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Articles within the tool kit provide a wide range of strategies

that have been used successfully across the nation. In some

instances, the strategy may conflict with district or state

policy. Please note these strategies are merely tools to spark

discussion.
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“True learning communities are characterized by disciplined, professional collaboration

and ongoing assessment. This is the surest most promising route to better school

performance, and the reasons are compelling. Teachers do not learn best from outside

experts or by attending conferences or implementing ‘programs’ installed by outsiders.

Teachers learn best from other teachers in settings where they literally teach each other

the art of teaching. For this to happen, collaboration had to occur in a radically

different way . . . Productive collaboration could not be casual or general; it was instead

characterized by: Frequent, continuous, and increasingly concrete and precise talk about

teaching practice . . . adequate to the complexities of teaching and capable of

distinguishing one practice and its virtue from another.” 

Judith Warren Little

Professor, Graduate School of Education

University of California, Berkley

(Little, as cited in Schmoker), pp. 141-142.

Reference
Schmoker, M. (2005). No turning back. In R. DuFour, R. Eaker, & R. DuFour (Eds.), On common ground:

The power of professional learning communities (pp. 141-142). Bloomington, IN: National Educational Service.
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I
n the last five years, New Jersey teachers
have committed to a significant amount
of professional growth and develop-
ment. As required by regulation, all
teachers participate in 100 hours of
professional development every five
years to refine their knowledge, skills,
and behaviors as professionals. Together
with New Jersey’s Professional
Development Standards for Teachers,
this new requirement and teachers’

overwhelming response to it have heightened the focus
on professional development and required districts to
improve and expand learning experiences available for
teachers. Working through Local Professional
Development Committees (LPDC), teachers have raised
their expectations and are demanding high-quality pro-
fessional development.

The Commissioner’s Task Force on Quality
Teaching and Learning recommends teacher profession-
al development that is engaging, relevant to the work
they do, more specific to their practice, and occurs clos-
er to the classroom and within the school day. The con-
cept of school-based professional development recog-
nizes that the school is the primary center of learning
and that teachers can often learn best with and from
one another. This does not exclude opportunities for
learning across schools, within a district, region, or
state, or in national conferences or programs. It does
recognize that a part of each teacher’s professional
responsibility is continuous improvement and active
membership in a learning organization. Further, it rec-
ognizes that teachers within schools have enormous
knowledge and skill that often remains untapped while
districts seek outside experts to solve complex problems
within their schools.

Collaborative professional learning addresses some

OVERVIEW
“My colleagues and I were excited. We realized that we had the power to affect change by working collaboratively. I
was taking ideas directly from our book club sessions and immediately applying the strategies in my classroom. Book
club members were impressed with each other's abilities and we realized we could learn more from each other than we
could from any one-day workshop. The sharing of craft knowledge fostered an excitement for professional learning.
Other teachers from the district, as well as other school communities visited our classrooms, extending our learning com-
munity outside our own school's walls.”

— Beth Warren, former teacher,
in A Community of Learners: One School's Journey — Two Viewpoints in Chapter 4
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of these unfortunate contradictions. Collaborative learn-
ing engages teachers in learning — at their school, with
their colleagues, and about their content and students. It
seeks to redesign work that teachers do in isolation into
opportunities for them to learn from one another. It
strives to build a community of adult learners within a
school and transform the culture of a school from one of
isolation and competition to one of collaboration and
interdependence. Thus, if a teacher successfully develops
her students’ understanding of fractions, she can then be
a resource to other teachers who want to expand their
capability to teach fractions in the same way.
Collaborative learning is everything teachers want in
high-quality professional development — teacher-direct-
ed, engaging, relevant, work-related, and meaningful.

To have the greatest impact on a school's culture
and student learning, all adults in a school, not some,
participate in collaborative professional learning teams.
All teaching staff and administrators learn and work
together to improve their practice and student learning.
Unfortunately, in some schools where collaborative pro-
fessional learning occurs, only some staff participate.
However, when all teaching staff, including content-area
teachers, nurses, librarians, counselors, technology
teachers, and other teaching staff contribute their
expertise to solve complex problems related to student
learning jointly, results for students increase.

Collaborative Professional Learning in School and
Beyond is designed to assist all teaching staff members,
principals, supervisors, school leadership teams, central
office staff, Local Professional Development Committee
members, and professional development providers. It
will help them transform professional learning from
occasional events that occur outside the school or out-
side the regular work of teachers into an integral part of
what teachers do each day in coordination with their
colleagues. Sections of the tool kit address the major
decision areas a school and district will encounter as
they consider the benefits of shifting the center of learn-
ing for adults closer to their work.

The tool kit provides chapters that are specifically
devoted to understanding the concept of collaborative
professional learning, as well as the critical implementa-
tion issues to establish professional learning teams. Each
chapter provides an overview of a key issue and practical
tools for implementation. Three types of tools are
included:

1. Articles to build foundation knowledge and 
provide opportunities for deeper conversation;

2. Process maps to make implementation decisions;
3. Tools for team work.
The accompanying CD-ROM contains all of the

tools in PDF format, and some tools in both PDF and
Word formats. The tool kit is a versatile resource that
includes multiple tools from which users can choose.
School and district personnel who are new to the con-
cept of school-based or collaborative professional devel-
opment, as well as those more experienced with this
form of professional learning will find helpful resources
in the tool kit to develop and extend their understand-
ing and practice in professional development. 

New frontier for professional development
in New Jersey

Recommendations contained in the
Commissioner’s Task Force on Quality Teaching and
Learning are creating a new frontier for professional
learning in New Jersey. 

New Jersey is among the first of the states to recog-
nize the potential of collaborative professional develop-
ment that: 
• Occurs primarily at school;
• Is more closely linked to New Jersey’s Core

Curriculum Content Standards (CCCS); 
• Occurs over time;
• Offers ongoing school- and classroom-based sup-

port for application of learning;
• Involves educators in collaborative learning;
• Links to a teacher’s teaching assignment;
• Links to a school’s and district’s identified improve-

ment targets;
• Engages teachers in collaborative learning with and

from each other;
• Recognizes some of the routine work teachers do as

powerful opportunities for professional learning;
• Deepens teachers’ content knowledge and content-

specific pedagogy;
• Is intensive and rigorous;
• Builds cultural competence; and
• Recognizes models throughout the state (Quality

Teaching in New Jersey: A Report, 2005). 

Reference
Commissioner’s Task Force on Quality Teaching

and Learning. (2005). Quality Teaching in New Jersey:
A Report. Trenton, NJ: New Jersey Department of
Education.

OVERVIEW
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OVERVIEW

Teaching
staff
so they
can …

• Take an active role in learning with and from one another at school and about issues
related to their content areas, their students, their instruction, and area of responsibility.

Teacher
leaders so
they can …

• Contribute to the development of the structure, support system, and culture for
collaborative professional learning linked directly to teaching and student learning.

Principals
so they
can …

• Work actively with teachers and teacher leaders to provide the structure, support, and
culture for collaborative professional learning linked directly to teaching and student
learning.

Supervisors
so they
can …

• Facilitate collaborative professional learning teams;
• Ensure that teams have adequate resources and strategies to improve teaching and

student learning; and
• Work actively with teachers and teacher leaders to provide the structure, support, and

culture for collaborative professional learning linked directly to teaching and student
learning.

District
administrative
staff
so they
can …

• Support schools in creating collaborative professional learning opportunities that align
with school and district goals;

• Ensure that school staff have access to resources for collaborative professional learning;
• Provide expertise and resources about content areas, instruction, assessment, data, and

professional development; and
• Oversee the development of a Local Professional Development Plan that reflects the

needs of individual schools and teaching staff and supports collaborative professional
learning.

Local
Professional
Development
Committees
so they
can …

• Develop a Local Professional Development Plan that reflects the needs of individual
schools and teaching staff and supports collaborative professional learning;

• Use professional development plans from local schools to drive the design of district
support;

• Serve as local experts about state and district policy and provide research about
professional learning; and

• Ensure that all teachers have access to high-quality collaborative professional learning.

Professional
development
providers
so they
can … 

• Model collaborative professional learning;
• Integrate collaborative professional learning strategies into all their work;
• Support schools in developing collaborative professional learning teams; 
• Focus on the needs of individual schools; and
• Provide school-based support and follow-up to enhance transfer of learning and results for

students.

This tool kit is designed to assist the following audiences:
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TOOL

Tool 1.1 Assessment of current reality of professional development. 3 pages

Tool 1.2 The best staff development is in the workplace, not in a workshop. 2 pages

Where are we?
Most teacher professional development occurs outside the school day.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Most teacher professional development occurs outside the school.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Most teacher professional development is designed by teachers for teachers.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 1

A NEW
KIND OF
PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT
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T
oday’s professional
development requires
a shift from its more
traditional form of
adult pull-out pro-
grams or after-school
and summer learning

to a form that brings learning into the fore-
front of what teachers experience each day
in school. If teacher learning continues to
be separate from the work teachers do each
day, most will continue to view it as irrele-
vant, dissatisfying, and disconnected from
what they do in their classrooms. Moving
professional development to the school
means teachers can lead their own learning
and use external learning opportunities to
expand and extend their learning.

Schools that have made dramatic improvement in
student learning have done so as a result of teachers
learning together, focusing on core curriculum stan-
dards, and using common assessment data to measure
student progress toward standards. Teachers work with
one another and assess their own learning based on
their students’ classroom performance on teacher-
designed, standards-referenced assessments. Teachers
value opportunities to focus collaboratively on their
“real” work, teaching and learning. When teachers’
learning aligns strongly with the results they want for
their students, they are far more likely to find the learn-
ing experience worthwhile. And, such learning for
teachers produces stronger learning for students.

This shift in professional learning can be character-
ized in the way shown in the box above.

Activity-driven to results-driven 
When professional development is planned in iso-

lation of data about student performance, it is merely
an activity to meet requirements for professional devel-
opment hours rather than a strategy to improve student
learning. Teachers often dread professional development
sessions, and or teacher absenteeism often is higher on
old-style inservice days. Why? Because teachers perceive
little or no value in the professional development deliv-
ered to them. They often have little involvement in the
planning, design, or delivery of their learning experi-

TRANSFORMING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

FROM ACTIVITY-DRIVEN TO RESULTS-DRIVEN

Consensus of opinions Research-based standards

Pull-out Daily job-embedded structures

Provider-driven Teacher-driven

Individual learning Team learning

Generic pedagogy Content-specific pedagogy

Focus on adult work Focus on student work

Process orientation Results orientation

Professional development Professional learning

Adapted from Roberts, S. & Pruitt, E. (2003). Schools as professional learning
communities: Collaborative activities and strategies for professional development.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin.

A new kind of professional development CHAPTER 1
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ences. The process becomes an exercise in futility rather
than a strategy to improve student learning.

Consensus of opinions vs. research-based
strategies

What is a research-based strategy? In many cases,
what is called research is really the opinion of an expert
in the field. When the phrase “research-based” is used in
education, it most often means the opinion of an expert
who brings considerable knowledge and experience
rather than the result of a clinical trial or comparison
study. In the field of professional development, the
number of “gold standard,” or randomized clinical trial
studies, are limited. Professional development has his-
torically relied on qualitative studies for its information
base. While the research field views qualitative studies as
valid, some educators dispute the validity and reliability
of these studies.

To make decisions about professional development,
it is preferable to use evidence of success from a rigor-
ous study rather than from the opinion of one or two
people and from multiple examples of success under
different conditions. 

The National Staff Development Council summa-
rized professional development programs that have evi-
dence of impacting student success in the three What
Works books — What Works in the Elementary School;
What Works in the Middle; and What Works in the High
School (Killion,  2002). 

By studying the successful programs identified in
the core content areas, professional development leaders
can determine which practices contribute to improved
teacher and student learning.

Pull-out vs. daily job-embedded structures
The current practice of professional development

continues to isolate learning for teachers from the work
they do each day. Slowly, however, changes are occur-
ring. Some schools are making significant progress in
improving how learning happens for teachers. Rather
than being focused on the occasional inservice day — a
day when students are released from school so teachers
can participate in occasional training programs — pro-
fessional development is integrated into each day as
teachers collaborate to plan, teach, assess, and analyze
data about student performance. 

Provider-driven vs. teacher-driven
As new evidence emerging from research on brain-

based learning confirms, learning is an active, social
process of constructing understanding and meaning.
Provider-driven professional development often fits the
“sit and get” mode; you come and sit in the school
library or the district training center and you get the
wisdom imparted to you by knowledgeable, experienced
providers who live and work outside of your district or
school.

In teacher-driven learning, teachers determine what
they need to know based on what they know about
their students’ learning. They formulate their own
learning experiences and call upon experts to provide
information when they want it. Teachers in teacher-
driven learning environments set common goals for
learning, engage with one another to discover the
answers to their questions, explore student work to
learn how students are learning, and read and share
their expertise to benefit one another. They also are
committed to ongoing learning and development
because it is meaningful, relevant, and results-oriented.

Individual learning vs. team learning
While individual learning has the benefit of

improving a teacher’s practice, team learning impacts
multiple classrooms rather than a single classroom.
Teachers learning in a team build a support system for
implementation and are motivated to implement what
they are learning and to work through problems associ-
ated with implementation. Teams of learners have the
capacity to spread learning more broadly and in a more
systemic way.

Milbrey McLaughlin and Joan Talbert (1993)
found that schools where strong teacher communities
exist are able to produce results for teachers and stu-
dents. Others found similar results in research and prac-
tice. When schools want to reform enabling teams,
rather than individuals, to focus collectively on
improvement just makes more sense. 

Generic pedagogy vs. content-specific pedagogy
Teaching is both a science and a craft and teaching

mathematics is not the same as teaching reading. Yet for
many years, professional development was not content-
oriented and offered whole-faculty training in generic
instructional processes. Today, it is clearer how the disci-
plines differ in structure, why teaching matters, and how
content-specific pedagogy aligned to the core curriculum
content standards enhances student learning. While con-
temporary research offers excellent understanding of

A new kind of professional development CHAPTER 1
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instructional pedagogy (for example, Marzano,
Pickering, & Pollock, 2002), unless teachers learn how
to select instructional strategies based on content stan-
dards, instruction is still likely to be less effective.

When teachers have deep understanding about
pedagogy and curriculum, their actions are more likely
to lead to results more quickly. Content-specific peda-
gogy, rather than generic pedagogy, allows teachers to
streamline instruction with a more laser-like focus. This,
in turn, produces more time for additional content
learning and/or advanced proficiency. 

Focus on adult work vs. focus on student work
To shift a school’s focus on teaching to a focus on

learning is both essential and challenging. Schools in
which teachers begin to think more about student learn-
ing and less about teaching are schools in which more
students learn. Most professional development focuses
on what teachers know and do and lacks emphasis on
the next step — what students learn. Dennis Sparks, in
thinking about how deep change happens in schools,
talks about the importance of the final two percent.
“The final two percent is that cluster of experiences that
literally change the brains of teachers and administra-
tors,” asserts Sparks. “Educators have these experiences
when they read, write, observe, use various thinking
strategies, listen, speak, and practice new behaviors in
ways that deepen understanding, affect beliefs, produce
new habits of mind and behavior, and are combined in
ways that alter practice. Such professional learning pro-
duces complex, intelligent behavior in all teachers and
leaders and continuously enhances their professional
judgment” (Sparks, 2005, p. 159). 

Starting by emphasizing the work students produce
gives adults in schools information for making better
decisions about their actions. Examining student work
to develop a clearer understanding of what contributes
to student success or failure will help teachers choose
appropriate instructional strategies and resources to fos-
ter learning by all students.

Process orientation vs. results orientation
Focusing on results, rather than processes alone,

ensures that the processes selected for professional learn-
ing are not only enjoyable, but also productive. For
years, evaluators of professional development have col-
lected end-of-event participant reaction to learning
experiences to document the success of professional
development. Yet, evidence about how well professional

development is designed or received will not reveal how
it impacts student learning. 

Another common practice in professional develop-
ment is to focus excessively on the delivery of profes-
sional development and inadequately on its content and
follow-up. A good deal of professional development
insufficiently develops deep content and rarely empha-
sizes what teachers will see as students begin to benefit
from implementation of the practices.

Mistakes commonly occur when delivery of a serv-
ice or teachers’ acquisition of knowledge and skills are
the goals of professional development. For example, if
the goal of professional development is to help teachers
learn new strategies for teaching reading, student learn-
ing is left to chance. On the other hand, if the goal of
professional development is to improve students’ per-
formance in reading, helping teachers acquire new
strategies becomes a step on the pathway to this goal.

Professional development vs. professional learning
The term professional development conjures an

image of teachers sitting around tables in a classroom,
school library, cafeteria, conference room, or conference
center meeting room. At the front of the room is a
speaker, a noted expert in his or her subject area. The
speaker talks to teachers, often telling them how to do
their work. Typically, teachers listen respectfully, consid-
er what the speaker recommends, and — silently or
aloud — wonder if what the speaker suggests will work
in their classrooms.

This form of professional learning assumes educa-
tors are passive recipients of knowledge and that some
information and perhaps skills will be sufficient to
transform their classroom practice. However, for more
than 20 years, the research studies of Bruce Joyce and
Beverly Showers (1988) have reminded us of the impor-
tance of follow-up that includes study groups, coaching,
or problem solving as essential elements in transforming
new learning to classroom practice.

Professional learning, on the other hand, empha-
sizes learning rather than delivery. Just as the emphasis
on student work supersedes the emphasis on adult
work, professional learning focuses on the learning of
professionals rather than on didactic development of
educators. The former emphasizes the cognitive process
associated with transformation of knowledge, attitudes,
skills, aspirations, and behaviors, while the latter con-
notes the actions associated with the development
process.

A new kind of professional development CHAPTER 1
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Tool 1.1 provides a guide to
engage staff members in analyzing the
current state of professional learning
in their school. This four-part tool
includes a brief survey, recommenda-
tions for using the survey results, a
discussion protocol to analyze the
survey’s results, and recommendation
to repeat.

This new kind of professional
development means changing the
school's culture and many of its cur-
rent professional development prac-
tices. Change is challenging, yet the
results of this change will increase
teachers' sense of satisfaction, profes-
sionalism, and professional judgment. Teachers' expert-
ise will be acknowledged, tapped, and used to improve
teaching and student learning. Schools will be places
where teachers and students want to come each day to
learn and perform at high levels. Teachers will feel sup-
ported, encouraged to use their professional judgment,
and given latitude to take risks for the benefit of their
students. The culture in schools will be transformed.

This new kind of professional development also
works best in a culture that supports collaboration, pro-
fessionalism, and experimentation. However, not all
schools currently have such a culture. Fortunately, there
is a recursive relationship between collaborative profes-
sional learning and the culture of a learning organiza-
tion. Working on one improves the other. It doesn't
matter whether teachers and principals decide to take
action to improve the school's professional culture or
whether they decide to implement collaborative profes-
sional learning teams. Doing one simultaneously leads
to the other. Improving the school's culture is a proven
result of implementing collaborative learning teams.
Improving the school's culture leads to teacher collabo-
ration and deprivatization of practice. Working on both
only accelerates the results. Chapters 5, 9, 11, and 12
offer ideas for creating a supportive culture for collabo-
ration.

Tool 1.2 describes the value of teachers working in
communities. It offers a brief and easy-to-read overview
of the rationale for this new kind of professional learn-
ing.

Even though the benefits of this approach to pro-
fessional development comes with many benefits, there
will be problems along the way. Change requires

patience, persistence, and planning. Michael Fullan,
perhaps one of the greatest authorities on school
change, encourages leaders to approach change in three
stages — initiation, implementation, and institutional-
ization.

• Initiation includes clarifying expectations,
informing key stakeholders, defining parameters, intro-
ducing the rationale and expected results, and identify-
ing the plan for implementation. 

• Implementation includes developing the knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes, aspirations, and behaviors of those
involved with the change, supporting early implementa-
tion, providing ongoing support for refinement,
responding to resistance in a productive manner, and
supporting integration of the new behaviors into rou-
tine practices. 

• Institutionalization involves continuous evalua-
tion and improvement. 

Change takes time. Fullan reminds us that there
will be ups and downs along the way. To keep moving
ahead, it is important to celebrate success, log lessons
learned, admit mistakes, never give up, listen thought-
fully to criticisms, work collaboratively rather than
alone, measure progress toward the end, raise concerns
in a public forum and in a constructive way, and keep
the goal in sight at all times. It is also helpful to remem-
ber that there will be resistance; no change is exempt
from it. 

What makes a difference, though, is how resistance
is handled. Usually resisters have legitimate concerns
that merit a hearing and problem solving. It is also
helpful to remember that not all people approach
change in the same way. Some will do so with great

A new kind of professional development CHAPTER 1
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enthusiasm while others will be slower to act. A useful
rule of thumb is to apply the what’s-in-it-for-me princi-
ple to keep focused on the individual needs and differ-
ences among adults as learners. With these actions, edu-
cators can achieve their goals. 

Despite the challenges, the rewards are great, as for-
mer New Jersey teacher Beth Warren reports.

“The staff had been on one big roller coaster ride.
After several principals, each with a different style and
philosophy, the staff was scattered in their thinking and
practice. Although we were a group of talented profes-
sionals, we were all working in different directions.
There was an overall feeling of negativity and a lack of
common goals . . . 

“Although I was receptive to the development of
new committees, I was skeptical that they would make a
significant impact. Throughout the years, I had served
on numerous groups charged by the leader with the
responsibility for some school change. Rarely did the
leader take part in the actual committee work. I was
impressed with the new principal's full participation in
committee discussions. This led to decisions that actual-
ly had an impact on the daily life of the school. For
example, her participation in our character education
initiative allowed her to effectively reinforce those les-
sons when dealing with discipline in the office. What a
novel idea! Everyone was on the same page! I was eager
to participate because I knew my ideas were valued. As
trust built, more teachers took responsibility for their
group's work by voicing concerns and sharing ideas. I
could see everyone finally taking ownership for our
school's improvement.”
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CHAPTER 1

TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current reality
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process.

• Part 1: Individuals complete the rating scale.

• Part 2: They discuss their ratings and their rationale within

small teams.

• Part 3: The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State

Protocol is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

• Part 4: Evaluation continues.
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PART 1
After reading the descriptions of the various attributes of the new form of professional development, use the fol-

lowing rating scale to indicate where your school’s professional development program is in relationship to each attrib-
ute.

Is your school’s current professional development more like the attributes on the left or right?
In the Notes column, jot some notes about evidence that you have to support your rating.

