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Professional Development and Improved Teaching 
 

During September, the U.S. Senate Appropriations Committee passed a bill out 
of committee that would provide about $2.1 billion for Title II. The  house budget 
still has $0 for Title II. Lower Title II funding might reduce the funding for pro-
fessional development. However, effective professional development has been 
shown to change teaching and improve student learning.  
 
Effective professional development is about more than good content and delivery 
of information. Effective professional development needs to be differentiated for 
teachers and focus on the needs of students. The Instructional Data Warehouse 
provides information to make wise decisions about what professional develop-
ment is needed. The district GAP report will identify the topics where students 
scored the lowest.  The interpretation of this data may lead to other questions 
such as 

 What were the difficulty levels of these items?  
 Are the students having difficulty with higher order thinking and 

complex questions?  
 Is this a topic not covered well in the district curriculum or resources 

provided to teachers?  
 Are there more effective strategies for teaching this topic?  
 Are the scores lower for all teachers or only for specific teachers?  

 
Once the what and who are determined, then the how can be developed. Will peer  
coaching or presentations be effective? Do we have in-district experts on these 
topics or should an outside of district coach or presenter be employed? Should 
different teachers attend different workshops or conferences?  
 
Professional development is not effective if teachers are not applying the new 
learning in their classrooms. Are teachers able to share with their colleagues spe-
cific learnings from the professional development? What follow-up is provided to 
encourage teachers to make specific changes focused on what was learned during 
the professional development? 
 
Measuring effective professional development 
Though the idea that professional development fosters improvement in teaching 
is widely accepted, there is little consensus on how to measure effective profes-
sional development. One of the problems is that there are multiple theories of 
teacher learning. There are also conflicting goals and ideals such as treat all chil-
dren equally/ respond to each child’s needs.  
 
For teachers, professional development produces the tension of adopting a new 
practice while abandoning a prior trusted practice.  When teachers are not in-
volved in designing their own professional development, they may not be moti-
vated to learn. Teachers may be attending professional development to learn a 
new curriculum or a new classroom tool. This affects the teacher differently than 
taking professional development to become a better teacher.  
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If changes in student achievement are the ultimate goal of professional development, then student achieve-
ment needs to be measured. What  measure should be used to evaluate student achievement? Conventional 
standardized tests and state tests measure a broader array of content and may be less sensitive to the goals of 
the professional development provided. A student assessment may need to be designed to capture the unique 
effects of the professional development. The assessment that is aligned to the professional development goals 
might be expected to demonstrate greater program impact.  
 
Other types of measures of successful professional development might be teacher testimony, participant sur-
veys, interviews, or classroom observation. These measures will capture other aspects of the professional de-
velopment.  
 
In an ideal setting, the effects of the professional development will be sustained by the teacher for more than 
one year. Does the third cohort of students achieve at a higher rate than the students in the initial cohort used 
to identify the lower achievement?   
 
Measuring effective professional development needs to take into consideration the goals of the professional 
development and the method of delivery. Professional development goals may be categorized into four broad 
areas based on the challenges of teaching (Kennedy, p. 954). “Helping teachers with any of these persistent 
problems can lead to gains in student achievement” (p.971). “Programs that focused exclusively on content 
knowledge tended to have less effect on student learning” than professional development focused on the oth-
er three (p.971). When content was part of a broader goal such as helping teachers learn to expose student 
thinking, student achievement increased.  
 

 Helping students make sense of new content 
 Containing distracting behavior among students 
 Enlisting student participation 
 Encouraging higher order student thinking 
 

Professional development methods (pedagogy) may also be categorized into four broad categories (Kennedy, 
p. 955-956). It seems that the strategy delivery method may be the most effective delivery method for profes-
sional development (p.961). When professional development provides a collection of illustrative practices 
(strategies) that will achieve a specific goal, teachers need to fully understand the goal and decide inde-
pendently when they will use each strategy. The knowledge delivery method worked best when teachers were 
given “research reports to think about and discuss as they devised their own lessons” (p.965). 
 

 Prescriptive—demonstration of what is believed to be the best practice for teachers to address a 
particular teaching problem 

 Strategic—identification of specific student outcome goals and provision of a collection of illus-
trative practices to reach those goals  

 Perceptions/insights—presentation of provocative questions that force teachers to re-examine 
familiar classroom situations with the purpose of changing the teacher’s interpretation of the situ-
ation 

 Knowledge—organization of knowledge into “a coherent body of interrelated concepts and prin-
ciples” (Kennedy, p. 956) 

 
The effectiveness of professional learning communities for improving student achievement seems to depend 
upon the “content such groups discuss and the nature of intellectual work they are engaging in” (p. 972). For 
example, if teachers are given factual information about their students but are left on their own to make sense 
of that information, the improvement in student achievement may not result. Conversely, when teachers were 
given research findings to think about and a discussion leader to pose questions and keep the conversation on 
target, the professional learning community was more likely to result in increased student achievement.  
 
When researchers attempt to measure the effectiveness of professional development by measuring student 
outcomes, the root cause of success or lack of success is not readily identified. There could be broken links in 
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any of the steps. 
 

Professional development —>teachers alter practices —>change in student learning 
 

Who delivered the professional development seemed to influence the students’ outcomes.  
“Many of the more effective programs reviewed [by Kennedy] were offered by individuals or 
groups who had long histories of working with teachers, were very familiar with teachers and 
with the problems they face, and based their programs on their own personal experience and 
expertise. Many of the less effective programs were large scale programs” with facilitators who 
had limited knowledge of teaching or teachers’ learning (p. 973). 

 
Teacher motivation impacts professional development outcomes. Though attendance can be mandated, 
learning cannot be mandated. The effect size dropped from an average of 0.16 to 0.03 between voluntary 
and mandated attendance at professional development (p.973). 
 
It was also noted in the Kennedy study that that the evaluation of the impact of professional develop-
ment should not only be during the year the professional development is provided but extend to one or 
two years later to determine if there is a lasting change in teacher practice that results in improved stu-
dent achievement.  
 
If it were noticed in the fall of 2016 that elementary students were doing poorly on the algebra questions 
on the NYSED 2015 assessment, a curriculum official might decide to provide the opportunity for teach-
ers to participate in professional development focused on strategies for teaching Algebra. The curricu-
lum official may use the GAP report for the district to compare the percent correct for the district on the 
Algebra items in 2015 to the percent correct for the Algebra items in 2016. The same comparison may 
done for 2017. The official may also look at individual teacher GAP reports over the three years to iden-
tify teachers that have made larger gains. The question may be asked, “Are these the teachers who have 
been attending Algebra professional development?” 
 
 
As funds for professional development decrease, it becomes more necessary for district personnel to al-
locate available funds to programs that will result in the most student improvement. The various reports 
in the Nassau BOCES Instructional Data Warehouse will assist district administrators with making wise 
decisions. 
  
 
 
 
Kennedy, M. M. (2016). How does professional development improve teaching? Review of educational Research, 86 (4), p 945
-980. 
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