.org and 
let us know if and how you and your 
district are using podcasting.  This 
month’s online survey results will be 
reported in the January 2009 MSDC 
Newsletter.

Do you have teachers that 
need to be brought up-to-
speed on the requirements 

of the Michigan Merit Curriculum 
(MMC)?  Do your teachers have a 
full understanding of the High School 
Content Expectations and their con-
nection to the MMC?  In an attempt 
to assist school districts and their 
teachers to gain a better understand-
ing and grasp of these new require-
ments, Michigan LearnPort® has 
designed nine new online courses.  

Each course provides an overview 
of the new High School Content 
Expectations (HSCEs), identifies 
“challenging concepts” in each of the 
core content areas (English language 
arts, mathematics, science and social 
studies) and includes significant ele-
ments for teachers to incorporate into 
their classrooms instruction.

Michigan LearnPort offers these 
MMC courses on a bi-monthly basis 
beginning next month.  Courses that 
will begin new online sections on 
December 1, 2008 are: 

• Algebra 1 
• Algebra 2 
• Geometry 
• Biology 
• Chemistry 
• Physics 
• U.S. History & Geography 
• World History & Geography, and  
• English Language Arts, 9-12

Each of the courses is content spe-
cific and is for all teachers, not just 
online teachers. In addition to em-
phasizing the relevant HSCEs, these 
courses reveal how technology 
enhances content and how teachers 
can engage students when technol-
ogy is used to help deliver course 
content.  These online profes-
sional development courses will help 
teachers gain a deeper understand-
ing of the new High School Content 
Expectations so that they are better 
equipped to assist their students.

Another course starting on Decem-
ber 1, 2008 is Integrating Blended 
Instruction into Your Classroom.  
Blended instruction is an instruc-
tional strategy that combines the 
interactive learning environment 
of the face-to-face classroom with 
the content-rich resources of the 
online environment. Using Career-
Forward® as an example course, 
teachers will learn what blended 
instruction is about and have the 
opportunity to create a lesson plan 
based on blended instruction strate-
gies.

Since Michigan LearnPort® is sup-
ported by MDE Professional Devel-
opment funds, there is no cost for 
these MMC online courses which 
are taught by experienced, Michi-
gan certified teachers.  Participants 
may earn from 2.5 to 3.5 SB-CEUs, 
depending on the specific course. 

Michigan Merit Curriculum 
online courses now available



www.msdconline.org for more information