Activity-
driven

1 2 3 4 5 Results-
driven

Consensus of
opinions

1 2 3 4 5 Research-based
standards

Pull-out 1 2 3 4 5 Daily job-
embedded
structures

Provider-
driven

1 2 3 4 5 Teacher-driven

Individual
learning

1 2 3 4 5 Team learning

Generic
pedagogy

1 2 3 4 5 Content-based
pedagogy

Focus on
adult work

1 2 3 4 5 Focus on
student work

Process
orientation

1 2 3 4 5 Results
orientation

Professional
development

1 2 3 4 5 Professional
learning

COLUMN A COLUMN B NOTES

Tool 1.1     Assessment of current reality of professional development CHAPTER 1
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PART 2

Choose Column A or B.

OPTION A
• Ask individual staff members to meet with a

team of three or four other staff members to
share their ratings and the evidence to
support it. Teams are sharing their ratings,
NOT reaching consensus.

• After the discussion, collect the individual
rating sheets to use to compile the
schoolwide results.

OPTION B
• Mark individual responses on a large piece of

chart paper. 
• Make general observations about the

distribution of responses.
• Identify attributes for which there is

agreement (most responses within one
point).

• Identify discrepancies in responses.
• Share evidence used by individuals to

support the areas where more consistency
exists.

• Identify where you want your professional
development to be along the continuum in
three months, six months, one year, two
years.

• Identify three or four strategies to get to the
three-month benchmark.

PART 3

After each staff member rates the school’s
professional development program, compile the
results into a frequency distribution or bar chart
to get a comprehensive view of the staff ’s perspec-
tives. Make copies of the schoolwide results and
use the following protocol to guide discussion
within the school’s professional development com-
mittee or whole school staff to assess the current
state of professional development within the
school.

ANALYZE CURRENT REALITY PROTOCOL

• What do you notice about the results of the
assessment?

• What do we want professional learning to
produce in our school?

• How do we want professional learning to
look in our school?

• As we consider what we want, who else do we
want to involve in this discussion?

• What are some steps we might take to move
in the direction we want to go?

• Who will be responsible for these actions?

PART 4

Repeat assessment in three months. 
• Compare new distribution to previous one to

assess progress.
• Repeat steps of analysis and planning.
Repeat assessment in six months.
• Compare new distribution to previous one to

assess progress.
• Repeat steps of analysis and planning.

Repeat assessment in one year.
• Compare new distribution to previous one to

assess progress.
• Repeat steps of analysis and planning.
Repeat assessment in two years.
• Compare new distribution to previous one to

assess progress.
• Repeat steps of analysis and planning.

Tool 1.1     Assessment of current reality of professional development CHAPTER 1
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Tool 1.2     The best staft development is in the workplace, not in a workshop CHAPTER 1
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Tool 1.2     The best staft development is in the workplace, not in a workshop CHAPTER 1
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TOOLS

Tool 2.1 New Jersey Professional Standards for Teachers. 1 page

Tool 2.2 New Jersey Professional Standards for School Leaders. 2 pages

Tool 2.3 New Jersey Professional Development Standards for Teachers. 4 pages

Where are we?
Our whole staff is implementing the core curriculum content standards.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Our whole staff uses the professional standards for teachers and core curriculum content

standards to design their professional growth plans.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Professional development in our school meets New Jersey’s standards for professional

development. 

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 2

ALIGNING THE STANDARDS:

MAKING
THE CASE
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C
ollaborative Professional Learning
in School and Beyond is designed
to facilitate the implementation of
New Jersey legislation and policy
regarding teacher professional
development, school leadership,
and student learning. School, dis-

trict, regional, or state agency personnel may find the
tool kit helpful to design collaborative professional
learning that meets state standards for professional
development and aligns with teacher, school leader, and
content standards. By aligning standards for students,
teachers, school leaders, and professional development,
New Jersey policy makers have established a coherent
system to support student learning.

The integration of standards for student learning,
standards for teachers and school leaders, and standards
for professional development forms the support neces-
sary to ensure academic success for all students through-
out the state. Figure 2.1 depicts the connection among
the three sets of standards.

New Jersey’s Core Curriculum Content Standards 
New Jersey’s Core Curriculum Content Standards

identify the essential knowledge and skills expected and
guaranteed for students in New Jersey’s public schools.
These content standards provide both a unifying direc-
tion for educators and benchmarks for student success
in nine curricular areas (Visual and Performing Arts;
Comprehensive Health and Physical Education;
Language Arts Literacy; Mathematics; Science; Social
Studies; World Languages; Technological Literacy; and

Career and Consumer, Family, and Life Skills) The
standards are available in their entirety at
www.state.nj.us/njded/cccs.

Standards for teachers and school leaders
Professional Standards for Teachers and School

Leaders identify the core competencies expected of all
New Jersey educators. These standards outline the foun-
dational knowledge and skills of successful educators.
The standards for both school leaders and teachers,
while different, are linked. In other words, teachers are
more successful when school leaders are knowledgeable
and skillful. School leaders, too, are more successful
when teachers have deep content knowledge and use
multiple approaches to instruction, management, and
assessment. This document may be downloaded at
www.state.nj.us/njded/profdev/profstand/
standards.pdf

Professional development standards
New Jersey’s Professional Development Standards

for Teachers stress the importance of linking profession-
al learning to student success and core curriculum con-
tent standards and of engaging teachers in collegial and
collaborative learning experiences.

“The professional strengths and accomplishments
of the school faculty at large must work to complement
the learning needs and requirements of the entire stu-
dent population. Professional development activities
must also complement both the needs of the educator
and the goals and objectives of the school district.
Further, these activities must focus on the conditions

Aligning the standards: Making the case CHAPTER 2
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Aligning the standards: Making the case CHAPTER 2

Tool 2.1 Tool 2.2 Tool 2.3

 



which affect student learning in order for teachers to
develop the knowledge and expertise needed to enable
students to function as independent thinkers and cre-
ative learners both in the school community and in the
larger environment of society as a whole.

“In addition, professional development must
engage each educator in a collegial and collaborative
dialogue with other educators and education partners to
broaden the knowledge and expertise needed to guide
students toward the successful attainment and mastery
of the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards

and to create supportive and effective schools”
(www.state.nj.us/njded/profdev/standards.htm).

The professional development standards define suc-
cess for schools and districts. In addition, they serve as a
framework for planning and implementing professional
learning. The table above illustrates how the various
standards contribute to professional development.
Professional development standards may be downloaded
at www.state.nj.us/njded/profdev/ and appear in Tool
2.3.
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STANDARDS ROLE IN PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Core curriculum
content standards

Establish the focus for the content for professional development that intends to deepen
teachers’ content knowledge and expand their content-specific pedagogical processes;
guide decisions about what teachers need to know and be able to do to help students
meet content standards.

Standards for
teachers and school
leaders

Focus content of professional development on core teacher competencies and guide
decisions about which competencies educators want to develop and refine.

Professional
development
standards

Define attributes of high-quality professional learning; guide decisions about how teams
structure learning experiences and how schools and districts support educator learning.

Aligning the standards: Making the case CHAPTER 2
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STANDARD 1: Subject matter knowledge
Teachers shall understand the central con-

cepts, tools of inquiry, structures of the discipline,
especially as they relate to the New Jersey Core
Curriculum Content Standards (CCCS), and
design developmentally appropriate learning
experiences making the subject matter accessible
and meaningful to all students.

STANDARD 2: Human growth
and development

Teachers shall understand how children and
adolescents develop and learn in a variety of
school, family and community contexts and pro-
vide opportunities that support their intellectual,
social, emotional and physical development.

STANDARD 3: Diverse learners
Teachers shall understand the practice of cul-

turally responsive teaching.

STANDARD 4: Instructional planning and
strategies

Teachers shall understand instructional plan-
ning, design long- and short-term plans based
upon knowledge of subject matter, students, com-
munity, and curriculum goals and shall employ a
variety of developmentally appropriate strategies
in order to promote critical thinking, problem solv-
ing and the performance skills of all learners.

STANDARD 5: Assessment
Teachers shall understand and use multiple

assessment strategies and interpret results to eval-
uate and promote student learning and to modify
instruction in order to foster the continuous devel-
opment of students.

STANDARD 6: Learning environment
Teachers shall understand individual and

group motivation and behavior and shall create a
supportive, safe and respectful learning environ-
ment that encourages positive social interaction,
active engagement in learning and self-motiva-
tion.

STANDARD 7: Special needs
Teachers shall adapt and modify instruction

to accommodate the special learning needs of
all students.

STANDARD 8: Communication
Teachers shall use knowledge of effective

verbal, nonverbal and written communication
techniques and the tools of information literacy to
foster the use of inquiry, collaboration and sup-
portive interactions.

STANDARD 9: Collaboration 
and partnerships

Teachers shall build relationships with par-
ents, guardians, families and agencies in the larg-
er community to support students’ learning and
well-being.

STANDARD 10: Professional development
Teachers shall participate as active, responsi-

ble members of the professional community,
engaging in a wide range of reflective practices,
pursuing opportunities to grow professionally and
establishing collegial relationships to enhance the
teaching and learning process..

TOOL 2.1

New Jersey Professional Standards
for Teachers
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CHAPTER 2

• The new Professional Standards for School Leaders are comprehensive,

forward looking and focused on teaching and learning. 

• Based on the recommendations of the State Action for Educational

Leadership Project (SAELP) Consortium, a state advisory group on school

leadership policy, the State Board of Education adopted the national

standards of the Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC).

These are national model standards for school leaders. The ISLLC standards

were developed by a consortium of states brought together by the Council of

Chief State School Officers and reflect the best thinking of educators across

the nation. New Jersey participated in the development of the ISLLC

standards as a member of that national consortium.  The state’s

administrators provided input through focus groups run by ISLLC across

New Jersey.

• The standards shift the focus of the job from one which was concerned

primarily with efficient management and administration to one emphasizing

the role of the administrator as the educational leader concerned with

teaching, learning and school improvement. Research in the last decade has

shown what a pivotal role the school leader has in promoting excellence in

instruction and creating a culture that promotes improved student

achievement.

TOOL 2.2

New Jersey Professional Standards
for School Leaders
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The Standards for School Leaders are:
• Built from the raw materials of leadership, reflecting the actual work of the school leader;
• Anchored in teaching and learning;
• Focused on student achievement; and
• Concerned with ensuring the success of all children.

STANDARD 1
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by facili-

tating the development, articulation, implementation and stewardship of a vision of learning that is
shared and supported by the school community.

STANDARD 2
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by

advocating, nurturing, and sustaining a school culture and instructional program conducive to student
learning and staff professional growth.

STANDARD 3
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by

ensuring management of the organization, operations and resources for a safe, efficient and effective
learning environment.

STANDARD 4
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by col-

laborating with families and community members, responding to diverse community interests and needs,
and mobilizing community resources.

STANDARD 5
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by act-

ing with integrity, fairness and in an ethical manner.

STANDARD 6
School administrators shall be educational leaders who promote the success of all students by

understanding, responding to and influencing the larger political, social, economic, legal and cultural
context.

School leaders standards

Tool 2.2     New Jersey Professional Standards for School Leaders CHAPTER 2
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CHAPTER 2

Professional development standards
for teachers

PREAMBLE
The New Jersey Professional Teaching Standards Board believes that educa-

tors must be dedicated to a continuous plan of professional development that
begins with their preservice activities, that continues with their induction into
the profession, and that extends through the life of their professional career in
education through, ongoing, and sustained professional development endeavors.
We further believe that effective educators are learners, that professional develop-
ment must be a process of refining skills, inquiring into practice, and developing
new methods.

The professional strengths and accomplishments of the school faculty at
large must work to complement the learning needs and requirements of the
entire student population. Professional development activities must also comple-
ment both the needs of the educator and the goals and objectives of the school
district. Further, these activities must focus on the conditions which affect stu-
dent learning in order for teachers to develop the knowledge and expertise need-
ed to enable students to function as independent thinkers and creative learners
both in the school community and in the larger environment of society as a
whole.

In addition, professional development must engage each educator in a colle-
gial and collaborative dialogue with other educators and education partners to
broaden the knowledge and expertise needed to guide students toward the suc-
cessful attainment and mastery of the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content
Standards and to create supportive and effective schools.

We further believe that effective implementation of new techniques requires
financial support, time and planning. Therefore, those new techniques and prac-
tices should be protected and nurtured as well as appropriately evaluated.
Experimentation that is supported by a nurturing environment will encourage an
atmosphere where educators constantly seek to learn about their work and to
grow from the experience.

TOOL 2.3

 



A common set of beliefs about teaching and learn-
ing is reflected in the following standards for profession-
al development plans pursued by individual teaching
staff members and for professional development plans
created by the local professional development commit-
tees in school districts. These standards represent a new
vision for professional development and provide guid-
ance for the successful completion of the professional
development requirements. The individual and district
professional development plans should incorporate and
be consistent with the standards, recognizing that not
every standard needs to be addressed by every plan.

1. Enhances knowledge of subject content 
1.1. Assists educators in acquiring content knowl-

edge within their own discipline(s) and in
application(s) to other disciplines

1.2. Enables classroom professionals to help stu-
dents achieve the New Jersey Core
Curriculum Content Standards (CCCS)

1.3. Routinely reviews the alignment of profes-
sional development content with CCCS and
with the Frameworks in all disciplines

2. Improves understanding of the academic,
social, emotional and physical needs of each
learner and ensures that educators utilize
appropriate teaching skills to enable students
to meet or exceed their potential 
2.1. Enables educators to adjust instructional

strategies based on knowledge of how stu-
dents learn and develop

2.2. Enables educators to plan and design
approaches and strategies to support the
intellectual, social and personal development
of each learner

2.3. Assists educators to recognize students’
strengths and potential

2.4. Enables educators to respect students’ talents,
abilities and perspectives

2.5. Enables educators to plan and design instruc-
tional strategies for inclusive classrooms

2.6. Encourages the establishment of a learning

environment that enhances student learning
and critical thinking

2.7. Supports a philosophy of school- and class-
room-based management which maximizes
student learning

3. Reflects best available interpretations of rele-
vant knowledge, including empirical research
and the consensus of professional opinion in
teaching, learning, and leadership 
3.1. Enables educators to:

3.1.1. Keep abreast of current educational
research

3.1.2. Integrate new understandings into 
content and instruction

3.1.3. Enhance student learning through 
scholarship and experience

3.2. Enables educators to provide challenging and
developmentally appropriate curricula that
engage students in learning and 

3.3. Acknowledges and respects the intellectual
and leadership capacity of educators

3.4. Enables educators to enhance their leadership
skills and utilize them in the education com-
munity

4. Encourages educators to develop a variety of
classroom-based assessment skills
4.1. Assists educators in adapting instruction

based on observation and analysis of student
work

4.2. Enables educators to select, construct, and
use assessment strategies for monitoring stu-
dent learning

4.3. Assists educators to develop assessment
strategies linked to the CCCS

Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 31

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS FOR TEACHERS
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5. Provides for integrating new learning into the
curriculum and the classroom 
5.1. Empowers educators to connect their learn-

ing to what they teach and to incorporate
new concepts into practice

5.2. Provides for initiation and implementation of
desired change to achieve student outcomes

5.3. Provides for ongoing support for individual
educators within the school environment

6. Is based on knowledge of adult learning and
development 
6.1. Recognizes adult motivation, stages of devel-

opment, personal goals and needs and levels
of expertise

6.2. Encourages both the individual and the col-
laborative talents of educators

6.3. Applies what is known about motivation for
growth and enhances positive feelings of self-
worth

6.4. Fosters confidence in educators’ abilities to
achieve success

6.5. Utilizes a variety of models and approaches,
such as individually guided staff develop-
ment, observation/assessment, involvement
in a development/improvement process,
training, inquiry, etc. 

7. Is periodically assessed to show its impact on
teaching practice and/or student learning 
7.1. Utilizes a careful analysis of classroom, school

and other data to guide future professional
development efforts uses educators’ self-
assessment to evaluate the impact of profes-
sional development

8. Results from clear, coherent, strategic planning
that is embraced and supported by the dis-
trict’s governing body and by all levels of the
school system 
8.1. Delineates what students are expected to

know and be able to do

8.2. Supports a clearly delineated vision and is
aligned with the district and school goals

8.3. Focuses on sound, research-based theories in
school management

8.4. Focuses on individual, collegial, school, and
district improvement

8.5. Is perceived by the professional staff and the
community as a critical part of the district’s
quest for excellence

8.6. Fosters the use of reflection and self-assess-
ment in professional and intellectual growth

8.7. Allows educators to pursue personal educa-
tional opportunities that reflect the district’s
strategic plan

8.8. Encourages careful experimentation with
new practice and creative use of best practice

8.9. Reflects the educational outcomes the district
seeks to achieve

8.10. Assists educators in analyzing disaggregated
student data (i.e., gender, socioeconomics,
ethnicity, and language) and in making deci-
sions based on that data

9. Develops a school culture that fosters continu-
ous improvement and that challenges tradi-
tional roles and relationships among educa-
tors 
9.1. Recognizes that collegial support and interac-

tion are essential to the success of every
aspect of education

9.2. Provides for ongoing and meaningful collab-
oration among educators

9.3. Values individual efforts at self-improvement
9.4. Provides educators with incentives and sup-

port to pursue a plan of continuous improve-
ment

9.5. Involves strong leadership from all areas of
the school community to encourage a com-
mitment to learning

9.6. Encourages creativity and innovation
9.7. Supports the ongoing development of new

skills in a collaborative environment
9.8. Values the contribution of practitioners in

the pursuit of enhanced student learning

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS FOR TEACHERS

Tool 2.3     Professional development standards for teachers CHAPTER 2
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10. Is supported by the intellectual and financial
commitment which enables the achievement of
professional development plans 
10.1. Is a process which respects the personal

strengths and needs of each educator
10.2. Encourages governing bodies to support and

participate in learning experiences that will
enhance their understanding of good profes-
sional development

10.3. Encourages school administrators to support
and participate in professional development
that will enhance student learning

10.4. Is supported by a continuous and sufficient
commitment of funding to achieve the pro-
fessional development plans

10.5. Increases public understanding and encour-
agement for professional development,
including the need for time and financial
support

10.6. Includes access to technologies and other
modern resources that are essential to effec-
tive professional work and learning

11. Is supported by sufficient time during working
hours to engage in collegial consultation and
learning and to support professional develop-
ment 
11.1. Provides time for educators to team plan,

collaborate, analyze data and student work,
develop and implement instructional prac-
tices, curricula and assessments, implement
federal, state, and local mandates, etc.

11.2. Recognizes and considers the professional
and personal obligations of the individual
educator 

12. Empowers educators to work effectively with
parent and community partners 
12.1. Assists educators in establishing relationships

and partnerships with parents and families
12.2. Enables educators to identify and use com-

munity resources to foster student learning
12.3. Promotes an environment where educators

feel comfortable and confident working col-
laboratively with other educators, parents,
business and community leaders

* These rules affect all active teaching staff mem-
bers employed as of September 2000 whose positions
require possession of the instructional or educational
services license in accordance with N.J.A.C. 6:11-6.10
and 11.

Tool 2.3     Professional development standards for teachers CHAPTER 2
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TOOLS

Tool 3.1 Team learning scenario task. 9 pages

Tool 3.2 NSDC’s Standard for Staff Development/Learning Communities. 2 pages

Tool 3.3 Set goals for learning with a sense of urgency. 1 page

Tool 3.4 Fears and hopes. 1 page

Tool 3.5 Possible staff meeting agenda. 1 page

Where are we?
Teachers work independently on the routine tasks associated with teaching.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers choose the professional development that interests them.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Professional development involves teachers working in teams to improve teaching and 

students’ learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers typically attend professional development away from school.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 3

COLLABORATIVE
PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 35

A
s schools strive to improve their bottom

line, more and more are using profes
sional development as their primary 
intervention. Yet, decades of practice

in professional learning have 
demonstrated little long-term 

impact on teaching or student
learning. This may be because beliefs about what good
professional development is are shifting. Research is
pointing to the relationship between teachers working
in learning communities and improvement in student
learning. “Researchers point
to an ‘emerging consensus’
regarding the kind of profes-
sional development most
likely to improve teacher
practice and thus student
performance. This consensus
suggests that the highest
impact professional develop-
ment directly relates to the
instructional content and
material teachers must use,
takes place in their own
schools and classrooms with coaching and ongoing feed-
back, and seeks to involve all teachers so that the activity
emphasizes schoolwide as compared to just individual
capacity” (Burney, D., Corcoran T., & Lesnick, J., in
press; Elmore, R, 2002; Garet, M., Porter, A.,
Desimone, L., Birman, B., & Yoon, K., 2001)” (Miles,
K.H., Odden, A., Fermanich, M., & Archibald, S.
2005, p. 9). 

Until the last decade, professional development was
viewed as a matter of personal preference for teachers.
This approach to professional development produces
few long-term changes in teaching behavior or results
for students. However, this approach to professional
development is so common a practice in school districts
that moving beyond it to consider a different approach
is challenging. 

Professional development, until recently, was not
viewed as a means for improving teaching and learning.
Other means such as curriculum, assessment, materials,

programs, and school
structures took priority
over professional develop-
ment as vehicles for
improvement in early
school reform efforts.
Now, the significance of
professional development
is clear; yet what is also
clear is that the past prac-
tices of professional devel-
opment will not improve
schools. Dennis Sparks,

executive director of the National Staff Development
Council, summarizes both the importance of profes-
sional development and the particular form of profes-
sional development that will improve student learning:

“If every student is to have a competent teacher, then
virtually all their teachers must be learning virtually all
the time. While that learning will occasionally happen in
workshops and courses, most of it will occur as teachers

Collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 3

Collaborative professional learning is a form of

professional development in which teachers work

together to improve teaching and learning. It has

several attributes that distinguish it from other forms

of professional learning. Collaborative professional

learning engages teachers in teams that work

together over time to improve teaching and

learning. 
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plan lessons together, examine their students’ work to find
ways to improve it, observe one another teach, and plan
improvements based on various data. Those of us con-
cerned about teacher expertise must take leadership in
designing such a system for learning” (Sparks, 1998, p. 2).

Tool 3.1 is useful in helping educators understand
the attributes of collaborative professional learning. By
working through the inquiry-based activity outlined in
Tool 3.1, educators can picture how collaborative pro-
fessional learning might look in their school. Teams, of
course, have the freedom to create their own concept of
collaborative professional learning provided these key
features are all evident:
• Creating support for teams of teachers;
• Working together over time;
• Constructing joint work related to curriculum,

assessment, and instruction; and 
• Improving teaching and learning.

Collaborative professional learning, according to
Mike Schmoker, is “the best, least expensive, most pro-
fessionally rewarding way to improve schools”
(Schmoker, 2005, p. 137). It is the practice of educators
working together to solve problems, and design and
refine instruction, curriculum, assessments, and inter-
ventions for student learning. Using successful practices
long present in business and industry such as quality
circles, collaborative professional learning brings teach-
ers together most often within their school to co-con-
struct knowledge, share knowledge, and distribute
knowledge about teaching and learning throughout the
school. 

Fred Newmann and Gary Wehlage (1995) identi-
fied factors of schools that achieve disproportionately

higher student performance in math, science, and social
studies. These schools had staff members who formed
learning communities, focused their attention on stu-
dent work and assessment, and changed their instruc-
tional practices to improve their results with students.
Common goals, consistent messages about learning
objectives and methods, and collective responsibility, say
Newmann and Wehlage, increase teacher efficacy. In
addition, they believe that teachers’ collaborative activi-
ty increases their technical competence and collective
responsibility. 

“Collaborative activity can enhance teachers’ technical
competence. As teachers work with students from increas-
ingly diverse social backgrounds, and as the curriculum
begins to demand more intellectual rigor, teachers require
information, technical expertise, and social-emotional sup-
port far beyond the resources they can muster as individuals
working alone. When teachers collaborate productively,
they participate in reflective dialogue to learn more about
professional issues; they observe and react to one another’s
teaching, curriculum, and assessment practices; and they
engage in joint planning and curriculum development. By
enriching teachers’ technical and social resources, collabora-
tion can make teaching more effective.

“[C]learly shared purpose and collaboration contribute
to collective responsibility: one’s colleagues share responsibil-
ity for the quality of all students’ achievement. This norm
helps to sustain each teacher’s commitment. A culture of
collective responsibility puts more peer pressure and
accountability on staff who may not have carried their fair
share, but it can also ease the burden on teachers who have
worked hard in isolation but who felt unable to help some
students. In short, professional community within the

Collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 3
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teaching staff sharpens the educational
focus and enhances the technical and
social support that teachers need to be
successful” (Newmann and Wehlage,
1995, p. 31).

Collaborative professional learn-
ing engages teachers in job-embed-
ded, results-driven, and standards-
based learning. New Jersey’s
Professional Development Standards
advocate for professional develop-
ment that engages teachers in “colle-
gial and collaborative dialogue.” The
National Staff Development
Council’s Standards for Staff
Development (2001) advocates for
professional learning that organizes teachers in learning
communities whose goals are aligned with those of the
school and district. Tool 3.2 includes the rationale for
NSDC’s Learning Communities Standard. This ration-
ale is a brief synthesis of the research and can be useful
to help staff members understand the value of collabo-
rative professional learning.

Shirley Hord and a team of researchers from
Southwest Educational Development Laboratory
(SEDL) studied professional learning communities in
22 schools.

As a result of their research, they identified five
themes that served as the characteristics of teachers
learning together in collaborative teams:

“Supportive and shared leadership requires that colle-
gial and facilitative participation of the principal who
shares leadership — and thus, power and authority -— by
inviting staff input and action in decision making.
• Shared values and vision include an unwavering com-

mitment to student learning that is consistently artic-
ulated and referenced in the staff 's work.

• Collective learning and application of learning
requires that school staff at all levels are engaged in
processes that collectively seek new knowledge among
staff and application of the learning to solutions that
address students' needs.

• Supportive conditions include physical and human
capacities that encourage and sustain a collegial
atmosphere and collective learning.

• Shared practice involves the review of a teacher's
behavior by colleagues and includes feedback and
assistance activity to support individual and commu-
nity improvement” (Hord, p. 7).

When teachers are working and learning together,
they improve both their practice and their students’
learning. This form of professional development differs
from typical professional development in a number of
ways.

Collaborative professional learning is:
• Frequent/ongoing;
• Done during contract time;
• Done with teaching colleagues;
• Supports current classroom work and personal pro-

fessional development goals, and school improve-
ment goals;

• Designed by teachers;
• Facilitated by teachers and teacher leaders and/or

co-facilitated by school-based and district-based
educators;

• Supported and monitored by school administra-
tors; and

• Contextually appropriate to the needs of the stu-
dents, teachers, and school community.
This tool kit assists schools and teachers in linking

professional learning to teachers’ routine work by recog-
nizing that collaborating about curriculum, assessment,
instruction, and student learning is a legitimate form of
professional development. Teachers will find that they
more easily, quickly, and satisfactorily meet the require-
ment for 100 hours of professional development
because the work that they have traditionally done in
isolation will be done with the value-added of their col-
leagues’ thinking. When teachers work collaboratively
on their routine work and reflect on and continuously
improve their practice, they will be driven less by the
desire to earn 100 hours and more by the satisfaction

Collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 3
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they feel when they see the results of their learning.
Teachers from New Jersey to California who have

committed to work in communities of learners report
that while getting started requires an investment, they
find the rewards to be significant. They report that their
work is more satisfying, that they save time because they
are sharing responsibility with their peers, that their
work is more focused, and that they would not return
to the way they previously worked in isolation. Schools
in which teachers work in collaborative teams make
steady progress toward their improvement goals, have a
clear focus, share goals, and produce results.

Collaborative professional learning will look differ-
ent in large and small schools. In large schools, there are
likely to be more teams and maybe bigger teams meet-
ing. Teachers are more likely to serve on more than one
collaborative team. The role of the principal, teacher
leaders, and/or supervisors in coordinating and support-
ing the teams will be greater. Communication between
and among teams will be more challenging and require
more concerted effort. Creating a sense of community
may be more challenging in a larger school where teach-
ers do not work as closely together, although this is not
necessarily a factor related to size. It is more closely con-
nected to the culture within a school. Even large schools
can have highly successful collaborative professional
learning teams, as demonstrated by Adlai Stevenson
High School in Lincolnshire, Ill., a school of more than
4,000 students.

Once a week, teachers at Stevenson High School
arrive at their regular time at 7:45 a.m. and students
arrive late. Teachers use this block of time each week to
meet in their collaborative teams often by department
or course areas.

Adlai Stevenson High School's
late-start schedule
Period Time
1 10:30 - 11:05 a.m.
2 11:10 - 11:40 a.m.
3 11:45 - 12:15 p.m.
4 12:20 - 12:55 p.m.
5 1 - 1:35 p.m.
6 1:40 - 2:15 p.m.
7 2:20 - 2:50 p.m.
8 2:55 - 3:25 p.m.
In smaller schools, teachers may serve on cross-level

teams or interdisciplinary teams. Because teachers know
each other better in smaller schools, teams are likely to

become more productive more quickly. The principal
may be able to be a member of all the teams in a small-
er school. Certainly communication between and
among teams will be easier. Creating a supportive cul-
ture may be easier because staff members are more likely
to have a sense of community in a smaller school.

Regardless of the size of the school, however, the
process for creating teams is the same. The type of work
teams do remains the same. The difference is the focus
on multiple grades, courses, or core content areas rather
than a single one. 
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Video resources

These help educators “see” collaborative
professional learning in action. 

• Critical friends groups in action. Annenberg
Institute for School Reform.
www.annenberginstitute.org.

• Designing and evaluating professional
development for increased student learning. The
School Improvement Network.
www.schoolimprovementnetwork.com.

• Let's talk about PLC: Getting started (three parts).
National Educational Services
www.solution-tree.com.

• Looking at student work: A window into the
classroom. Annenberg Institute for School Reform.
www.annenberginstitute.org.

• Looking at teacher work: Standards in practice.
Collaborative Communications Group.
www.publicengagement.com.

• Schools that learn: High standards for teacher
and principal performance. Collaborative
Communications Group.
www.publicengagement.com.

• Whole faculty study groups: Collaboration
targeting student learning. The School Improvement
Network.
www.schoolimprovementnetwork.com.
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CHAPTER 3

TOOL 3.1

Team learning scenario task
TASKS
• Select one of the following scenarios to read or ask different members of the

group to read different ones.

• Read the selected scenario(s) to identify attributes of collaborative
professional learning.

• Select one of the following scenarios. As you read the one you select, jot
notes about the attributes of collaborative professional learning.

• Compare your notes with those of a colleague.

• Using your collective notes, develop a definition of collaborative professional
learning.

DEFINITION
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SCENARIO 1

SCHOOL-BASED COLLABORATIVE

LEARNING: Fremont Elementary
School 4th-grade teachers

The school year starts on a very different note at
Fremont Elementary School. Instead of the
normal large school professional development

day that involves a presentation, Frieda Jackson leads
the teachers through an analysis of student achievement.
The meeting lasts all morning, as teachers dig through
various data sets and work in a variety of different con-
figurations to learn how their students performed on
state tests. At the end of the meeting, teachers begin to
think about some actions the school will take.

The afternoon is set aside for each grade level to
repeat the process looking specifically at data about
incoming students. Jackson, with the help of the district
testing specialist, prepared data for the grade levels as a
whole and for each teacher for his or her new class. The
expectation for the afternoon is that each grade level
works as a team looking to create a specific plan about
what they will do during the year to improve student
performance. 

Fremont’s 4th-grade teachers spend their two hours
of the afternoon talking about their incoming class of
4th graders. They study the composite and content-spe-
cific scores from these new 4th graders’ performance on
the 3rd-grade tests. They also look at the scores of stu-
dents divided into their new classrooms. Teachers use a
simple data analysis protocol that Jackson gave them in
the morning to study the data. They identify the
strengths and apparent weaknesses in reading, writing,
and math sub-skill areas.

They make a list of their observations on a large
piece of chart paper. As they are about to choose a focus
area, Jackson stops by and asks how things are going.
She expresses her appreciation for the team’s efforts last
year and notes the significant improvement the 4th

graders made on the state tests. As she is talking with
the teachers, she reads over the chart they have made
identifying areas of focus. Jackson smiles when she sees
writing on the list. She, too, knows that it is an area of
need. It is clear that these incoming 4th graders are
making substantial progress in reading and math, yet
are not doing well in writing. 

Jackson gets up to leave indicating that she wants
to visit other teams. As she leaves, she reminds them
that their plan is due on Friday and that she is available
to assist. Walking out of the room toward the 5th-grade
pod, Jackson ponders, “It will be interesting to see what
they decide to focus on this year. I hope it is writing. I
know it is their choice. If they have done a thorough
data analysis, they will see that writing is the appropri-
ate focus area. I trust them to make a good decision,
and if it isn’t the right one, they discover that on their
own. They have always worked well as a team.”

After Jackson leaves, the team decides to make
writing a focus for their collaborative work while also
continuing to improve students’ reading and math
scores. They make a plan for the first several weeks
related to writing. Their plan includes giving a writing
assessment within the first three days of school, scoring
a select sample of those together at their next profes-
sional development meeting, and developing lesson
plans to address the specific areas of deficit. They decide
not to pursue a recommendation by one team member
to use cross-classroom flexible grouping until they see
for themselves how their students perform. They also
decide which books to read aloud to students in the
first week of school that best represent the use of figura-
tive language. Together, they craft some possible ques-
tions to ask, and one member volunteers to type them
up and e-mail to everyone.

They agree to meet each Tuesday and Thursday
during their team planning time to continue their dis-
cussions about how to improve student writing. At their
next professional development day meeting, they plan
to bring their writing samples for scoring and analysis
to identify areas in which to concentrate. By the end of
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the first week of school, they hope to complete their
analysis so they can begin planning specific instruction
related to major deficits in student writing.

The grade-level chair asks for a volunteer to help
her prepare the grade-level’s plan for Jackson that is due
on Friday. The plan asks the team to identify their area
of focus, a SMART goal related to this goal, three
benchmark points along the way, ways they will assess
student performance at these benchmark points, and
the action they will take to achieve the goals. All the
teachers agree to stay and help develop the plan. They
worry that it will not be as complete, and the chair
reminds them that they can change it when they have a
better idea of specific actions they want to take and
have decided how to assess student performance in writ-
ing at three points in the year. She says she will talk
with Jackson about this being a draft plan and let them
know if Jackson expresses any concerns.

When the grade-level chair meets with Jackson to
review the draft plan, Jackson assures her that the plan
is a living document and that she hopes they will con-
tinue to review and refine it throughout the year. She
also helps revise the goal so that it includes all the ele-
ments of a SMART goal (S=specific, M=measurable,
A=attainable, R=results-driven, T=time bound) and
offers some possible actions for the team to consider
when they get to the action planning part of their plan.
Jackson shares a copy of the 2nd-grade plan because
they, too, have identified writing.
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SCENARIO 2

SCHOOL-BASED COLLABORATIVE

LEARNING: Peterson High School
science department

The curriculum coach at Peterson High School
meets with science teachers to talk about ways
to reduce the poor performance of female and

underrepresented students in that discipline. Teachers,
too, express frustration because they had recognized that
students in upper-level courses were mostly white and
Asian males. As they discussed possible reasons for the
situation, the coach asks teachers how they differentiate
instruction and materials, how they link students’ back-
ground knowledge when they introduce concepts, and
about students’ readiness for high school science.
Teachers identify issues related to students’ motivation,
high absenteeism, lack of basic study skills, and general
lack of interest in science. 

Teachers agree there are some significant issues to
study. They agree to use their professional development
time to gather data and examine the problem they iden-
tify as underenrollment of underrepresented students
(mostly blacks and Hispanic) and female students in
upper-level science courses. This problem becomes the
focus of a four-month inquiry by the science teachers
that involves the curriculum coach, counselors, the dis-
trict’s science specialist, the assistant principal for cur-
riculum and instruction, the school’s reading specialist,
and a physical education teacher.  

First, the coach suggests teachers ask the counselor
to gather data about students who fall into their four
identified groups of interest — female students who are
successful in upper-level science classes; blacks and
Hispanic male students who are successful in upper-
level science classes; and students of both groups who
have performed poorly in basic science classes and
choose not to enroll in other science classes. Teachers
want to compare how students in each group perform

in other classes, their attendance, how many hours they
are employed outside of school, if they participate in
extracurricular activities, their scores on the achieve-
ment tests given in 10th grade, etc. 

The coach works with the department on one of
their professional development days to analyze the data.
Teachers discover some interesting patterns in the data.
On the next professional development meeting day,
they invite the assistant principal, counselor, reading
specialist, and district science specialist to discuss the
patterns they found. Basically, they found no difference
among the students who attended school more regularly
and those who did not. Involvement in extracurricular
activities gave them little insight into student perform-
ance. They found no significant differences between
those who work outside of school. Analysis of the
achievement tests were not particularly helpful except to
tell them what they already knew — some students per-
form better than others. 

But one finding does stand out: students who per-
form poorly in basic science perform poorly in other
classes, especially classes involving a great deal of read-
ing and writing. The same students perform much bet-
ter in classes that require more physical activity or cre-
ative expression such as physical education, family and
consumer science, some technology classes, drama, art,
and music. Teachers begin to understand that there
might be something about the type of learner they are
dealing with that they want to study further. 

The physics teacher says he wants to learn whether
using different instructional processes can change how
students learn. He volunteers to try to recreate an
upcoming unit using more physical activities if he can
figure out what to do. Other teachers point out that,
while he has a good idea, the students in the current
physics class are not the students they worry about. Two
teachers of Introduction to Science ask if they might
work with the physics teacher to develop a unit that
they would teach. All agree that this would be a solid
action research project. Other teachers want to join the
planning team.
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A team of about seven teachers meets at their next
professional development block to figure out how to
teach resistance. They decide to invite a physical educa-
tion teacher to help them figure out what kinds of
physical activities they might engage students in to
demonstrate the concept of resistance. She gladly joins
them and works with them to create activities to help
students develop an understanding of resistance. After
the unit is designed, one Introduction to Science
teacher agrees to teach it first. The physics teacher and
the other Introduction to Science teacher ask the assis-
tant principal to arrange coverage of their classes so they
can observe the first two days of the unit.

During lunch after each class, the three teachers
debrief what occurred, how they would tweak what they
designed for their students, and begin to think about
how they would know if students really understand the
concept. On the third day of the unit, other science
teachers and the physical education teacher request a
report on how the unit is progressing. They agree that
debriefing the unit will be the focus of their next profes-
sional development block. 

To prepare for that meeting, the Introduction to
Science teacher takes pictures of her students in class,
gathers some of their notes and work, and charts the
results of the unit test. She wants to talk about two stu-
dents in particular, students in their target group who
had failing grades before the unit and who aced the
work on resistance. The assistant principal also provides
two short articles on multiple intelligences and differen-
tiation to share with the science teachers. The physics
teacher agrees to facilitate the meeting and set the agen-
da. 

When teachers leave the meeting, they agree that
this form of collaboration is essential to help them learn
how to alter their instruction to meet the needs of
learners who are not typically successful in science.
They know that if they work together more often they
will be able to help more students succeed in science.
They acknowledge that their instructional practices
often do not accommodate learners who are different
than the majority of the teachers. They appreciate the
expertise of the physical education teacher and acknowl-
edge that cross-departmental collaboration is critical.
And, they identify the next problem they want to tackle
as a department — the high rate of failure in chemistry
— even though they have a long way to go to revamp
all their instruction to incorporate different strategies to

engage students. The physical education teacher sits
quietly as the decision is made. She is already thinking
about how to use physical movement to help students
understand electrons, molecules, nuclei, and the period-
ic chart.

The principal meets with the department chair
after the debriefing meeting and asks that they make
increasing the number of female and underrepresented
students in upper-level classes, decreasing the failure
rate in all science classes, and improving the perform-
ance of students in science on the state achievement test
the department goals for the next two years to sustain
the work they began and to expand it.
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SCENARIO 3

SCHOOL-BASED TEAM LEARNING:

Martin Middle School

The 8th-grade test scores are back and as usual
the 7th-grade teachers hear the 8th-grade teach-
ers voicing the same excuse they have for the

last five years: Entering 8th graders are unprepared so
they must reteach the 7th-grade curriculum which
leaves little time to teach the 8th-grade curriculum.
Each year, the story is the same.

Seventh-grade teachers acknowledge that they have
the highest failure rate of all grades in the middle
school. They attribute this to their high expectations
and to the fact that they are helping students learn to be
responsible for their actions — an important life skill.
They know that if they do not help students realize that
they are responsible for their own success or failure and
how to face the consequences of their actions, the high
failure rate will continue. If 7th graders fail to learn that
lesson now, they will be in serious trouble in high
school. Because this is an important learning, 7th-grade
teachers have agreed to be less lenient on work that is
late, incomplete, or poor quality. The lack of leniency
leads to higher failures, and those are logical conse-
quences students face. Seventh-grade teachers prefer
that students experience those failures now rather than
in high school.

Each year, Theresa Sanchez, the principal at
Martin, has talked with team leaders about the number
of failures in 7th grade. Yet, she agrees that she has not
taken specific actions to address the issue. She can no
longer avoid the issues because she recognizes that it
contributes to ill feelings between 7th- and 8th-grade
teachers. She decides to act and asks both the 7th- and
8th-grade team leaders to meet with her after school on
Tuesday.

At the meeting Tuesday, Sanchez expresses her con-
cern about the increasing ill feeling between 8th- and
7th-grade teachers. She shares some data to support her

conclusion. She also indicates the school must address
its low 8th-grade performance on the state test or face
sanctions. She invites the team leaders to be part the
solution 

Sanchez lays out a plan to form a new professional
learning community to address this problem. She asks
the team leaders to identify people to serve on the team.
She listens as they talk about including a counselor and
at least one 6th-grade teacher, and equal representation
from 7th and 8th grade. Sanchez asks if including a par-
ent or student would be helpful. They decide that it
would not be advantageous now, but reserve the right to
include students and parents as information sources
later.

Sanchez asks the team leaders to select one repre-
sentative from each grade to be facilitators of the team.
She also indicates she will provide some released time so
the new team can have a half-day meeting to initiate
their work and offers to help the facilitators plan the
agenda. She expresses a desire to be a member of the
team. 

At the first meeting, the new team of volunteers
assembles — three 7th- and three 8th -grade teachers, a
6th-grade teacher, the 7th -grade counselor, the school
social worker, and Sanchez. The two facilitators engage
the members in a team building activity to introduce
team members to each other and to help them under-
stand the purpose of this new learning community. The
team hears the history of what brought them to this
point. 

Then the counselor shares data about student aca-
demic performance. He presents absentee rates, state
test performance for 8th graders, CAT test scores for
6th graders, grade distributions for each grade, repeater
numbers, and parent and student climate survey results.
The facilitators shares a protocol for examining the
data. Team members divide into teams of two and each
pair takes two sets of data and analyzes the data. 

The team identifies several patterns within the data
and begins to discuss these patterns across pairs. The
facilitators ask the pairs to share their findings and to
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chart them. When each pair has reported out, they
exchange data sets with another team and repeat the
process so that two teams of two review each data set.
Additional findings are added to the chart begun by the
first team.

The first meeting ends with a long list of findings.
The facilitators ask each team member to share the
findings with their respective grade level and to discuss
which they believe may be the greatest contributor to
8th graders’ performance on the state tests. They will
use this input at their next meeting to plan a course of
action.
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SCENARIO 4

CROSS-SCHOOL TEAM SCENARIO:

West Grove Township School
District

Teachers had mixed reactions when the West
Grove superintendent began talking about
transforming professional development days

into weekly time for professional collaboration. Some
teachers loved the idea; some were less enthusiastic.
Some who were less than enthusiastic included teachers
of singleton academic courses within their schools or
non-instructional staff. They did not understand how
school-based collaborative learning teams would benefit
them. 

Laureen Garibaldi is the only Calculus instructor at
West Grove High School. She really appreciates the idea
of transforming professional development into some-
thing that would be more valuable to her, but wonders
who will be on her team since she is the only Calculus
teacher. She discovers that other singleton teachers,
some elective teachers, the school’s two counselors, the
media specialist, and some of the special education staff
have similar questions.

She talks with the principal about the district’s
plans for teachers like her. She is delighted to hear that
she will create a team with her counterpart in the other
high school. She learns that the plan includes asking
each of them to meet at one another’s schools during
the same time teachers in their own schools will be
meeting with teachers at their own schools. She knows
the travel time will reduce their meeting time but she is
grateful that her team will focus specifically on the con-
tent of Calculus and looks forward to sharing lesson
ideas, developing common assessments, and units with
the other high school’s Calculus teacher.

When the collaborative professional learning teams
begin in January on their professional development day,
Garibaldi joins Ben Simpson, the other high school’s

Calculus teacher, during the district’s half-day training
on the essential skills for collaborative teams. In the
afternoon, teachers meet in their teams to discuss how
to set up their teams, types of data to study, and where
they will hold their bi-weekly meetings. 

At their afternoon meeting, Garibaldi and Simpson
set a schedule for their meetings, identify where they
will meet, and then discuss what they will bring to their
first meeting. High school math teachers do not have
formal, standardized student achievement data other
than math scores on SATs, ACTs, and Advanced
Placement scores. They agree to bring these data to
their next meeting to see what they can discern about
students’ math achievement in their district and respec-
tive schools.

At the next meeting, after pouring through the
data, they discover some discrepancies in student per-
formance. At Simpson’s school, students do much better
than they do in Garibaldi’s school. Garibaldi recognizes
that the problem could lie anywhere and engages
Simpson to help her figure it out. 

To their next meeting, they both bring the district
curriculum documents, the state’s core curriculum con-
tent standards for math and the texts they are each
using and used in other advanced-level math classes.
They make a huge wall matrix on chart paper and iden-
tify where each math standard is referenced in the dis-
trict curriculum and in their respective texts. Their 100-
minute meeting is over before they know it. Both agree
that they want to spend more time looking at how the
standards are addressed in each of the core science class-
es and texts. They both realize that they need far more
time and some help for their colleagues who teach other
advanced-level math classes. They schedule their next
meeting and agree to invite one or two other math
teachers from each of their schools to join them. They
complete their mandatory team log and talk about what
they want to accomplish at the next meeting.

At their next meeting, Garibaldi, Simpson, and
their colleagues complete the math course map that
identifies where each standard is addressed and deter-

Tool 3.1     Team learning scenario task CHAPTER 3

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 48

Tool 3.1     Team learning scenario task CHAPTER 3

mine where each standard’s mastery is expected. They
uncover some discrepancies in the content of courses
between the schools.  Simpson devotes more attention
to integrating standards while Garibaldi is more focused
on completing the text. They also find glaring gaps in
Garibaldi’s textbook. For example, several standards are
addressed briefly or not at all.

For the next three months, their meetings focus on
understanding where each math standard is taught in
the high school math curriculum, sequencing the
knowledge and skills included in each, and ultimately
determining the specific courses in which math knowl-
edge and skills embedded in the standards are intro-
duced, developed, and mastered so they have a compre-
hensive scope and sequence within the high school
math curriculum. This work has given them a deeper
understanding of the content and places where they can
expect students to need more instruction. By becoming
content experts, they recognize how to help students
master the standards. After eight meetings, they feel
they have achieved a great accomplishment because they
have developed a curriculum that reflects a logical
sequence of their curriculum standards. Next, they agree
to design common assessments for Calculus that will
assess students’ mastery of the standards, not just the
textbook content.
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CHAPTER 3

TOOL 3.2

NSDC’s Standards 
for Staff Development
LEARNING COMMUNITIES

Directions: 
Form mixed department, team, or grade-level triads. Read the standard and its

rationale. As you read, identify a sentence, a phrase, and a word that represent the
essence of the passage for you. Be ready to share your sentence, phrase, and word with
your triad partners and explain your reason for selecting each. 

Time: Six minutes for reading.

In turn, share your sentence and the reason you selected it. Follow this with your
selected phrases and the reasons you selected them. End with each partner sharing his
or her word and the reason he or she selected it.

THE STANDARD:

Staff development that improves the learning of all students organizes adults
into learning communities whose goals are aligned with those of the school
and district.

The rationale
Staff development that has as its goal high levels of learning for all students,

teachers, and administrators requires a form of professional learning that is quite dif-
ferent from the workshop-driven approach. The most powerful forms of staff develop-
ment occur in ongoing teams that meet on a regular basis, preferably several times a
week, for the purposes of learning, joint lesson planning, and problem solving. These
teams, often called learning communities or communities of practice, operate with a
commitment to the norms of continuous improvement and experimentation and
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engage their members in improving their daily work to
advance the achievement of school district and school
goals for student learning.

Learning teams may be of various sizes and serve
different purposes. For instance, the faculty as a whole
may meet once or twice a month to reflect on its work,
engage in appropriate learning, and assess its progress.
In addition, some members of the faculty may serve on
school improvement teams or committees that focus on
the goals and methods of schoolwide improvement.
While these teams make important contributions to
school culture, learning environment and other priority
issues, they do not substitute for the day-to-day profes-
sional conversations focused on instructional issues that
are the hallmark of effective learning communities.
Learning teams meet almost every day and concern
themselves with practical ways to improve teaching and
learning. Members of learning communities take collec-
tive responsibility for the learning of all students repre-

sented by team members. Teacher members of learning
teams, which consist of four to eight members, assist
one another in examining the standards students are
required to master, planning more effective lessons, cri-
tiquing student work, and solving the common prob-
lems of teaching.

The teams determine areas in which additional
learning would be helpful and read articles, attend
workshops or courses, or invite consultants to assist
them in acquiring necessary knowledge or skills. In
addition to the regular meetings, participants observe
one another in the classroom and conduct other job-
related responsibilities. Learning communities are
strengthened when other support staff, administrators,
and even school board members choose to participate
and when communication is facilitated between teams.
Because of this common focus and clear direction,
problems of fragmentation and incoherence that typi-
cally thwart school improvement efforts are eliminated.

Tool 3.2     NSDC’S Standards for Staff Development: Learning communities CHAPTER 3
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TOOL 3.4

Fears and hopes
FEARS

After developing an understanding of the attributes of collaborative
professional learning, identify the fears, concerns, or worries that come to mind
when you think about implementing collaborative learning in your school. 

• Write your fears, concerns, or worries individually on index cards first. 
Time: 1-2 minutes.

• Share your fears, concerns, or worries using a round-robin process (each
person in turns shares one idea at a time until all ideas are shared). 
Time: 3 minutes.

• Discuss the patterns or themes that emerged in the fears, concerns, or
worries people expressed.
Time: 5 minutes.

HOPES
After developing an understanding of the attributes of collaborative

professional learning, identify the advantages or hopes that come to mind when
you think about implementing collaborative learning in your school. 

• Write your advantages or hopes individually on index cards first. 
Time: 1-2 minutes.

• Share your advantages or hopes using a round-robin process (each person in
turns shares one idea at a time until all ideas are shared).
Time: 3 minutes.

• Discuss the patterns or themes that emerged in the advantages or hopes
people expressed. 
Time: 5 minutes.

Collect the fears, hopes, and patterns and compile them 
to share with staff.
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TIME WHAT WHO NOTES

5
minutes

Introduction
Purpose for today’s meeting: 
• Develop an understanding about the
attributes of collaborative professional
learning.
• Consider how collaborative
professional learning might add value to
our school’s professional development. 
• Understand the staff’s fears and hopes
regarding collaborative professional
learning.

Principal/
teacher
leaders

30
minutes

Attributes of collaborative professional
learning 

Principal/
teacher
leaders

20
minutes

Rationale for collaborative professional
learning
• Ask the staff to meet in pairs according
to the different selections they have read
and to offer a two-minute summary of their
readings to each other. 
(5 minutes)
• Revisit definitions written earlier in the
Team Learning Scenario Task (Tool 3.1)
and add any other ideas stimulated by
the rationale. 
(3 minutes)

NOTE: Divide the staff into two groups.
Have one half read the rationale for
NSDC’s Learning Communities standard
(Tool 3.2). Have the other half read the
May 2004 article by Dennis Sparks (Tool
3.3).

Principal/
teacher
leaders

20
minutes

Complete Fears and Hopes activity (Tool
3.4).

Principal/
teacher
leaders

10
minutes

Recommend next actions regarding
collaborative professional learning in the
school.

Principal/
teacher
leaders

TOOL 3.5

Possible staff meeting agenda Total time: 85 minutes
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Where are we?
Teams of teachers in our school meet regularly to learn and work together.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Some teachers in our school meet regularly to learn and work together.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers tend to work independently in our school.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

All teachers in our school are members of collaborative professional learning teams.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 4

GETTING
STARTED

TOOL

Tool 4.1 A community of learners: One school’s journey. Two viewpoints. 4 pages
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I
n the last several years, researchers have exam-
ined the links among instruction, teacher pro-
fessional development, school leadership, and
student learning. Most educators understand
that, when teachers have deep content knowl-
edge, design and deliver data-driven instruc-
tion targeting student content standards, and

work in a supportive, collaborative, and productive
environment, students will be successful. 

Working collaboratively to construct joint work,
solve common problems, plan instruction, and design
and score common assessments are some examples of
how teachers engage in collaborative professional learn-
ing and acquire the required 100 hours of professional
development. In collaborative professional learning,
teachers use their routine work as opportunities for
learning and improving their practice and student learn-
ing. In this way, professional development is naturally
integrated into their daily work and connected to what
they are teaching. 

While most agree that collaborative learning time
for teachers is valuable, many schools and districts are
still unwilling to adjust their current professional devel-
opment practices to add more time for collaboration
among teachers. The many reasons for this hesitation
range from finding time to trusting teachers to use the
time wisely. Whatever the reasons for not launching col-
laborative professional learning have been in the past,
this tool kit addresses them. It is designed to assist
school and district staff to transform typical professional
development into collaborative learning centered
around content, assessment, content-specific pedagogy,

and student learning.
The major question facing those who have not yet

added collaboration into their professional development
programs is where to begin. For those who have already
launched some collaboration, the question is how to
improve team’s effectiveness. Jody Westbrook and
Shirley Hord say it best, “Creating a professional learn-
ing community in a school is no easy task. . . .  Any
school change requires abundant time, energy, and
resourcefulness, along with large quantities of school
leadership” (Westbrook & Hord, 2000, p. 2). A decep-
tively simple process when looking from the outside in,
collaborative professional learning requires a deep infra-
structure that creates the necessary conditions for learn-
ing to be professionally rewarding for teachers and
impact students.

The model that follows offers a theory of change
for collaborative professional learning. It explains how
teacher learning impacts student learning when teachers
are working and learning with their colleagues. “A pro-
gram’s theory of change delineates the underlying
assumptions upon which the program is based. It
includes not only the components of a program and
also incorporates an explanation of how change is
expected to occur. 

A program’s theory of change can be based on
existing research, current practice, or the program devel-
oper’s implicit theories of action” (Killion, 2002, p. 55).
The theory of change for collaborative professional
learning in Figure 4.1 offers a road map for the process
of initiating, implementing, evaluating, and sustaining
collaborative professional learning.

Getting started CHAPTER 4
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This theory of change is based
on several assumptions:
• When teachers learn within a

community of learners, their
learning is richer and more
meaningful.

• Teachers who learn within a
community of learners are more
likely to find value in their
learning and to apply what they
learn in their classrooms.

• Teachers’ content knowledge
impacts their ability to design
instruction to meet rigorous
core curriculum content stan-
dards.

• Teachers use data about student learning to design
and deliver instruction to students with varied abil-
ities.

• School leaders are an integral part of both teacher
and student success.
Teachers’ access to high-quality, job-embedded pro-

fessional development that includes ample time for col-
laboration creates a learning culture within the school
that promotes both teacher and student learning.

The theory of change for collaborative professional
learning is depicted in Figure 4.1.
• Steps 1-3 are the preparatory steps. 
• Steps 4-6 are the collaborative professional learning

process. Once teams have gained some foundation-
al knowledge, they can repeat steps 7-13. 

• Steps 7-8 are the heart of the collaborative learning
process and describe the cycle of learning for each
team. 
The model suggests that collaborative work focused

on student learning is cyclical. In other words, teachers
identify a focused, SMART goal (S=Specific, 
M=Measurable, A=Attainable, R=Results-driven,
T=Timebound), teach, assess students’ achievement of
the goal, and use data from the assessment to identify
the next goals. This cycle may be repeated in various
lengths of time ranging from monthly to annually
depending on the amount of time teams meet. For
teams who meet daily, the cycle of learning might be
monthly; for a team that meets only weekly, the cycle
might be by semester. Other teams may decide to estab-
lish a plan for the entire school year even if they meet
daily or weekly. However, shorter cycles allow for more
targeted work and have the potential to impact learning

more directly.
For schools that have not yet ini-

tiated collaborative professional learn-
ing, the cycle identifies some of the
foundations to consider before start-
ing. For the many schools that have
initiated some form of collaborative
professional learning, the theory of
change offers guidance about where
to improve their effectiveness. They
might want to consider if they have
created time for teachers to meet in
collaborative teams and provided ade-
quate opportunities for teachers to
learn what a collaborative professional
learning team is, how it can add value

to teachers’ lives, or how to facilitate learning teams or
use their time. Even teams that have been meeting
together for some time can benefit from examining the
theory of change and comparing it to their own work.

The theory of change for collaborative professional
learning offers a process map for initiating, improving,
or monitoring a school’s collaborative professional learn-
ing process. Checking it frequently helps teams know if
they are on track for producing the results they want. 

Tool 4.1 is by New Jersey principal Patricia Wright
and teacher Beth Warren. Together, Wright and Warren
reflect back on their efforts to create collaborative learn-
ing within their school and offer their individual per-
spective. This tool demonstrates how the theory of
change looks in action within a New Jersey school.
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A community of learners.
One school’s journey — two
viewpoints

A story told by
Patricia Wright, former principal, now superintendent

of Spring Lake (N.J.) Public Schools
Beth Warren, former teacher, now supervisor of language arts

in East Brunswick (N.J.) Public Schools

T
he following is the story of one school's transformation into a pro-
fessional learning community. It details the steps of the process.
The first voice is that of the leader who engaged the staff in a
shared vision for high levels of achievement for all of our students.
The second voice describes the teacher's reaction to the changes. It

reveals that building a learning community is a process that involves creating a
school culture built on mutual respect, collegiality, collaboration, celebration,
shared leadership and shared responsibility.

Wright: Years of experience as a teacher had taught me the impact, both
positive and negative, that leadership has on a school community. As I assumed
my first principalship, I knew I wanted to establish a safe, respectful and produc-
tive learning environment for all students and staff. My goal was to be an
instructional leader who created an ongoing dialogue about learning. I was
thrilled when I saw that the mission statement of my new school claimed, “We
are a community of learners.”

Warren: The staff had been on one big roller coaster ride. After several
principals, each with a different style and philosophy, the staff was scattered in
their thinking and their practice. Although we were a group of talented profes-
sionals, we were all working in different directions. There was an overall feeling
of negativity and a lack of common goals. 
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Wright: I spent the first few months in my new
position listening and observing. I quickly realized that
not only were the teachers not talking about teaching
and learning, some were not talking to each other at all!
A staff and student survey revealed that student disci-
pline was an area of concern. I decided to use this area
to develop our first common school goal. The collective
dialogue began. A group of interested teachers volun-
teered to be our Character Education Core Team.
Discussions at faculty meetings led to the staff's conclu-
sion that any character education efforts had to be
directly tied to the school's discipline policy. Another
collaborative team was born — one that took on the
job of revising the existing discipline policy. Still anoth-
er committee was formed to develop schoolwide activi-
ties to support our initiative. We planned a series of les-
sons that taught students the importance of respect and
the steps of conflict resolution. We also let students
know that bullying would not be tolerated. The number
one school rule became respect for everyone in the
school community. The staff modeled that rule and the
core program lessons of anti-bullying and conflict reso-
lution daily. 

Warren: Having a common purpose gave us the
opportunity to begin to work together. I was excited.
There was a cautious feeling of optimism. Not only
were we seeing a difference in student behavior, but we
also began to shift our attitudes as we modeled respect-
ful behavior and conflict resolution strategies.
Communication improved and a dialogue focused on
school improvement was begun. 

Wright: As principal, I took part in every commit-
tee. My character education core team and I attended
conflict resolution training and we used faculty meeting
time to train the rest of the staff.  Students were taught
these skills so they could solve problems peacefully. The
same skills were used by the adults as they worked side-
by-side on this initiative. Within a few short months,
teachers saw an improvement in the school climate.
This was due not only to the students' response to our
efforts, but also to a renewed sense of collaboration and
mutual respect among the staff. We had tackled a prob-
lem together and we had met success. 

Warren: Although I was receptive to the develop-
ment of new committees, I was skeptical that they
would make a significant impact. Throughout the years,

I had served on numerous groups charged by the leader
with the responsibility for some school change.  Rarely
did the leader take part in the actual committee work. I
was impressed with the new principal's full participa-
tion in committee discussions. This led to decisions that
actually had an impact on the daily life of the school.
For example, her participation in our character educa-
tion initiative allowed her to effectively reinforce those
lessons when dealing with discipline in the office. What
a novel idea! Everyone was on the same page! I was
eager to participate because I knew my ideas were val-
ued. As trust built, more teachers took responsibility for
their group's work by voicing concerns and sharing
ideas. I could see everyone finally taking ownership for
our school's improvement.

Wright: The dialogue started, the climate
improved and it was time to focus on learning.  I initi-
ated a professional book club. Several teachers from var-
ious grade levels and disciplines eagerly joined the
breakfast group as we read our first selection, Mosaic of
Thought, by Ellin Keene. The teachers would leave a
session and try some of the ideas in their classrooms,
come back and share both successes and failures. As the
teachers engaged, they learned more about each other
personally and professionally. In the process they were
building trust and the school culture was changing from
one of isolation to one of collaboration. As they reflect-
ed on research and practice, the group defined a prob-
lem. We currently did not approach the teaching of
reading comprehension consistently across grade levels
and contents. The group then worked on a solution.
They developed a set of active reading strategies and
shared them at a faculty meeting. Posters of the strate-
gies were made for every classroom. Ultimately, the
strategies became part of the district-wide literacy cur-
riculum and our teachers led summer workshops to
share their ideas with others across the district. 

Warren: My colleagues and I were excited. We
realized that we had the power to affect change by
working collaboratively. I was taking ideas directly from
our book club sessions and immediately applying the
strategies in my classroom. Book club members were
impressed with each other's abilities and we realized we
could learn more from each other that we could from
any one-day workshop. The sharing of craft knowledge
fostered an excitement for professional learning. Other
teachers from the district, as well as other school com-
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munities visited our classrooms extending our learning
community outside our own school's walls.

Wright: Together, the staff and I identified other
areas of need. School goals were collectively developed
and Professional Improvement Plans were written.
Teachers chose to work in focus groups on areas of
interest. These groups met regularly to read and reflect
on current research. Classrooms became laboratories as
teachers implemented new ideas and provided feedback
on results. Teachers examined student work and used
data to drive instruction. The groups had the opportu-
nity to share successful strategies with the entire staff at
faculty meetings. The following are some of the groups
that were formed over the past six years: meeting the
needs of all learners, narrative writing, technology, par-
ent communication, study and organizational skills,
reading and writing across the curriculum. The work of
these groups has had a significant impact on student
achievement.

Warren: The school was alive with discussion that
focused on instruction. In the halls, the faculty room
and even the parking lot, I often heard, “Did you
try…” or “You should see what my students did!” or
“Can I come in and see that lesson?” The principal was
part of the dialogue. She visited my classroom to see the
impact that the focus group discussions were having on
student learning. She encouraged my colleagues and me
by her consistent involvement whether it meant finding
a book that supported a project, sharing success stories
or arranging for class coverage so we could observe in
each others' classrooms. Classroom doors were wide
open and teacher isolation was a thing of the past.
Observations took on a new life because the principal
could relate the content of my lesson directly to my
professional development experiences and talk with me
about my changing practice.

Wright: I was not only the leader but the lead
learner. In the beginning, I attended every focus group
meeting. As more groups developed and teachers
became more confident in their collaboration skills,
they took on leadership roles as facilitators and
recorders. They scheduled their own meetings, sent e-
mail updates to members and ensured that the rest of
the staff was kept up-to-date on their work. 

Warren: My professional development experiences

provided me with knowledge, tools and strategies that
impacted student learning. Slowly, I also developed a
new skills set. I realized the power of active listening,
conflict resolution, constructivist facilitation and orga-
nizational skills. Without even realizing it, I was honing
my ability to lead. I was empowered by the potential a
professional learning community had to change teach-
ing and learning, school climate and myself. 

Wright: A true learning community adopts the
notion that failure for students is not an option. Our
Intervention and Referral Services team increased its
effectiveness by devising a meeting protocol and a
method for examining student work. We focused on
developing sound intervention plans. We communicat-
ed with members of all the focus groups in order to
develop and share the most effective strategies for help-
ing at risk learners. Instead of talking about why a stu-
dent was experiencing difficulty, the focus was now on
how we would ensure his or her success. 

Warren: I participated in Intervention and
Referral Services Team meetings throughout my career
either as a teacher who had referred a student, or as a
member of the I&RS team. Meetings became more
meaningful. There was a richer dialogue about possible
interventions and accommodations that would increase
each student's chance of success.  The work of the focus
groups produced a broader repertoire of behavioral and
instructional strategies from which to choose. 

Wright: Our school won several awards including a
New Jersey Best Practice and a New Jersey Star School
Award. Everyone in the school community took pride
in these accomplishments because along the way we cel-
ebrated everyday — a note of congratulations in the
school bulletin, a word of praise to a colleague, shared
stories of student successes. We became a community of
learners that took collective responsibility for failures
and achievements. 

Warren: I was excited to see my colleagues meet
with success. There was a renewed pride in our school.
The awards were just the public confirmation of the
success of our collaborative work. 

Wright: This will be my last year as principal of
this school. Looking back, I realize how much I have
grown as a leader. At a recent faculty meeting, the staff

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 61

Tool 4.1     A community of learners CHAPTER 4

reflected on our accomplishments. All agreed that their
active participation in our professional learning commu-
nity played a key role in our success. I explained that
many things in the school had changed, but most
importantly they had changed. The ability to continue
the journey belonged to them.

Warren: I have applied what I have learned to my
new role as a district supervisor. Facilitating learning
communities is a priority for me because it is a promis-
ing practice that nurtures professional growth and
enhances student achievement. I currently bring grade-
level teachers together and implement the model of col-
laboration that I learned from my principal. I can now
use my knowledge to help other teachers to become
leaders who affect change in their school communities. 

Wright: As a new principal enters the building, he
or she will hear teachers talking and I am sure they will
continue to talk about what matters most — learning!
They have truly become a community of learners who
have created their own cycle of continuous school
improvement.

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 62

Where are we?
Our school community believes that a highly qualified teacher in every classroom is

important to student success.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Parents complain when students are out of class for teacher professional development.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

The district mandates specific professional development for all teachers.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers in our school are committed to continuous improvement.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 5

SUPPORTIVE
CONDITIONS
FOR COLLABORATIVE
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
TOOLS:

Tool 5.1 School culture survey. 1 page

Tool 5.2 Audit of the culture starts with two handy tools. 12 pages

Tool 5.3 Teacher and principal ICs on Learning Communities. 4 pages

Tool 5.4 What does your community know and believe about teacher learning? A survey. 2 pages

Tool 5.5 Frequently asked questions about professional development. 1 page

Tool 5.6 Central office IC on Learning Communities. 2 pages
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T
he school’s culture increases teach-
ers’ willingness to engage in col-
laborative professional learning,
and teachers’ willingness to engage
in collaborative professional learn-
ing improves the school’s culture.
The circular relationship between

culture and willingness sometimes makes it difficult to
determine where to start. Is it best to establish a culture
that supports teacher interdependence, or is it best to
begin with creating communities of learners? While it is
possible to argue either side, it is perhaps best to accept
the existing conditions and recognize that regardless of
where a school begins, both culture and willingness will
be positively impacted.

Conditions to support collaborative learning
Establishing the conditions that will positively con-

tribute to a staff ’s success with collaborative professional
learning requires vigilance and dedication. Yet, waiting
until the conditions are ideal may mean that collabora-
tive professional learning never happens. Sometimes
pushing ahead, regardless of the conditions, speeds up
the change in conditions and moves a school ahead far
more rapidly.

Specifying conditions that support collaborative
professional learning is difficult. Some of those condi-
tions are identified here: 
• Teachers’ commitment and willingness;
• Principal’s commitment and willingness;
• Community’s commitment and support;
• Resources available to support collaborative learning;

• District support and commitment;
• Schedule that provides time;
• Structures for learning;
• Feedback systems;
• Reporting systems;
• Clear expectations;
• Coordination systems to share learning across

teams; and
• Accountability systems to produce results.

School culture
The concept of school culture has appeared in edu-

cational literature for about two decades. Some of the
early definitions offer clear understanding of the con-
cept.

School culture can be defined as the historically
transmitted patterns of meaning that include the norms,
values, beliefs, ceremonies, rituals, traditions, and myths
understood, in varying degrees, by members of the
school community.

This system of meaning often shapes what people
think and how they act. Researchers have found that
healthy and sound school cultures correlate strongly
with increased student achievement and motivation,
and with teacher productivity and satisfaction. A vision
for creating a healthy school culture should be a collab-
orative activity among teachers, students, parents, staff,
and the principal. The principal’s role in changing
school culture is to act with care and concern for others,
work to develop shared visions of what the school
should be, and work on team-building (Stolp, 1994).

Stoll, a leading British researcher, defines school

Supportive conditions for collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 5
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culture as “how things are done around here.” In a
more implicit sense, school culture manifests itself in
customs, rituals, symbols, stories, and language – cul-
ture’s “artifacts” (Stoll, 1999).

In an extensive study of literacy teachers’ success
and the working conditions of the schools in which
they taught, Langer discovered students who outper-
formed their peers attended schools that nurtured a pro-
fessional climate for teachers. The factors that emerged
across all the schools studied include:
• A shared vision for student achievement and a plan

to get there;
• Teacher participation in a variety of professional

communities in and outside of the school and valu-
ing their commitment to the profession of teach-
ing;

• Structured improvement activities that offered
teachers a sense of agency;

• Caring attitude that extends to colleagues and stu-
dents; and

• Deep respect for lifelong learning (Langer, 2001,
2002). 
In a study of schools that received the U.S.

Department of Education Model Professional
Development Program Award in 1997 and 1998, the
research team found striking similarities among the
schools that used professional development as the
means to improve student learning. The research team
offered the following recommendations:
• Use clear, agreed upon student achievement goals

to focus and shape student learning;
• Provide an expanded array of professional develop-

ment opportunities;
• Embed, ongoing informal learning into the school

culture;
• Build a highly collaborative school environment

where working together to solve problems and
learning from each other become the cultural
norm;

• Find and use the time to allow teacher learning to

Supportive conditions for collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 5

ASPECTS OF SCHOOL CULTURE VISIBLE EVIDENCE

Celebrations How staff and student successes and achievements are recognized and
celebrated.

Stories How the school talks about itself — its history and myths; whose stories are told and
whose are overlooked; stories told by the community and the school about the
school.

Shared sayings The language the school uses to talk about itself, e.g. “We’re a community
school.”

Taboos What is not allowed within the school, explicitly and implicitly, from types of
behavior to how certain groups or people are treated.

Ways of rewarding Intrinsic or extrinsic rewards to staff and students; acknowledgements.

Rituals How common events are run and what is emphasized at them — athletic
achievement? discipline? academic achievement? community contributions?

Communications How messages, positive and negative, are delivered to the school or wider
community; the channels, levels of, and path for communication within the school.

Behaviors How students and staff treat each other; the level of respect, trust, collaboration,
and sharing evident; how guests are treated.

Rites of exit and entry How new staff members are inducted; how farewells for staff and students are
conducted; how new students and new parents are welcomed.

Events The focus of significant annual events like awards, school plays, field day,
homecoming, prom, etc.

Table 5.1 Stoll’s school culture indicators (Stoll, 1999)
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happen; and
• Keep checking a broad range of

student performance data
(WestEd, 2000, p. 12). 
Tools 5.1 and 5.2 are tools to

assess a school’s culture. Tool 5.1 is a
simple and quick survey. The instru-
ments in 5.2 are more thorough and
extensive. The first tool, Self-
Assessment: School Culture Triage, is
a survey to gather perceptions of
staff about school culture. The sec-
ond instrument is a multi-part
assessment of school culture involv-
ing interviews, observations, surveys,
analysis of the data, and presentation
of the findings. By administering either
assessment as a baseline measure and
then again at the end of the next sever-
al school years, a school will have evi-
dence of the change in school culture
that occurs over time. When baseline
data are gathered after collecting a
completed survey from each staff
member, it will be helpful to compile
the results into a series of tables and
graphs and engage the staff in conver-
sations about actions they want to take
to address the areas of greatest need.
By identifying areas of strength and
creating a plan to address areas of need in a school’s cul-
ture, staff members are making a commitment to
improve the culture of their school.  

Tool 5.3 can be used for a similar purpose. This
tool, an innovation configuration on NSDC’s Standards
for Staff Development on Learning Communities, iden-
tifies principal and teacher behaviors associated with
learning communities. Teachers and principals can use
this tool to self-assess, conduct a schoolwide assessment
in which they compile their results and use the innova-
tion configuration to discuss evidence regarding their
current state.

Determining whether to assess a school's culture is a
decision that is best made collaboratively by the princi-
pal and teacher leadership team. Before selecting a tool
to use, both the principal and teacher leaders will want
to study several options, weigh the pros and cons of
each, and select one that will be informative, not over-
whelming. The samples included in this chapter are only

some examples of ways
to assess school culture.
If the school has not
conducted a formal cul-
ture audit before, using
a simpler tool such as
the one in Tool 5.1 may
be better. Tool 5.1 is
based on the seminal
research about school
culture by Jon Saphier
and Matthew King
(1985). This research

has informed the field for more than 20 years. As the
school begins to develop a culture of openness and
inquiry, other tools may be more useful. Regardless of
the tool or process selected, regular assessment of school
culture is one way to ensure that actions to strengthen
the culture are data-driven and focused on areas of need.

Community support
Another aspect of a supportive condition is com-

munity support for professional learning. Parents often
do not understand the importance of teacher learning.
They often only recognize the inconvenience when stu-
dents are out of school so that teachers can learn. The
notion that teachers only learn on days designated as
learning days is antithetical to the kind of professional
learning that this tool kit advocates. Educators learn
continuously and transforming traditional professional
development into collaborative professional learning
may actually increase both teacher and student learning
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time. If school schedules are struc-
tured to provide daily opportunities
for teacher learning, parents will not
face the struggle they feel when
school is dismissed for teacher learn-
ing. 

Schools often feel the tension
between providing time for profes-
sional learning and time for student
instruction. School staff can take
some initiative in talking with their
parent community about the value of
professional development. Tool 5.4 is
a survey to assess parents’ views about
teacher learning. Tool 5.5 is a
Frequently Asked Questions sheet
about teacher learning.

District support
Another critical dimension of

creating a web of support for collabo-
rative professional learning is district
support. Essential indicators of a dis-
trict's support for school-based col-
laborative professional learning
include:
• The degree to which the district

administrative staff permit
schools to make decisions about
professional learning;

• The support that the district administrative staff
provides to help school staff create collaborative
professional learning teams;

• The amount and quality of training provided by
the district to support teams; and

• The resources the district identifies and distributes
to schools for collaborative professional learning.
Tool 5.6 is the innovation configuration for central

office staff regarding the Learning Communities stan-
dard. Central office staff members might use this
resource to assess their support of school-based collabo-
rative professional learning. In addition, central office
staff might consider how they bring together teachers
from across schools whose learning communities are
outside of their school.

Collaborative professional learning teams vary in
membership based on the size of a school and the staff
configuration and areas of interest. Because some learn-
ing teams exist within a school and others may exist out-

side a school, central
office staff may have a
role in forming cross-
school or cross-district
teams. In most schools,
staff members form teams
by departments, courses
taught, grade levels,
teaching team, and/or
interdisciplinary areas of
focus. In other schools,
especially smaller schools
where there is only one

teacher of the arts, health, physical education, ESL/bilin-
gual, or technology and only one counselor, librarian, or
nurse, these staff members form interdisciplinary teams
or form a team with those in the same role in other
schools within their district or across districts.
Sometimes teaching staff are members of more than one
team. A Family and Consumer Sciences teacher who is
the only one in her department may be a member of an
interdisciplinary team within her school focused on
character education. She may also be a member of a
team of Family and Consumer Sciences from other high
schools within her district or region. A school nurse may
be a member of an interdisciplinary team within his
school focused on student health and also a member of a
districtwide learning team of school nurses.

Creating the conditions to support teacher collabo-
rative learning also means helping teachers build trust,
relationships, and voice. Jody Westbrook and Shirley
Hord describe conditions necessary for professional

Supportive conditions for collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 5
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learning communities that emerged from their study of
developing this type of community in different school
settings. In their work, they found “significant founda-
tional factors — the presence of which contributed to
PLC success, and the absence of which often presaged
difficulty or failure in PLC implementation . . .

Trust. This element is a requirement among teach-
ers, between teachers and administrators, between cam-
pus and district-level personnel, and between school
personnel and co-developers. High levels of trust pro-
moted risk taking, honest communication, and deep
commitments to school initiatives, including the PLC
project. The absence of trust distracted personnel from
issues of instruction to conflicts of personality and prac-
tice. Conscious efforts to build trust characterize many
efforts to create professional learning communities.

Teachers are heard. Schools in which the insight
and input of teachers is solicited and utilized tended to
move more easily into — or increase their practice of —
the PLC dimensions of shared leadership and collective
learning. Administrators who acted without the input of
teachers tended toward autocratic styles of leadership;
teachers who felt their knowledge was not honored, and
their suggestions not welcomed tended to resist “top-
down” directives of all ilks, including PLC.

Student centered. Although one might expect a
focus on students to characterize any school, visits to a
cross-section of the nation’s schools will quickly reveal
the many ways teachers and administrators can be dis-
tracted from their students’ learning and well-being.
The attention of administrators and teachers alike can
be consumed by any number of issues, including: test
scores, and their implications for funding, status, and
consequences within a district; administrative turnover
and political concerns; personality clashes; and issues of
equity within and between schools. 

Schools where personnel asked aloud and frequent-
ly of programs, practices, and initiatives: “Is it better for
kids?” tended to more easily and deeply take on PLC
dimensions, and could more easily tailor the expression
of those dimensions to the particular needs and culture
of their school.

Concerns about “add-on” programs. The
plethora of new initiatives, innovations, projects and
reform efforts, combined with the hefty demands of
teaching, have led many school personnel to a sense of
“so much to do, so little time.” 

Rather than being a sign of resistance, questions
about the additional responsibilities and time required

of a PLC effort revealed a healthy skepticism about
poorly planned or implemented efforts at reform. When
these concerns could be addressed openly and complete-
ly, teachers and administrators were able to more fully
commit to creating a professional learning community
at their school (Westbrook & Hord, 2000, p. 2-4).

Establishing supportive conditions for collaborative
professional learning is challenging work. Yet, the easiest
way to do so is to establish collaborative professional
learning teams. When staff members begin to collabo-
rate, they interact about teaching and learning since
that is their common interest. They naturally develop
trust and respect for one another when they engage in
joint work. They also simultaneously increase the trans-
parency of their work and create interdependence.
There is a reciprocal relationship between creating
teams and creating a collaborative culture. Act on one
and the other responds.
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Note: To gain the most complete view of your school’s culture, this assessment is best taken by all
members of the school staff.
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*

* Note: Informal observations are not formal supervisory observations.
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Where are we?
Teachers in our school meet at least weekly in collaborative teams to discuss teaching and
learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers are more comfortable working independently in our school.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Our school faculty has established agreements about how staff members treat one
another. 

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers use structures and processes for making their collaborative work efficient and
productive.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 6

FACILITATING
COLLABORATIVE
TEAMS
TOOLS

Tool 6.1 Protocol for developing agreements. 2 pages

Tool 6.2 Building effective teams. 2 pages

Tool 6.3 Transform your group into a team. 3 pages

Tool 6.4 Which stage is your team in? A survey. 3 pages

Tool 6.5 Team agreement template. 1 page

Tool 6.6 Becoming a productive team. 1 page
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C
ollaborative professional learning
teams are not a result of luck or
magic. Rather, they result from
discipline and commitment. A
team is a collection of individuals
who commit to working together
to accomplish a common goal.

Team members choose to share their individual knowl-
edge, talents, and expertise so that the team benefits.
Teams have systems to ensure that they are productive
and effective, engage in intentional team building, and
conduct regular assessments of their work and their
functioning as a team. On a good team, members make
the inner workings of the team seem invisible and
effortless, while below the surface structures and
processes are in place to ensure the smooth operation of
the team.

Teams, working collaboratively to advance profes-
sional learning and student success, often have set clear
agreements about the roles and responsibilities of their
members, routinize structures and processes to make
their work more effective and efficient, share leadership,
and value working collaboratively. This chapter identi-
fies tasks that generally help teams increase their effi-
ciency and effectiveness. These methods are: 
• Identifying roles and responsibilities; 
• Establishing agreements; 
• Sharing leadership; 
• Creating and maintaining a sense of team; and 
• Understanding stages of team development. 

Identifying roles and responsibilities
Teams, to be successful, require some structure.

One way teams reach success is to determine roles and
responsibilities for team members. Typical roles include

facilitator, recorder, timekeeper, and team member.
While other roles can be added, these are the most basic
and common. 

Team member. A team member is an active part
of the collaborative team. Members support the work of
the team by staying focused on the agenda, purpose,
and goal of the team. They actively engage in the team’s
work and monitor their own behavior(s) so that they
adhere to the team’s agreements. They assist the facilita-
tor and other team members to accomplish the work of
the team. They recognize that they have a responsibility
for the team’s success.

Facilitator. A facilitator is responsible for the
process of the meeting. Together with the team, the
facilitator sets the agenda and determines what design
for learning will be used to accomplish the team’s work.
She or he calls the team’s meeting to order, ensures the
agreements are honored, moves the team through the
agenda so that all items are addressed as planned, main-
tains the safety of the team for all members, and helps
team members stay focused on the agenda and the
team’s success. The facilitator remains neutral so that
she or he is open to all perspectives and ensures fairness
and equity in the team’s interactions. The facilitator
may become a member of the team if necessary. Where
this occurs, it is essential for the facilitator to state that
she or he is stepping out of the role of the facilitator to
assume the role of team member.

Recorder. The recorder maintains a record of the
team’s interactions and decisions. The recorder, with the
help of the team members, completes the team meeting
log. The team collectively decides how extensive its
record will be. In some cases, the record is a summary
of decisions and key points. In other cases, the record
includes more extensive description of the discussion
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and viewpoints presented. The recorder may opt to
serve as both a team member and as recorder if the
team is comfortable with this dual role and if she or he
can simultaneously maintain the record of the meeting
and participate. The recorder’s challenge is to use the
language of the team and to maintain neutrality in how
the team’s proceedings are logged.

Timekeeper. The timekeeper’s role includes
informing the team about the time. Agenda items may
have specific time limits. In this case, the time keeper
helps the team know how time is progressing and gives
a signal when time is running out. The team may
decide to table discussions that can’t be finished in the
allotted time or to extend the time for certain items
while adjusting it on other agenda items. When teams
work together over time, they become more efficient
with time usage; however, the role of the timekeeper
remains an important one to ensure the team’s success.

Establishing agreements
A major contributor to any team’s success is its

willingness to take time early on to establish clear agree-
ments about member behavior. Sometimes called
norms, these agreements are central to the team’s pro-
ductivity. 

All teams have agreements that emerge over time.
When teams fail to establish explicit agreements,
implicit ones emerge. These agreements can either help
or hinder a team’s success. According to Daniel
Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, and Annie McKee (2002),
agreements or norms: 
• Provide psychological security within teams that

allows team members to feel interpersonal safety;
• Prevent problems that often interfere with a team’s

ability to be creative and fully functioning;
• Separate a loose collection of individuals from a

high-performing team;
• Maximize the team’s emotional intelligence;
• Contribute to the team’s ability to self-manage; and 
• Address two elements of a team’s emotional reality:

inclusion dynamics and members’ roles.
There are several areas in which teams might set

agreements. These areas include time, location, commu-
nication processes, and structures. Sample agreements
for each area are listed below:

Time:
• The meeting will start and end on time. 
• All members are ready, present, and prepared to

initiate their work on time.

Location:
• Team members will meet in each other’s classrooms

on a rotating basis. 
• Meetings will be in the library conference room

unless otherwise arranged.
Communication:

• Team members will listen with respect to all ideas.
• Team members will balance inquiry (search for

understanding) and advocacy (intent to persuade).
Members’ responsibilities: 

• All members will participate.
• Teams members are responsible for monitoring

their own and one another’s adherence to the
team’s agreements.
Decision making:

• We will make all decisions by majority (75%) after
all views have been aired.

Creating and maintaining a sense of team
When teams come together, they are merely a col-

lection of individuals. However, over time, as teams
work together with a clear purpose and with success,
they will develop a deep sense of interdependence. Team
members benefit from some basic understanding of how
teams develop and the stages of team development. This
latter topic is addressed in the next section. 

Creating a sense of team.
Teams develop over time. Initially, when people

form a team, they are a collection of individuals who
have their own perspectives, frames of reference, and
goals. Members’ interactions are characterized as con-
genial. Typically, in the early stage of team develop-
ment, members are polite to one another. Soon, howev-
er, these interactions shift as members begin jockeying
for recognized leadership or status within the group.
When this happens, conflicts emerge. Teams unfamiliar
with the stages of team development and unskilled in
working collaboratively will simply choose to leave the
team because their experience is uncomfortable. If
teams have some skills to resolve differences and have
persistence to work through difficult issues, they will jell
and become a genuine team. 

As they work together, team members develop a
shared perspective, experiences, and common goals.
However, the road from individuals to teams is not easi-
ly traveled. The best way to develop a sense of team is
to understand one another. 

Maintenance of a sense of team
Once agreements are set and an initial sense of
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team is built, another important part
of this work is to determine how to
maintain the team. To develop, teams
benefit from feedback about how
well they are functioning. Early in
the team’s work, it is helpful to take a
few minutes at the end of each meet-
ing to assess team members’ adher-
ence to the agreements. Then, over
time, teams may schedule opportuni-
ties for feedback. Tool 6.1 is a proto-
col to guide the development of
agreements. Tool 6.2 is a survey that
might be used to assess a team’s pro-
ductivity. 

Understanding stages of team
development

Teams essentially move through four stages of
development. Tuckman (1965) identified the four stages
as Forming, Storming, Norming, and Performing. With
some understanding, teams can accelerate their team’s
development by understanding these stages. Each stage
is described below. 

Forming: The first stage of team development
occurs when teams form. It can easily be represented as
a group of individuals who come together and who are
questioning their place within the team, the purpose of
the team, their contribution to the team, and their
commitment to the team’s work.

Storming: As the purpose, required level of com-
mitment, place, and needed contribution become clear,

reality sets in for team members.
Team members experience some dis-
agreement, even conflict, about their
individual influence in the team
and/or about beliefs related to and
direction of the work and the
processes they use to accomplish the
work, etc.  “Groups begin to change
[be productive] only when they first
have fully grasped the reality of how
they function, particularly when
individuals in the group recognize
that they’re working in situations
that are dissonant or uncomfortable”
(Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee,
2002, p. 172).  

In some cases, as teams face the
storming stage, they lack the support, skills, or persist-
ence to work through these disagreements. When they
do commit to work through these challenges, they move
to the next stage of development.

Norming: Even though team members establish
agreements when they first come together, after they
move through the storming stage, it is helpful for them
to revisit those agreements, refine them, and extend
them to reflect what they have learned in the storming
stage. The norming stage brings the team together not
as a collection of individuals, but rather as a team with
shared vision, goals, and commitment. Team members
recognize the value of working in a team.

Performing: When teams reach this stage, they
become highly productive. This is because the effort to

Tool 6.1 Tool 6.2

Tool 6.4

Tool 6.3
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form a team can now be directed to
the work of the team. Because there is
synergy among team members, their
work is easier when done collabora-
tively, and they prefer to be in the
team because it is both personally
rewarding and highly productive.

Tool 6.3 is a brief article about
the stages of team development. Tool
6.4 is a survey to help teams assess
their current stage of development.
When team members know their
team’s present stage of development,
they can focus on developing their
team.

Tool 6.5 is a template that team
members might use to record the agreements they make
about teamwork and membership. For example, team
members might agree that a member who misses a team
meeting is responsible for talking  with another team
member to learn about the meeting. When the agree-
ments are finalized, team members also decide when
they will set aside time to revisit their agreements and
make desired revisions.

Once a team determines its stage of development,
Tool 6.6 offers suggested strategies for working with a
team at each stage of development. The notes section of
Tool 6.6 stresses what is most important to teams at
each developmental stage.

Successful teams are those that make a commit-
ment to their own development. When team members
invest energy and time into developing and maintaining
a sense of team, they will be more satisfied with their

work and produce better work. In The Wisdom of
Crowds, author James Surowiecki asserts that teams are
more successful than individuals in making decisions.
“Groups work well under certain conditions, and less
well under others. Groups generally need rules to main-
tain order and coherence, and when they’re missing or
malfunctioning, the result is trouble” (p. xix).
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TOOL 6.1

Protocol for developing agreements

Step 1. Individually identify recommendations for agreements by reflecting
about each member’s needs to feel comfortable as a team member.

Step 2. Share publicly individual recommendations. Eliminate duplicates.

Step 3. Clarify abstract agreements by asking what each looks like and sounds
like. 

Step 4. Consider what might be missing.  Review the sample agreements for
ideas.

Step 5. Ask for all members to express agreement or disagreement with the
proposed agreements.

Step 6. Seek commitment to the agreements from all members.

Step 7. Commit to give feedback periodically about how well the team honors
its agreements to each other. 

Step 8. Post agreements and review them frequently.
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Example 1

• Be open and honest — say what you think and feel during the meeting, not in the parking lot.

• Individual comments are confidential.

• Be aware of your level of participation.  Allow equal air time for each member so the discussion is fair

share.

• Treat each person as an equal.

• Have fun.

• Set vested interests aside.

• Focus on being a change agent.

• Assist each other to be productive team members.

• Listen to understand others’ perspectives.

• Respect others’ ideas and perspectives. 

• Speak directly to the appropriate person(s) when a need to confront, challenge, disagree, etc., occurs.

Example 2

I agree to place the interest of students at the forefront of all discussions and decisions.
I agree to share responsibility of making and supporting decisions.
• To take responsibility for contributing time and effort necessary to reach the best decision.
• To utilize a system ensuring that everyone gets a turn to talk.
• To participate without dominating.
• To be open and honest in a positive, constructive way.
• To share rationale for my perspective and/or decisions.

I agree to listen, honor, and respect all perspectives.
• To listen with respect, empathy, and an open mind.
• To try to understand all sides of an issue.
• To treat each other with dignity.
• To avoid judgmental comments.
• To honor the individuality of all community members.
• To try to understand and appreciate all the different roles in the school.
• To treat all staff members as equals.

I agree to handle conflicts as they arise in a responsible way.
• To find out what each member involved needs.
• To be willing to brainstorm different options or solutions.
• To set aside vested interests that interfere with solving the problem constructively and mutually.

I agree to be accountable for the decisions and assignments.
• To be accountable for and support the team’s decisions even if I do not agree with them.
• To follow through on agreed-upon assignments.

Tool 6.1     Protocol for developing agreements CHAPTER 6
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TOOL 6.2

Building effective teams

Members of effective teams are committed to group goals above and

beyond their personal goals and understand how the team fits into the over-

all business of the organization. Team members trust each other to honor

commitments, maintain confidences, and support team goals, and they feel a

sense of partnership with each other despite differences and disagreements.

On effective teams, everyone has a role and participates in achieving

consensus on action plans, and every effective team has a clear purpose,

established communication methods, agreed-upon ways of dealing with

problems, planning procedures, regular meetings, and meeting agendas

and minutes.

The following survey can help team members analyze strengths and

challenges, plan staff development to address critical issues and celebrate

the team’s progress in becoming more effective.

Reprinted from School Team Innovator. (Adapted from material prepared by the
South Carolina State Department of Education and presented at the 1995
NSDC School Team Conference by Ann Ishler and Deborah Childs-Bowen.)

CHAPTER 6
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We need
help with
this.

We’re
making
progress.

We have
reasons to
celebrate.

1. The team includes members with varied teaching styles, learning
styles, skills, and interests.

2. Members respect and trust each other.

3. Members agree on the team’s mission.

4. Members consider the team’s mission as workable.

5. The team has an action plan.

6. The team has drawn up timelines describing project steps.

7. Team members understand what resources are available to help
meet team needs and goals.

8. The team meets regularly.

9. The team meets at times convenient for all members.

10. Team meeting places are convenient and comfortable.

11. Agendas are prepared and distributed before meetings.

12. Written minutes are distributed shortly after meetings.

13. The team has formally assigned roles.

14. Members understand which roles belong to one person and which
roles are shared.

15. Each team member takes an active role in discussions.

16. Team members listen attentively.

17. The team has procedures for resolving conflict and reaching
consensus.

18. The team has established ways to communicate with the entire
school community.

Tool 6.2     Building effective teams CHAPTER 6
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TOOL 6.5

Team agreement template
TEAM

DATE

MEMBERS

TEAM AGREEMENTS

DATE TO REVISIT AGREEMENTS
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Tool 6.6     Becoming a productive team CHAPTER 6

If your
team is ...

Consider these strategies Notes

Forming • Use team building activities that encourage members to
share something about their personal and professional
interests beliefs;

• Take time at each meeting for checking in with one another
e.g. How are you? What's on your mind? What do you want
to share?

• Suggest a social activity;
• Highlight one member at each meeting and invite that

member to share with the team what he or she is interested
in, values, etc.

It is important that all members
feel safe and valued. 
Use structures and processes to
eliminate dominance by any one
person or faction. 

Storming • Revisit norms;
• Establish new norms;
• Use structures to hold difficult conversations;
• Use conflict resolution strategies;
• Engage in formal conflict resolution;
• Teach members about conflict resolution;
• Invite a neutral facilitator to help discuss issues;
• Use dialogue;
• Suspend actions temporarily until all members can be heard;
• Ensure all voices are given equal value;
• Conduct team assessments.

Teams that are progressing into
high-performing teams will have
conflict. When conflict occurs,
acknowledge it and handle it
productively and constructively
rather than ignore it. Provide a safe
forum for disagreements to occur.
Celebrate that conflict means
progress and movement toward
becoming a more effective team.

Norming • Revisit the norms;
• Create some new ones that are more focused on how people

interact with one another;
• Keep the work in focus;
• Celebrate successes;
• Take time out from the work to talk about how the team

works;
• Conduct team assessment;
• Take on increasingly more challenging work;
• Encourage individual members to reflect on their own

behaviors and contributions to the team;
• Encourage team members to give feedback to one another

privately;
• Use dialogue to address assumptions, values, and beliefs.

Teams at the norming stage are
ready to open up more, share their
feelings and beliefs, and are more
comfortable with disagreeing. They
want to work well together and are
willing to talk about what will
make them more productive as a
team.

Performing • Celebrate success;
• Periodically assess the team's work and its procedures;
• Review norms;
• Continue to focus on maintaining the productivity and

effectiveness of the team because it can wane.

High-performing teams gain a
tremendous personal as well as
professional benefit from working
together and they prefer to work
together than alone. They are also
very efficient and effective together.
They also enjoy one another.

TOOL 6.6

Becoming a productive team
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TOOLS

Tool 7.1 Time use flows from school culture. 5 pages
Tool 7.2 Analysis of current time usage with time use log. 2 pages
Tool 7.3 Think outside the clock. 7 pages
Tool 7.4 Time enough for teaching and learning. 11 pages
Tool 7.5 Making time for adult learning. 4 pages
Tool 7.6 Comparison of strategies for making time for collaborative professional learning. 1 page
Tool 7.7 Forming a recommendation. 3 pages

Where are we?
Professional development in this school includes time during teachers’ contract day for
teachers to work together in teams whose members share common goals (school, grade
level, department, team, etc.) for student learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Professional development in this school occurs after school hours.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Professional development in this school occurs in the summer.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

The leadership team (including principal and teacher leaders) in this school ensures that
time available for collaborative professional learning is used in a way that impacts teach-
ing and learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 7

MAKING
TIME



T
he number one barrier educators
cite regarding implementation of
collaborative professional learning
is time. There is no doubt that
most schools have not yet adjusted
their schedules to accommodate
teacher collaborative learning;

however, more and more are doing so. The schools that
are making time usually do so in one of three ways.
One way is to use available time; another way is to buy
time; a third way is to create time. With each of these
options, advises Joan Richardson, director of publica-
tions for the National Staff Development Council, it is
necessary to be creative, to be willing to make trade-
offs, be clear about the connection between teacher
learning and student learning, and to be willing to
experiment with multiple approaches (2002). Perhaps
the biggest challenge is the perception of who owns
time within the school day and who has control over
what occurs during that time.

The National Staff Development Council advo-
cates that 25% of an educator’s work time is invested in
professional learning and about 10% of a school dis-
trict’s budget. While those numbers seem astronomical,
they are not, especially if the form of professional learn-
ing is the type of daily collaboration recommended in
this tool kit. Most people view professional develop-
ment as learning that occurs outside of the regular work
of schools when guest speakers or external consultants
come into the school or district, on days when students
are not present, or in the summer or after school hours.
In these cases, the costs that include substitutes, con-

sultant fees, and travel, can be very high. To imagine
spending even more, up to 10% of a district’s budget,
on this form of professional development is inconceiv-
able. However, if the form of professional learning
involves collaborative teams meeting together during
the work day and the cost is the portion of teachers’
salaries devoted to that form of learning, the resources
they might want, and the portion of the principal’s time
devoted to supporting the team, these costs are not so
unreasonable.

The same is true for the recommendation regarding
time. If professional development is exclusively viewed
as occurring when students are not present in school,
after school hours, or in the summer, it is unlikely that
the recommendation of 25% of educators’ work time
would ever be reached. However, if we consider the
daily interactions that teachers have with colleagues in
collaborative professional learning teams during plan-
ning times and designated team time, then it is more
likely that the recommended level of time would be
possible. In fact, opportunities for learning occur virtu-
ally every minute. Experiences or incidents of the work
day can be transformed into learning when  teachers
engage in reflective collaborative practice, sharing their
experiences with others, analyzing the results of their
actions, planning with their colleagues, and making
their practice transparent to themselves and others.

In districts and schools where teachers work in a
supportive culture, they meet in collaborative teams for
the purpose of professional learning about teaching and
student learning because they experience first-hand the
benefits. In districts and schools where relationships are
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less collegial and a culture of isolation and competition
exists, teachers may be unwilling to work collaboratively
during their planning time and might participate reluc-
tantly if additional time is provided. Past experience
with professional development, the school’s culture,
trust, and relationships influence teachers’ willingness to
work actively to make time for professional learning.

This chapter explores a variety of ways to arrange
time for teacher collaboration. It also raises some chal-
lenges about the basic assumptions held about time.
How willing a school staff is to find time for collabora-
tion is an indication of their commitment to collabora-
tive professional learning. 

Form a task force
To address the issue of making time for collabora-

tive professional learning, schools might form a task
force to study the possibilities and generate recommen-
dations for others to review. Because some options for
time will affect students and parents, these task forces
might include parents and student representatives, as
appropriate. School task force members will also want
to examine district and state policy regarding the length
of the school day, district, and state policy about time
for professional development, and use of current profes-
sional development time. 

When the principal charters the task force, it is
helpful for him or her to clarify the level of authority
and expectations. Will the task force make a single rec-
ommendation to the principal? Is the task force expect-
ed to bring multiple recommendations for the staff to
consider? Will the task force make the decision after
sharing its recommendations, gathering input, and
revising based on the input?

Explore current beliefs about time
A beginning point for the discussion about making

time is to consider how personal beliefs and culture

influence beliefs about time. One way to explore these
issues is to read Kent Peterson’s article, “Time use flows
from school culture.” The task force or the whole staff
can surface their assumptions about use of time within
their school. The article and discussion protocol are
included in Tool 7.1.

Analyze current time use
Tool 7.2 includes a protocol to use to examine how

time is currently used. One of the easiest ways to make
time for collaborative professional learning is to use
existing time differently. Once current time usage is
explored, the task force can form recommendations
about how to use current time differently for collabora-
tive professional learning. For example, remodeling fac-
ulty meetings is one way to make time for professional
collaboration. In some schools, one day is designated
for meetings — on that weekday, once a month princi-
pals hold faculty meetings, and in all the other weeks
that month teachers meet in their collaborative teams.
Another version of this model is to save faculty meeting
time and use the banked time in a longer block, either
bi-weekly or monthly.

Establish criteria
Making decisions about adjusting the schedule is a

significant one and it may have a broad impact.
Establishing criteria for the decision is helpful. Some
school staff agree to adjust their schedule if it means
instructional time for students is not reduced. Others
agree to a change in their schedule if they retain a mini-
mum amount of individual planning time. Others want
time during the school day or teachers’ contract day.
Whatever the criteria, it is essential to identify them
early. Sometimes not every criterion can be met so pri-
oritizing criteria is important as well. The task force
may decide to create a weighted criteria matrix to aid in
their decision making, such as the one in Figure 7.1.

Criteria Weight Notes

Weighted criteria matrix

Figure 7.1
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Study other schools’ and districts’
solutions

One way to determine how to
make time for additional collabora-
tion is to study what other schools
and districts have done. Three
resources are included to assist school
task forces to study possibilities for
time. Not all ideas suggested in the
three resources are feasible in every
school or without some adaptation,
however the ideas have been tested
and are currently in use in schools.
The resources are intended to offer
ideas and possibilities to help schools
get started. 

Tool 7.3 is an issue of Tools for
Schools, a newsletter of the National Staff Development
Council, that includes articles on how schools and dis-
tricts around the country have made time for profes-
sional development. 

Tool 7.4 is another resource, Working Toward
Excellence, Spring 2001, a newsletter of the Alabama
Best Practices Center. This newsletter includes articles
about how schools across Alabama have created time for
professional learning. 

A third resource, Tool 7.5, an article from the
Journal of Staff Development shows how schools and dis-
tricts built time into the daily schedule for teacher
learning. Tool 7.6 is a matrix to help readers summarize
how various schools and districts create time for profes-
sional learning, how much time they created, and

whether each strategy meets the cri-
teria established by the task force.

Form recommendations
After studying possibilities, the

task force forms recommendations
for the school. These recommenda-
tions can include short-term changes,
long-term changes, or both. For
example, some schools begin with
using existing time differently for a
year before moving to a schedule
change that permits more frequent
time for professional learning. Once
the recommendations are developed,
each is reviewed by the principal,
central office staff, teacher union

leaders, parent group leaders, community leaders, and
other key leaders to ensure that the recommendations
fall within regulations, contracts, etc. It is essential that
final recommendations presented to the staff and com-
munity for consideration meet most of the criteria the
task force established and comply with regulatory crite-
ria, or are permissible through variances. Tool 7.7 can
help a task force include the most essential information
in its recommendations to make time for professional
development.

Present recommendations for input 
Once the recommendations have been reviewed,

they are presented to the school community at large.
The task force members take an active role in explain-

Tool 7.3

Tool 7.4

Tool 7.1 Tool 7.2

 



ing the recommendations. Task force members receive
feedback from staff and community members regarding
each recommendation. This feedback is captured and
taken back to the task force for consideration in the
refinement process.

Revise recommendations
The task force considers all the input received and

makes revisions to the recommendations. At this time,
some recommendations may be deleted, combined, sig-
nificantly revised, or moderately revised to reflect the
input received. The final recommendation(s) are pre-
pared for presentation to the entire school community.
The task force may want to archive all recommenda-
tions to revisit other options later. Depending on how
the task force was chartered, it may make a single rec-
ommendation to another body for approval, make the
decision, or present multiple recommendations for
approval by one or more persons.

Determine action
Using the appropriate process within the school or

district for making decisions such as this one, the final
recommendation(s) is (are) considered and accepted or
rejected. Depending on the outcome, the task force cre-
ates a plan of action to implement the decision.

Finding time is only part of the story. Once time is
made available for teacher collaborative learning, it is
necessary to help teachers make the best use of this
time. In some school districts across the country where
time was made available, school boards have rescinded
the time because it was not being used to improve
teaching and learning and no evidence was available
about its value. Chapters 6, 8, and 9 are designed to
help teachers determine the best use of their time for
collaborative professional learning.
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TOOL 7.1

Time use flows from school culture
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• What is the author’s key point about how time and school culture are

connected?

• What evidence or arguments does Peterson provide to support his point?

• What are your beliefs about the connection between time and school

culture?

• How does the culture of our school influence how time is used here?

• What evidence is available to demonstrate that connection?

• What are some ways we might want to consider helping others in our school

and community understand how our school’s culture influences how we use

time?

CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.1     Time use flows from school culture CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.1     Time use flows from school culture CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.1     Time use flows from school culture CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.1     Time use flows from school culture CHAPTER 7
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TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current state
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process. Part 1 is on p. 13.

Parts 2-4 are on p. 14.

• Individuals complete it. 

• They discuss their ratings and their rationale within small

teams. 

• The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State Protocol

is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

TOOL 7.2

Analysis of current time usage
with time use log
1. How much time in minutes do staff members have for planning?

2. How much time in minutes are staff members expected to attend staff meet-

ings per week/month?

3. How many professional development days are planned into the current

school year? When do those days occur? Add the number of minutes avail-

able in professional development days. Remember to subtract lunchtime.

4. For one week, log how planning time is used using the Time Use Log on the

next page.

5. As a team, graph how all members of the team or schoolwide used time col-

lectively by adding the total amount of time used in each category across all

members’ logs.

6. Identify how much of the available time was spent in school-based team

learning.

7. Complete the Time Use Log on the next page. Identify how much of the

total available time was invested in work related to the areas in the first col-

umn.

8. Use the graph and personal perceptions to consider the impact of various

ways time is used by considering these questions:

a. What is the difference between the amounts of time spent in individual

work versus time spent in collaborative work?

b. What kind of time usage is the most satisfying to you?

c. What kind of time usage is the least satisfying to you?

d. What type of time usage has the greatest impact on achievement of

your students?

e. What kind of time usage has the greatest impact on your practice

as a teacher?

9. Identify the norms/agreements/expectations about time in the school.

10. Consider how to increase the kind of time usage that is most satisfying to

you and that has the greatest impact on achievement of your students.

CHAPTER 7
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Time use log
Use the log to identify how non-instructional time is spent on various tasks and indicate if that time is spent

alone or in collaboration with one or more colleagues.

A = alone C = collaboration with one or more colleagues

AREAS #
min.

A/C #
min.

A/C #
min.

A/C #
min.

A/C #
min.

A/C Total
min.

Management/clerical (attendance,
non-academic reports, business
transaction, copying, getting
supplies, etc.)

Assessment (analyzing student work,
grading student work, designing
assessments, etc.)

School-focused work (committee
work, etc.)

District-focused work (committee
work, etc.)

Non-school related (personal phone
calls, errands, etc.)

Other

Other

Other

Total daily time

Total alone 

Total collaborative

Tool 7.2     Analysis of current time usage with time use log CHAPTER 7

MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7

Reprinted with permission of the National Staff Development Council, 2006. All rights reserved.
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.3     Think outside the clock CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7

Reprinted with permission of the Alabama Best Practices Center. All rights reserved.
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.4     Time enough for teaching and learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.5    Making time for adult learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.5    Making time for adult learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.5    Making time for adult learning CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.5    Making time for adult learning CHAPTER 7
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TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current state
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process. Part 1 is on p. 13.

Parts 2-4 are on p. 14.

• Individuals complete it. 

• They discuss their ratings and their rationale within small

teams. 

• The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State Protocol

is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

TOOL 7.6

Comparison of strategies
for making time for collaborative
professional learning

As you read the newsletters and study the schedules provided, determine the

strategy each school used for making time, how much time they created, and

whether this approach meets your criteria. Write in your criteria at the top and

place a check if the strategy meets the criteria established.

CHAPTER 7

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 142

As you read the newsletters and study the schedules provided, determine the strategy each school
used for making time, how much time they created, and whether this approach meets your criteria. Write
in your criteria at the top and place a check if the strategy meets the criteria established.

District Strategy How
much
time?

Check if
#1 is met

Check if
#2 is met

Check if
#3 is met

Check if
#4 is met

Check if
#5 is met

Check if
#6 is met

My
criterion
#1:

My
criterion
#2:

My
criterion
#3:

My
criterion
#4:

My
criterion
#5:

My
criterion
#6:

TOOL 7.6

Comparison of strategies for making time
for collaborative professional learning

Tool 7.6    Comparison of strategies CHAPTER 7
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TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current state
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process. Part 1 is on p. 13.

Parts 2-4 are on p. 14.

• Individuals complete it. 

• They discuss their ratings and their rationale within small

teams. 

• The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State Protocol

is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

TOOL 7.7

Forming a recommendation

• From the ideas generated, decide on two or three that would work for this

school and its community. 

• Develop a proposal that includes consideration of how each

recommendation would impact various aspects of the school community. 

• Identify how you plan to use the extra time. 

• Identify the goals you want to accomplish with the additional time and

relate those goals to student learning.

CHAPTER 7
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Tool 7.7     Forming a recommendation CHAPTER 7

Recommendation Other
schools

Budget Transportation Parents Before- and
after-school

care
programs

Other

1

2

3

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N ’ S  E F F E C T  O N :
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Tool 7.7     Forming a recommendation CHAPTER 7

THIS IS HOW MY SCHOOL WILL USE THE EXTRA TIME:

Goals to accomplish with the extra time Relationship of goal to student learning

1

2

3

4
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Where are we?
In our school, data drive decisions at the school and classroom level.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Data management systems make data easily accessible to teachers.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

The culture of our school does not support open discussion about student academic per-

formance.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 8

USING
DATA

TOOLS

Tool 8.1 Types of data available. 1 page 

Tool 8.2 Student data checklist. 1 page 

Tool 8.3 Data analysis protocol (informal). 1 page 

Tool 8.4 Data analysis protocol (formal). 1 page 

Tool 8.5 Crafting data summary statements. 2 pages 

Tool 8.6 Fishbone diagram. 2 pages 

Tool 8.7 Hypothesis-testing record keeping sheet. 1 page 
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B
efore teams begin
their work, it is
important that
they determine
what their work
is. Examining
data about their

students’ learning is the initial step
in identifying the focus of the team’s
work. In Using Data/Getting Results:
A Practical Guide for School
Improvement in Mathematics and
Science, Nancy Love identifies 10
reasons for engaging in data analy-
sis. Data, she says, can:
• Uncover problems that might

otherwise remain invisible;
• Convince people of the need

for change;
• Confirm or discredit assump-

tions about students and school practices;
• Get to the root cause of problems, pinpoint areas

where change is most needed, and guide resource
allocation;

• Help schools evaluate program effectiveness and
keep the focus on student learning results;

• Provide the feedback teachers and administrators
need to keep going and stay on course;

• Prevent over-reliance on standardized tests;
• Prevent one-size-fits-all, quick-fix solutions;
• Give schools the ability to respond to accountabili-

ty questions; and

•    Help build a culture of inquiry
and continuous improvement 
(2002, pp. 28-30).

Various types of data 
Because teams work collabora-

tively to improve teaching and
learning, they identify the specific
area of student learning they want
to work on. Letting data drive the
decision about the focus of the
team’s efforts allows that work to be
more focused on the specific needs
of their students.

Teachers have access to a vari-
ety of data to use as they identify
the main focus for their collabora-
tive work. Victoria Bernhardt iden-
tifies four categories of data that
provide a unique and valuable piece

of information that helps school teams develop a com-
plete and full understanding of student learners and the
school context:

• Perception data help develop an understanding
of “what students, parents, teachers, and others think
about the learning environment;”

• Demographic data “provide descriptive infor-
mation about the school community — enrollment,
attendance, grade level, ethnicity, gender, native lan-
guage;” 

We in education have a history
of adopting one innovation after
another as they are introduced.
Very few of us take the time to
understand the needs of the
children we serve, the impact
that our current processes have
on children, the root cause of
recurring problems, the solutions
to alleviate the problems in the
long run, and how to measure
and analyze impacts after
implementing new approaches.

— Victoria Bernhardt,
Data Analysis for

Comprehensive Schoolwide
Improvement, 1998, p. 2.

Using data CHAPTER 8

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 148

• Student learning data “describes the results of
our educational system in terms of standardized test
results, grade point averages, standards assessments, and
authentic assessments;” and 

• School processes data “define what teachers
are doing to get the results they are getting” (pp. 16-
17).

Tool 8.1 asks teams to identify what types of data
are available in each school using Bernhardt’s categories
of data.

When teachers invest time in analyzing data about
their students, they identify the deficit areas in student
learning. For example, a team of 4th-grade teachers,
after analyzing data from their district writing samples
and state language arts assessments, determine that their
students’ organizational skills are weak. They consider a
variety of ways to help develop students’ organization.
World History teachers, after analyzing a set of student
essays, are disappointed that their students’ work fails to
reflect application of critical thinking skills. They decide
that students would benefit from more explicit instruc-
tion in critical thinking. When the Algebra teachers
meet to review semester exam results, they discover that
over half of the students missed the same series of ques-
tions. After discussing the possible causes of this pat-
tern, teachers decide that the method they used to assess
the skill was different from the way it was presented in
the textbook.

Conducting data analysis as a team helps teachers
gain understanding of the problem areas to target; it
also helps them identify multiple possible reasons for

the problem.
It has been said that educators are data rich and

information poor. Since the advent of the No Child
Left Behind Act, this is increasingly true. Data abound.
Slowly educators are beginning to turn data into useful
information to help them make informed decisions.

Data analysis process
The eight steps below outline the data analysis

process. While some analysis might not include every
step, most does.
• Gather data
• Analyze the data
• Summarize data analysis
• Brainstorm causes
• Collect more data
• Analyze and summarize data
• Identify a goal
• Repeat the process 

Gather data
Teachers typically have access to multiple types of

data. When they are ready to gather data, it is helpful to
determine in advance what kind(s) of data are most
appropriate to examine. Continuously throughout the
year, teachers examine data from informal and/or com-
mon assessments, the kind they design and administer
in their own classrooms. These assessments, when
designed in common, help teachers calibrate their
expectations for students. Once a year teachers may also
examine results from state assessments, norm-referenced
tests, or other forms of formal assessments.

Tool 8.1 Tool 8.2 Tool 8.3

Using data CHAPTER 8
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Teachers decide what data to analyze. The results of
Tool 8.1 can guide their decisions about what data they
want to examine. Tool 8.2 is a student data checklist
that might be helpful to teams as they consider what
types of data to examine. After they decide what data to
examine, they determine who will take responsibility to
gather and bring what data to their meeting. By plan-
ning in advance what data to examine, team members
can prepare for the next meeting at which they will use
one of the protocols to conduct their analysis. The more
data a team has access to, the easier the data analysis
process will be. To prepare for analysis of the data, it
might be helpful if a team has more than three mem-
bers to duplicate copies of the data so that each team
member can easily see the data.

• Analyze data
Modern and sophisticated data management sys-

tems have made data more easily available within
schools. However, data have little meaning without
analysis. When the data are analyzed, they become valu-
able information that can be used to improve practice
and results. Data analysis can take many forms. Tools
8.3 and 8.4 are protocols to use for data analysis. When
teachers use these tools, they turn data into information
that leads to results for their students. 

Data analysis is a process of reviewing, studying,
examining, and probing the data in order to find pat-
terns, anomalies, and trends. This occurs by using a
process or protocol that offers some structure for look-
ing at the data. The end result of data analysis is the
discovery of both strengths and areas for improvement.
When analysis is done in a collaborative team, teachers

bring multiple perspectives into the conversations that
enrich the discoveries. 

Using the protocols offered in Tools 8.3 and 8.4
guides teachers through the process of examining their
data. Each offers a set of questions that become a vehi-
cle for this work. When done with structure, the analy-
sis is more likely to be thorough and complete. The
data analysis process results in knowing or identifying:
• Specific areas of deficit;
• Specific knowledge and skills students need in

order to overcome the deficit;
• Specific students or groups of students for whom

the deficit is most prevalent or pronounced; and
• Possible root causes of identified problems.

After the data are analyzed, it is helpful to display
the data in a way that will make it easy to explain to
others and so that progress can be monitored. For
example, teachers may want to create charts, tables, or
other forms of data displays that can provide quick and
easy overviews of the data. These data displays can be
posted and used as reference for ongoing decision mak-
ing.

• Summarize data analysis
Once teams complete their data analysis, they often

want to present their discoveries to other teams.
Summarizing data analysis into clear, concise statements
is one way to communicate the findings across teams.
Tool 8.5 will help teams summarize and share their
findings.

• Brainstorm for causes 
Finding the patterns, anomalies, and trends within

Using data CHAPTER 8
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the data is only one part of the
process of turning data into action.
Simply knowing the patterns, anom-
alies, or trends is insufficient to
determine what actions to take to
address the target issue. It is through
consideration of causes of the data
that teams begin to generate possible
actions. Therefore, teams will next
search for possible causes of the find-
ings and eventually select from all of
the possibilities the one finding that
will be the target of selected inter-
ventions. 

Causes can fall into several
areas. These areas include curricu-
lum, instruction, resources, assessment,
or external factors. Since the team cannot control most
external factors, it is not appropriate to address them in
the goal-setting process. It is very important at this
point in the process to categorize the causes and con-
centrate only on the possible causes that teachers and
schools can change or address. This is where teachers
can make a difference. If they focus on the decisions
they routinely make, teachers will be empowered to act
rather than victimized by circumstances beyond their
sphere of control (e.g. parental involvement).

• Collect additional data
The process of determining root cause is a hypoth-

esis forming and testing process. If teachers think exces-
sive absence is a reason for student failure, they will
want to gather any additional data they need to prove
or disprove their hypothesis. If there are students with
excessive absences who are performing well, then the
hypothesis about absenteeism is false. Teachers continue
this process until they believe they understand what the
possible root causes are that fall within their sphere of
actions and design a plan to address those.

Maintaining a log of their hypotheses, the data
they use to verify the hypotheses, and the conclusion
they draw can be helpful to teams if they are doing
extensive data analysis. Tool 8.7 offers one version of a
recordkeeping template to help teams with this work.

• Analyze and summarize data
When teams determine that additional data are

necessary before confirming or disproving their
hypotheses, they will repeat the analysis and summary

of these new data. They may find it
useful to use Tools 8.3, 8.4, and 8.5
to accomplish these processes before
determining with certainty what they
believe is the likely root cause. Tool
8.6 is one guide for making decisions
about possible causes. This common
quality management tool is useful for
brainstorming, categorizing, and
deciding about possible causes. With
confidence that they have discovered
the root cause, they can move to the
next step.

• Identify a goal
Once possible causes are identi-

fied, the team sets a measurable goal
for improvement. Goals that are measurable, set within
a specific timeframe, and focused on the results desired
are helpful to focus action planning. Many educators
are familiar with a tool called SMART goals. Another
quality management tool, SMART goals, help team
members set precise targets for their work.

S = Specific
M = Measurable
A = Attainable
R = Results-driven
T = Timebound
Sample SMART goals for teams are below:

• Reading scores of 11th grade males will improve a
minimum of two grade levels on the Gates-
McGinitie test as a result of participating in the
reading lab program during the 2006-07 school
year.

• Students scoring below basic on the 2006 math
problem-solving items of the state assessment will
move to proficient by 2007.

• The number of students enrolled in advanced level
core academic courses in 11th and 12th grades will
increase by 15% each year for the next three years.
The percentage of female, underrepresented, and
high-poverty students will increase by 20% each
year for the next three years.

• Repeat the process
The eight-step data analysis process will be repeat-

ed several times during a single school year. It will be
done once as a schoolwide process when data from
state, norm-referenced, or other forms of high stakes

Using data CHAPTER 8
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assessment are returned to each school. Yet this is not
the only time data are analyzed. Teachers will use this
process when they administer common benchmark
assessments. They can adapt the process for use when
they give any assessment of student learning. For exam-
ple, if teachers give end-of-unit or chapter assessments
to measure student progress between other more formal
assessments, they will analyze data, summarize it, and
identify root causes — what students did not know or
do correctly that prevented them from being successful
on the assessment — before they plan their next unit of
instruction so they know exactly what to include.

From data to action
After the data are analyzed, the controllable root

cause(s) is (are) identified, and the goal is identified,
teams move to the next phase of their work — deter-
mining a course of action. Their plan of action outlines
how they will learn and work together to accomplish
their SMART goal. Action planning includes knowing
how best to use available time in teams to accomplish
the goal and using appropriate planning templates to
guide the decision making. Chapter 9 helps teams iden-

tify possible learning designs for accomplishing their
goal, and Chapter 10 includes planning tools to help
them record their action plans.
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TOOL 8.1

Types of data available
Use the framework below to identify the types of data available in your school.

STUDENT LEARNING DATA DEMOGRAPHIC DATA

PERCEPTION DATA SCHOOL PROCESS DATA

CHAPTER 8
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Tool 8.2     Student data checklist CHAPTER 8
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CHAPTER 8

TOOL 8.3

Data analysis protocol (informal)

What is being measured in these data?

Who is represented in the data pool?

What jumps out in the data on first glance?

Surprises

Expected

What conclusions can we draw at this point?

What other data have we looked at recently that have suggested similar
findings?

What other data might we consider to confirm or disprove these
conclusions?
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CHAPTER 8

TOOL 8.4

Data analysis protocol (formal)
What are we looking at here?

What is being measured in each assessment?

Which students are assessed?

What areas of student performance are meeting or exceeding expectations?

What areas of student performance are below expectations?

Do patterns exist in the data?

How did various populations of students perform? (Consider factors such as
gender, race, and socioeconomic status.)

What are other data telling us about student performance?

How are the data similar or different in various grade levels, content areas,
and individual classes?

What surprises us?

What confirms what we already know?
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CHAPTER 8

TOOL 8.6

Fishbone diagram

This quality management tool was developed by Kaoru Ishikawa and is sometimes
called the Ishikawa Diagram or the Cause-Effect Diagram. It is designed to help
take results from data analysis and to identify possible root causes for identified

problems. Data identify the problems. They do not identify the cause of the findings
until further analysis is conducted. It is through analyzing the probable root causes that
teams will find their leverage point.

To use the Fishbone Diagram to identify possible causes of an identified problem,
write the problem or current state, in specific terms, in the head of the fish. On the big
bones of the fish list major factors that might contribute to the current situation. For
example, 65% of the male students are reading two or more grades below level. Some of
the major factors related to this problem might be instruction, availability of reading
materials, learning styles, and curriculum. It is possible to consider other areas such as
demographics, parent involvement, etc.; however, spending time working in these areas
may not yield actions that school staff can take to address the identified problem. It is
important to note that there are external areas of concern, such as the number of male
students who live in households headed by females. Yet, this area is not one teachers can
change. While it is possible to influence it in some way, identifying this as the root cause
leaves teachers little room to act. It is helpful, therefore, to focus the bulk of the root
cause analysis on areas of influence, those areas school staff can directly impact through
their actions and interactions with students each day at school.

On the small bones of the fish, the team identifies specific areas related to the major
factors. For example, availability of reading materials, teachers might write classroom and
library reading materials of interest to male students. After identifying as many specific
factors as possible, team members circle or mark those factors they believe have the great-
est impact on the current state. In essence, they are formulating hypotheses about what
might be causing the current state. For example, a hypothesis might sound like this: In
classrooms where there are reading materials on topics of interest to males and where stu-
dents have easy access to these materials, male students’ reading scores are higher than in
classrooms where this type of resource is not readily available. 

Teams then examine additional data to confirm or disprove their hypotheses until
they find one or two that hold up. It is from these hypotheses that they begin their
action planning. If in fact the above hypothesis was confirmed, their actions would cen-
ter on how to make more high-interest reading materials easily accessible to male stu-
dents.

The next page has a blank fishbone diagram template for teams to use with their
own problems. 
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TOOL 8.7

Hypothesis-testing record keeping sheet
Use this form to record hypotheses about root causes, other data sources to check to confirm or disprove each

hypothesis, and to indicate if this hypothesis is confirmed or disproved.

CHAPTER 8

Hypotheses about root causes Other data sources to checkanalyzed Confirm Disprove



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 161

Where are we?
Teachers in our school prefer to work independently on tasks associated with their

classroom.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teachers in our school work collaboratively on most tasks related to teaching and

learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

In our school, professional development is typically a whole school experience.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Most teacher professional development occurs outside the school day and year.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 9

WORKING
COLLABORATIVELY
TOOLS:

Tool 9.1 Peeling a standard. 2 pages

Tool 9.2 Common assessment planning tool. 1 page

Tool 9.3 Teamwork on assessments creates powerful professional development. 7 pages

Tool 9.4 Group wise: Strategies for examining student work together. 2 pages

Tool 9.5 Success analysis protocol. 2 pages

Tool 9.6 Descriptive review process. 1 page

Tool 9.7 Collaborative assessment conference. 3 pages

Tool 9.8 Teacher research leads to learning, action. 6 pages

Tool 9.9 Lesson study. 8 pages

Tool 9.10 Profile of Bill Jackson. 3 pages

Tool 9.11 Process: Select the strategy that works for your context and content. 7 pages
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C
ollaborative work among teach-
ers can be rewarding and pro-
ductive. It can also be messy and
challenging. When teachers
know about a variety of ways to
structure their collaborative time
to meet their agreed-upon goals,

they are far more likely to use time effectively. 
This chapter looks at some of the decisions related

to teamwork. Some of these decisions are dependent
upon what the team wants to accomplish while others
are dependent on the team’s preferences. If a team wants
to study various ways to teach students to write persua-
sive text, teachers have several options. They can engage
in outside-in or inside-out learning

Outside-in learning. With the Outside-In option,
someone from outside the school tells teachers how to
teach students to write persuasive text. This person typi-
call is the best expert outside the school available,
affordable, and willing to help teachers learn how to
teach persuasive writing to their students. Usually the
expert who arrives provides teachers with some instruc-
tional strategies to use in their classrooms and less fre-
quently helps teachers know more about persuasion and
students’ developmental capacity to engage in persuasive
thinking. Most teachers have extensive experience with
outside-in professional development. This more tradi-
tional and often formal method for teacher learning has
been practiced in schools for a long time.

Another version of outside-in learning occurs when
a teacher leaves school to gain knowledge and skill
about teaching persuasive writing and carries that

knowledge back into the school.
Inside-out learning. The Inside-Out option

involves teachers coming out of their classrooms to
work collaboratively inside schools to learn and grow as
professionals. Teachers are less familiar with this form of
professional learning because they have less experience
with it. Collaborative forms of professional learning are
less formal and directed by teachers themselves. This
chapter explores three forms of collaborative profession-
al learning and points readers to resources about others.

Once teams develop goals for their work, they craft
a plan of action to accomplish those goals. These plans
define the content of teacher learning. What is it teach-
ers need to know and do if students are to achieve the
goals established? This is the key question. The learning
content is defined by the goal; teachers themselves
determine the learning processes. Yet, many teachers
have not had access to self-directed forms of profession-
al learning. They are more familiar with designs for pro-
fessional learning that are done to them rather than by
them. 

This chapter outlines several models for profession-
al learning that are designed for teachers learning in
teams. They are processes for teachers to deepen their
content knowledge and expand their repertoire of con-
tent-specific instructional strategies. What is important
to note is that this form of professional learning repre-
sents a part of a comprehensive professional develop-
ment program. Albeit learning in teams is the largest
portion, collaborative professional learning is, of course,
supplemented with learning from experts, participating
in conferences, and other forms of more formal profes-

Working collaboratively CHAPTER 9
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sional development.
Rick DuFour, a leading authori-

ty on professional learning commu-
nities, indicates that teachers have
several essential tasks to do when
they come together to work in teams.
The first is to clarify what students
are expected to learn. Secondly, they
develop common assessments. Lastly,
they determine what interventions
they will create to assist students who
have not met with success (2005).

Teams members working togeth-
er can accomplish all three of these
tasks. This is where the genuine value
of collaborative professional learning
emerges. Teams choose from an array
of learning strategies that will help
them accomplish the goals they
intend to achieve, deepen their con-
tent knowledge, expand their profes-
sional practice, and accomplish their
work more expeditiously.

Determining student learnings
One essential function of a

learning team is to determine what
students are expected to learn. This
occurs by reviewing, studying, and
analyzing the core content curricu-
lum standards and the district cur-
riculum guides to identify essential
learnings. Tool 9.1 outlines a process to
determine the specific content and skills embedded
within the standards. With this information in hand
along with some assessment of students’ current under-
standing of the learnings, teachers can then determine
what to teach, in what sequence, and to what depth and
scope. NJDOE has developed a number of resources to
assist teachers and curriculum developers to identify
their content and skills in the NJCCCS. The resources
can be accessed at www.state.nj.us/njded/aps/cccs/

Using common assessment
By developing, administering, and scoring common

assessments, teachers can learn a great deal. They learn,
for example, how to calibrate their expectations against
those of other teachers teaching the same grade or
course. They learn how other teachers assess student

learning and can compare it to their
own processes. They learn what
aspects of a concept other teachers
stress and how much. 

Common assessments are tools
that teachers develop together to
assess student learning. Teachers use
common assessments to ensure that
they have common expectations
about student work and consistency
in student learning. Teachers in
cross-grade-level or course teams can
develop common assessments to use
frequently or periodically throughout
the school year. For example, Algebra
teachers might invite Geometry

teachers to join them in developing a common final
examination for all Algebra classes since Geometry is
the course that most students would take next. Fifth-
grade teachers might work together to develop common
assessments in social studies for their students. Teachers
of foreign languages might meet with their partners in
other district schools to develop common semester and
final exams for their students. Tool 9.2 will help teach-
ers think about some critical decisions they make when
they construct classroom assessments. Tool 9.3, a JSD
article written by Jay McTighe and Marcella Emberger,
offers several ideas about how to collaborate on the
development of assessments.

By developing common assessments, teachers clari-
fy their expectations for students, determine what good
work looks like, clarify their understanding of the stan-

Working collaboratively CHAPTER 9

Tool 9.1

Tool 9.3
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Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 164

dards, and expand their assessment literacy. However,
developing the assessments is only one part of the
process of using common assessments. A second part is
administering the assessments. Teacher establish some
agreements about the window of time in which students
will complete the assessments and prepare some general
agreements about teachers’ role in the assessment and
accommodations for students who require them. With
these agreements in hand, teachers then engage students
in the assessment and move to the third step of com-
mon assessments.

The third step is scoring the assessments. This is
done individually, in a team meeting, or shared by team
members. When teachers are able to score each other’s
assessments or to score them together, they develop a
deeper understanding of their students’ learning. A rec-
ommended way to score common assessments is to have
each team member bring several completed assessments
to a team meeting and to score those together using a
common rubric or scoring guide. By doing this, teach-
ers can adjust or modify the scoring guide before they
score all their students’ work, and they can calibrate
their scoring to each others’ to increase consistency.

The last step — the most important step of the
process of using common assessments — is reviewing
the results and making instructional and curriculum
decisions based on the results. For example, if teachers
find that a large percentage of students have missed a
key aspect of the assessment, they can plan together
how to go back to review and reteach. If teachers find
that one teacher’s students outperformed another’s, they
can talk about the instructional processes and resources

used by teachers and identify what contributed to the
success and plan for how all teachers will integrate the
successful strategies in their classrooms.

Common assessments can be the core function of a
collaborative professional learning team in which teach-
ers complete multiple cycles of developing assessments,
scoring them, and making instructional decisions based
on the results.

Examining student work
Similar to, yet different from using common assess-

ments, is examining student work. Teachers can learn a
tremendous amount by looking at work produced by
their students and at assignments teachers used to initi-
ate the work. Examining student work is a process of
bringing one or more samples of student work to the
table and using a protocol or discussion guide to com-
ment on the work. As teachers examine their own or
their students’ work, they deepen their understanding of
how students learn, how their colleagues structure learn-
ing assignments, and which students meet with success.
These are only a few of the benefits of examining stu-
dent work. Tool 9.4, an article in Tools for Schools by
Joan Richardson, is a brief overview of what is involved
in examining student work.

Three protocols are included for examining student
work. The Success Analysis Protocol (Tool 9.5) looks at
the strengths of student or teacher work. The
Descriptive Review Analysis (Tool 9.6) looks more
deeply at a piece of work. The Collaborative Assessment
Conference (Tool 9.7) takes the Descriptive Review
protocol a bit further. For teams with little or no experi-

Working collaboratively CHAPTER 9
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ence working collabora-
tively, the three protocols
included in this chapter are
recommended as a starting
point to both build a col-
laborative culture and to
maintain some safety in
the process. Other more complex protocols that call for
critical feedback can be added after the team has devel-
oped a sense of comfort with one another and the
process of sharing their own and students’ work pub-
licly.

Knowing when to use structures that ensure greater
safety in the collaborative process is not a science.
Sometimes when collaborative professional learning is
new to a school staff, it is advisable to let teachers deter-
mine the degree of structure they want initially. In other

cases, it is helpful to create
structure to help teacher
meet with success early on.
In this way, teachers do not
have to guess about what
to do. When schools have a
culture that supports col-

laboration and teachers who are more familiar with col-
laborative work, teachers can determine how they want
to learn together.

However, if a team is in the forming stage, it is
advisable to use learning strategies that have higher
structure to ensure safety and success. 

When a team progresses through the stages of team
development, it is advisable to let the team make more
decisions about how they will work together because
making decisions about process as well as the content of

Working collaboratively CHAPTER 9

Tool 9.7 Tool 9.8 Tool 9.9

At the Northern Valley School District

The Northern Valley School District in Demarest, N.J., offers teachers opportunities to engage in alternative
professional development as a part of the district’s differentiated supervision program. Differentiated supervision
gives each staff member an opportunity to develop a plan for professional growth based upon his or her own
needs. It is designed to empower staff members to take responsibility for their professional learning and to foster
productive intra- and interdepartmental relationships and trust and to allow the supervisor to step into the role of
coach, mentor, and resource person. 

Models of professional development available to teachers include action research, collegial partnerships for
specific projects related to teaching and learning, mentoring, peer coaching, interactive journals, portfolios, and
other options. Integrating collaborative professional learning into the traditional professional development and
supervision process is one way to embed it into routine systems. 
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Stage of development Safety
level

Structure
level

Forming High High

Storming/forming High Mid

Performing Low Low
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their work are ways a team becomes
high-performing.

Conducting action research
Action research is another collab-

orative learning process that supports
teachers in learning from their own
work. 

Action research is a systematic
research study that teachers design and
conduct in their own classrooms and
schools about their work. Teachers
form questions, gather data, analyze
data, and reach conclusions based on
their own work. Action research allows
teachers to examine the impact of their
teaching practices and to understand how context influ-
ences the results they achieve. 

Tool 9.8, an article from Tools for Schools, outlines
the action research process and provides some tools
teachers might use while doing action research in their
classrooms. Action research is especially powerful when
a team of teachers gathers data about the same or relat-
ed questions and combines data to create a cross-class-
room research study.

Engaging in lesson study
Lesson study is yet another powerful form of col-

laborative learning. In lesson study, a group of teachers
come together to design a lesson, observe their jointly
designed lesson taught by one of the team members,
debrief the lesson, and revise it. Through this process,
they develop a deeper understanding of both content
and pedagogy. Lesson study makes public the work
teachers do each day in isolation. As a result, they gain
new understanding about how students learn and about
how the instructional decisions they make in planning

influence students’ success. Tool 9.9, Lesson Study, an
article by Joan Richardson published in Tools for Schools,
provides useful resources to assist teachers with con-
ducting lesson studies. 

Tool 9.10, an article from Teachers Teaching
Teachers, highlights the lesson study work Bill Jackson
leads in Paterson School District in Paterson, New
Jersey.

Tool 9.11 offers an overview of 21 designs for pro-
fessional learning. Many of the 21 designs are appropri-
ate for collaborative professional learning teams. Teams
that know how to structure their time, choose designs
appropriate to their goals, and use a variety of designs
over time are more satisfied and productive.

Reference
DuFour, R. (2005). What is a professional learn-

ing community? In DuFour, R., Eaker, R. & DuFour,
R. (Eds.), On common ground: The power of professional
learning communities, pp. 31-43. Bloomington, IN:
National Education Service.

Tool 9.10 Tool 9.11
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CHAPTER 9

TOOL 9.1

Peeling a standard
Peeling a Standard helps teachers better understand how the core curriculum

content standards and the cumulative progress indicators are used to make
instructional and assessment decisions. Teachers can identify essential learnings
(content and skills) for their own level by examining the strands within the core
curriculum content standards and the cumulative progress indicators for each
strand for the grade levels below and above their current grade level. When
teachers know what students are expected to know and be able to do in order to
demonstrate cumulative progress indicators, they can focus instruction and
assessment on essential learnings. For example, in this example, a team of 3rd-
grade teachers addressing Standard 6.6 studies the 2nd and the 4th grade cumu-
lative progress indicators for that standard to identify prior and future student
learning. With this knowledge, they can identify key learnings to include in their
3rd grade curriculum to ensure that students are able to demonstrate the 4th
grade cumulative progress indicators by the end of 4th grade.

Grade Level: 3rd Content: GEOGRAPHY

STANDARD 6.6 (Geography) 
All students will apply knowledge of spatial relationships and other
geographic skills to understand human behavior in relation to the physical
and cultural environment.

Descriptive statement: The study of geography is based on the principle that
thinking in and understanding spatial terms will enable students to understand
the many relationships of place, people, and environments. By taking an active,
questioning approach to the world around them, students learn to devise their
own mental world-view. As students engage in critical thinking to interpret
patterns in the evolution of significant historic events and the movement of
human populations on the Earth’s surface, their understanding of geography,
history, economics, and civics deepens. Furthermore, the use of geographic tools
and technology assists students to understand the reasons for, and the economic,
political and social consequences of, human impact on the environment in
different areas of the world.
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Strands 2nd grade cumulative progress
indicators 

4th grade cumulative progress
indicators

3rd grade essential
learnings 
(content and skills)

A
World
in spatial
terms

1. Explain the spatial concepts of
location, distance and direction,
including:
• The location of school, home,
neighborhood, community, state,
and country
• The relative location of the
community and places within it
• The location of continents and
oceans
2. Explain that the globe is a
model of the earth and maps are
representations of local and distant
places. 
3. Demonstrate basic globe and
map skills.

1. Use physical and political maps to identify
locations and spatial relationships of places
within local and nearby communities.
2. Describe and demonstrate different ways
to measure distance (e.g. miles, kilometers,
time).
3. Estimate distances between two places on
a map using a scale of miles.
4. Identify the major cities of New Jersey, the
United States, and the world.
5. Identify the major countries, continents,
bodies of water, and mountain ranges of the
world.
6. Locate time zones, latitude, longitude, and
the global grid.

B
Places
and
regions

1. Describe the physical features of
places and regions on a simple
scale.
2. Describe the physical and
human characteristics of places.

1. Identify the physical and human
characteristics of places and regions in New
Jersey and the United States (e.g. landforms,
climate, vegetation, housing).
2. Explain changes in places and regions
over time and the consequences of those
changes.
3. Describe the geography of New Jersey.
4. Discuss factors involved in the development
of cities (e.g. transportation, food,
marketplace, religion, military protection).

C
Physical
systems

1. Recognize that the relationship
of the Earth to the sun affects
weather conditions, climate, and
seasons.

1. Describe the basic components of the
Earth’s physical systems, including landforms,
water, erosion, weather, and climate and
discuss their impact on human development.

D
Human
systems

1. Identify the types of
transportation used to move goods
and people.
2. Identify the modes of
communication used to transmit
ideas.

1. Describe the development of transportation
and communication networks in New Jersey
and the United States.
2. Identify the distribution and characteristics
of populations for different regions of New
Jersey and the United States.

E
Environ-
ment and
society

1. Describe the role of resources
such as air, land, water, and plants
in everyday life.
2. Describe the impact of weather
on everyday life.
3. Act on small-scale, personalized
environmental issues such as
littering and recycling, and explain
why such actions are important.

1. Differentiate between living and non-living
natural resources.
2. Explain the nature, characteristics, and
distribution of renewable and non-renewable
resources.

Tool 9.1     Peeling a standard CHAPTER 9
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Tool 9.2     Common assessment planning tool CHAPTER 9

Content and skills to
be assessed

NJCCCS/CPI Level of
understanding to be
assessed, e.g.
knowledge,
comprehension,
application, analysis,
synthesis, evaluation
or another taxonomy
of understanding

Form of
demonstration
(written, oral,
combination, graphic,
etc.)

Format of assessment
(constructed
response; true-false;
multiple choice;
demonstration, etc.)

TOOL 9.2

Common assessment planning tool
Use this planning tool as you consider the major decisions associated with constructing student assessment.

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 170

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 171

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 172

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 173

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 174

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 175

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 176

Tool 9.3     Teamwork on assessments CHAPTER 9



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 177

Tool 9.4     Group wise CHAPTER 9
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Tool 9.4     Group wise CHAPTER 9
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CHAPTER 9

TOOL 9.5

Success analysis protocol 
with reflective questions

ROLES: Timekeeper, facilitator

PREPARATION: Before the success analysis protocol meeting, as a group, decide
the focus of your success analysis, e.g. a meeting, a workshop, an assessment, an
assignment, a lesson, or a collaborative group process.

The success analysis protocol can be done in groups from three to eight. The
more members there are, the longer each analysis cycle takes. If the group is
large, it is possible to divide the protocol over two meetings. The average time for
each round is 25 minutes. Using less time for each round abbreviates the
discussion and removes the depth of learning from the analysis. One way to save
time is to have team members come prepared with the story of their success
already written.

The facilitator will serve as a full participant in the process. The role of
facilitator rotates for each presenter. Use the table below to plan who will
facilitate for each presenter.

Facilitator Presenter
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Tool 9.5     Success analysis protocol with reflective questions CHAPTER 9

STEPS FOR SUCCESS ANALYSIS PROTOCOL

1. Identify a success. Time: 5 minutes.
Reflect on and write a short description of a success. Note what it is about the practice that makes it so
successful. Be sure to write about what made this experience different from others like it. 

2. Describe the success. Time: 5 minutes. 
The first presenter shares his or her story of success in as much detail as possible. Others take notes. 

3. Ask clarifying questions. Time: 3-5 minutes.
The group asks clarifying questions about the details of the success to better understand it. 

4. Reflect on the success (Presenter). Time: 5 minutes.
With other team members listening only, the facilitator asks the presenter to discover what made this experience
so successful by asking questions designed to stimulate the analysis. Some suggested questions are identified
below:

• What was different about this situation?
• What did you contribute to this success?
• What did others contribute to this success?
• What knowledge, skills, past experiences helped you in this situation?
• Some people think things happen for a reason. What do you think was the reason you experienced

this success at this time? 

5. Reflect on the success (Team members). Time: 10 minutes.
Team members discuss what they heard the presenter say, offer additional insights, and share what they learned
from the success analysis. The presenter remains silent and takes notes if desired. 

6. Reflect on the analysis (Presenter). Time: 5 minutes.
The presenter reflects on what he or she heard the team members say in their discussion and what he or she has
learned from the analysis.

7. Continue the protocol.
With another team member serving as the presenter and as the facilitator, repeat steps 2-6 for as many other
team members as possible.

8. Debrief the protocol. Time: 5-7 minutes.
After completing all presenters’ analyses, the team discusses the use of the protocol. They may use questions
such as those below to guide their discussion:

• What worked well for us?
• What caused confusion?
• From a facilitator’s perspective, what was challenging for team members?
• From a presenter’s perspective, what was challenging?
• How might we improve the protocol or our use of it to deepen our learning?
• Where else might we use this process?
• How can we apply what we learned from this process to other situations?

Adapted from National School Reform Faculty, February 2002.
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CHAPTER 9

TOOL 9.6

Descriptive review process 
Learning from student work

The Descriptive Review Process asks teachers to look together at pieces of
student work, to discuss what they see in the work, and to bring multiple
perspectives to an analysis of the work in order to improve the quality of the
work designed for and produced by students.

Step 1. Getting started
The group chooses a facilitator to keep the group focused. The presenting teacher
distributes copies of the selected student work or displays the work. At this point,
the teacher says nothing about the work, its context, or the student. Participants
read or observe the work in silence, making notes if they choose.

Step 2. Describing the work
The facilitator asks, “What do you see?” Participants respond without making
judgments about the work.

Step 3. Raising questions
The facilitator asks, “What questions does this work raise for you?” The
presenting teacher makes notes but does not yet respond.

Step 4. Speculating about the work
The facilitator asks, “What do you think the student is working on?” Participants
offer ideas.

Step 5. Presenting teacher responds
At the facilitator’s invitation, the presenting teacher tells about the work,
responds to questions, and comments on unexpected things that he or she heard
in the group’s responses and questions.

Step 6. Discussing implications for designing student work and student
learning
The group and the presenting teacher discuss ways to improve the design of the
work.

Adapted from The Collaborative Assessment Conference, by Steve Seidel and
Harvard University’s Project Zero, 1988.
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CHAPTER 9

TOOL 9.7

Collaborative assessment conference 
Overview

Apiece of student work has the potential to reveal not only the student’s
mastery of the curriculum’s goals, but also a wealth of information about
the student him/herself: his/her intellectual interests, his/her strengths,

and his/her struggles. The Collaborative Assessment Conference was designed to
give teachers a systematic way to mine this richness. It provides a structure by
which teachers come together to look at a piece of work, first to determine what
it reveals about the student and the issues s/he cares about, and then to consider
how the student’s issues and concerns relate to the teacher’s goals for the student.

The last part of the conversation — the discussion of
classroom practice  — grows out of these initial con-
siderations. 

The structure for the conference evolved from
three key ideas:

First, students use school assignments, especially
open-ended ones, to tackle important problems in
which they are personally interested. Sometimes these
problems are the same ones that the teacher has
assigned them to work on, sometimes not.

Second, we can begin to see and understand the
serious work that students undertake only if we sus-
pend judgment long enough to look carefully and
closely at what is actually in the work rather than what
we hope to see in it.

Third, we need the perspective of others — espe-
cially those who are not intimate with our goals for our students — to help us to
see aspects of the student and the work that would otherwise escape us. We also
need others to help us generate ideas about how to use this information to shape
our daily practice.

Since 1988, when Steve Seidel and his colleagues at Harvard Project Zero
developed this process, the Collaborative Assessment Conference has been used
in a variety of ways: to give teachers the opportunity to hone their ability to look

This description is
excerpted, with
adaptations, from
Blythe, T., Allen,
D., & Powell, B.
(1999). Looking
Together at
Student Work.
New York:
Teachers College
Press.
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closely at and interpret students’ work; to explore the strengths and needs of a particular child; to reflect on the work
collected in student portfolios; to foster conversations among faculty about the kind of work students are doing and
how faculty can best support that work. 

Presenting teacher
In the Collaborative Assessment Conference, the presenting teacher brings a piece of student work to share with

a group of five to ten colleagues (usually other teachers and administrators). The process begins with the presenting
teacher showing (or distributing copies of ) the piece to the group. Throughout the first part of the conference, the
presenting teacher says nothing, giving no information about the student, the assignment, or the context in which
the student worked. 

Through a series of questions asked by the facilitator, the group works to understand the piece by describing it
in detail and looking for clues that would suggest the problems or issues or aspects of the work with which the stu-
dent was most engaged.  They do this without judgments about the quality of work or how it suits their personal
tastes.  The facilitator helps this process by asking participants to point out the evidence on which they based the
judgments that inevitably slip out. For example, if someone comments that the work seems very creative, the facilita-
tor might ask him or her to describe the aspect of the work that led him or her to say that.

Second part
In the second part of the conference, the focus broadens. Having concentrated intensively on the piece itself, the

group, in conversation with the presenting teacher, now considers the conditions under which the work was created
as well as broader issues of teaching and learning. First, the presenting teacher provides any information that s/he
thinks is relevant about the context of the work. Relevant information might include: 
• Description of the assignment; 
• Response to the discussion; answers to questions (though s/he does not have to respond to all the questions

raised in the first part of the conference); 
• Description of other work by the child; and/or 
• Comments about how his/her own reading or observation of the work compares to that of the group.  

Next
Next, the facilitator asks the whole group (presenting teacher included) to reflect on the ideas generated by the

discussion of the piece. These might be reflections about specific next steps for the child in question, ideas about
what the participants might do in their own classes or thoughts about the teaching and learning process in general.
Finally, the whole group reflects on the conference itself.

The following steps are a working agenda for a Collaborative Assessment Conference.  The time allotted for
each step of the conference is not fixed, since the time needed for each step will vary in accordance with the work
being considered. At each stage, the facilitator should use his or her judgment in deciding when to move the group
on to the next step. 

Typically, Collaborative Assessment Conferences take from 45 to 75 minutes.
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Steps
Collaborative assessment
conference protocol
1. Get started

• The group chooses a facilitator who will make sure
the group stays focused on the particular issue addressed
in each step.

• The presenting teacher puts the selected work in a
place where everyone can see it or provides copies for
the other participants. S/he says nothing about the work,
the context in which it was created, or the student, until
Step 5.

• The participants observe or read the work in
silence, perhaps making brief notes about aspects of it
that they particularly notice.

2. Describe the work
• The facilitator asks the group, “What do you see?”
• Group members provide answers without making

judgments about the quality of the work or their personal
preferences.

• If a judgment emerges, the facilitator asks for the
evidence on which the judgment is based.

3. Ask questions about the work
• The facilitator asks the group, “What questions

does this work raise for you?”
• Group members state any questions they have

about the work, the child, the assignment, the circum-
stances under which the work was carried out, and so on.

• The presenting teacher may choose to make notes
about these questions, but s/he is does not respond to
them now — nor is s/he obligated to respond to them in
Step 5 during the time when the presenting teacher
speaks. 

4. Speculate about what the student is
working on

• The facilitator asks the group, “What do you think
the child is working on?”

• Participants, based on their reading or observation
of the work, make suggestions about the problems or
issues that the student might have been focused on in car-
rying out the assignment.

5. Hear from the presenting teacher
• The facilitator invites the presenting teacher to

speak.
• The presenting teacher provides his or her per-

spective on the student's work, describing what s/he sees
in it, responding (if s/he chooses) to one or more of the
questions raised, and adding any other information that
s/he feels is important to share with the group.

• The presenting teacher also comments on anything
surprising or unexpected that s/he heard during the
describing, questioning and speculating phases.

6. Discuss implications for teaching and learning
• The facilitator invites everyone (the participants

and the presenting teacher) to share any thoughts they
have about their own teaching, children's learning, or
ways to support this particular child in future instruction.

7. Reflect on the collaborative assessment 
conference

The group reflects on the experiences of or reactions
to the conference as a whole or to particular parts of
it. Consider these questions:

• What did you see in the work that was interesting
or surprising?

• What did you learn about how this student thinks
and learns?

• What in the process helped you to see and learn?
• What new perspectives did your colleagues pro-

vide?
• What thoughts about designing and assessing 

student work did this process raise for you?
• What will you use in your classroom from this

session?

It is helpful to engage in personal reflection about
your own thinking after examining student work.
Consider these questions:

• Why do I see student work in this way? What
does this tell me about what is important to me? What
does this tell me about what the student has learned?

• What patterns occurred in your perceptions or
thinking?

• What questions did your colleagues' comments
raise for you as a designer of student work?

8. Thank the presenting teacher.

Developed by Steve Seidel and colleagues at Harvard Project Zero
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Where are we?
We include time in all schoolwide meetings to discuss what collaborative professional

learning teams are doing and learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Our school uses well-defined processes to keep everyone informed about what teachers

are learning in their collaborative professional learning teams.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Teams of teachers (grade-level, resource, interdisciplinary, department, etc.) develop

written plans to guide their collaborative professional learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

The school’s use of collaborative professional learning teams is reflected in the district’s

local professional development plan.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 10

TEAM PLANNING
AND REPORTING
TOOLS:

Tool 10.1 Sample team plan. 3 pages

Tool 10.2 Team planning template. 3 pages

Tool 10.3 Alternative team planning template. 1 page

Tool 10.4 Team agenda template. 1 page

Tool 10.5 Team summary report template. 1 page
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C
ollaborative professional learning
teams plan their work and regular-
ly report what they are doing and
learning. Without planning and
reporting, this form of profession-
al development may create anoth-
er form of isolation within a

school that Andy Hargreaves (1998) calls “balkaniza-
tion.” It means that teams work so closely together that
they isolate themselves from the rest of the staff within
the school. While some might argue that this is better
than a school culture of complete isolation, competi-
tion, or even jealousy, it does little to foster a school-
wide emphasis on improving teaching and learning and
a shared responsibility for the success of all students.

When schools move toward collaborative profes-
sional learning, they establish planning and reporting
processes that will increase cross-team collaboration and
learning. 

These processes, when they become routine, con-
tribute to building a schoolwide collaborative culture.
Both teams and the principal are responsible for making
these processes routine.

Team planning
Once a team has analyzed data, set SMART goals,

and identified possible strategies for collaboration, they
develop a plan of action that helps them and others
know how they plan to accomplish the goal(s) they
identified. A team’s plan of action is a roadmap with a
timeline that helps them stay the course, make inten-
tional course changes if necessary, and communicate to

their publics about their work.
Team action plans include the following compo-

nents:
• Goal(s)
• Actions (tasks)
• Indicators of accomplishment
• Person(s) responsible (talent)
• Timeline
• Resources requested

Tool 10.1 includes a sample team plan. Tool 10.2 is
a blank template for teams to
modify or use. Tool 10.3 is an
alternative team-planning tem-
plate.

The principal receives the
plans and identifies resources
each team has requested and
determines how to provide
those. In addition, the princi-
pal may offer some feedback
to the team on its plan and
recommend other resources or
strategies for the team to con-
sider. Perhaps the most impor-
tant part of the principal’s
work is finding commonalities
between and among teams’ plans. 

When these commonalities occur, the principal
informs each team and encourages them to share ideas,
information, and resources so that they can expand the
scope of their learning. 

Team plans can also be posted in the staff lounge

A team’s plan of
action is a
roadmap with a
timeline that
helps them stay
the course, make
intentional
course changes
if necessary, and
communicate to
their publics
about their work.

Team planning and reporting CHAPTER 10
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or meeting room so other team members can read and
review. Teams can also post their logs and updates in
the same location. By studying how other teams plan to
accomplish their work and finding connections among
their own team and other teams, team members extend
their learning, resources, and potentially their results.

Collaborative team meeting agenda
Another way to help teams keep organized is to

prepare an agenda for each meeting. The team can set
the next meeting’s agenda before the end of each meet-
ing. The agenda helps team members know how to pre-
pare for the next meeting. The agenda will be most
helpful if it includes the following information:
• Date, time, and location of meeting
• Meeting purpose describing what the team will

produce (deliver) by the end of
this meeting

• Actions to take or topics to dis-
cuss (e.g. report student scores
on the math assessment, items to
review or the unit assessment,
summaries of professional read-
ings, etc.)

• Time assigned to each action or
topic
Tool 10.4 is a team meeting

agenda for teams to use or adapt. 

Team reporting
Teams complete brief logs or

summary reports at the end of each
meeting as a record of their meeting.

These records become public information and help other
teams and the school administrator know what progress
each team is making, what challenges it is facing, and
what resources or support it wants. Team reports are
intended to be brief, yet informative. They are best com-
pleted in the last few minutes of the team’s meeting by
the entire team rather than by a single member.

The essential information included in a team meet-
ing report includes: 
• Members present;
• Date and time of meeting;
• Topics addressed;
• Summary comments; and
• Resources or support requested.

Tool 10.5 is a team summary report template for
teams to use or adapt.

Tool 10.3 Tool 10.4 Tool 10.5

Tool 10.2Tool 10.1

Team planning and reporting CHAPTER 10
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Principals receive and review team reports, sends
feedback to each team, and addresses requests for
resources or support. By staying informed and involved,
the principal helps the team accomplish its work. Team
logs can be posted so that members of other teams can
review what is occurring in each team. Teams can
benchmark their own work against other teams’ work
by reviewing their meeting reports.

In addition to written reports, principals can make
time in faculty meetings for teams to report briefly on
their key learnings, discoveries, or challenges. By asking
teams to report publicly, the principal increases team
accountability, shared responsibility, and cross-team
learning. These oral reports are brief (about 3-4 min-
utes) and focus on what the team is learning as it pro-
gresses through its plan. 

Cross-team communication and opportunities for
teams to report to one another are two essential process-

es to ensure that each team's work is aligned to school
and district priorities and goals. The frequency of
reporting increases both knowledge sharing and culture
building. When team members learn how others are
contributing to achieving the school's goals, there is a
stronger sense of whole school community in which
each person is contributing his or her strengths and
expertise to the whole. In addition, teams learn from
one another about how to have effective teams if the
cross-team report outs include information on struc-
tures, processes, and strategies teams are using in addi-
tion to the content.

References
Hargreaves, A. & Fullan, M. (1998). What’s

worth fighting for out there? New York: Teachers College
Press.

Team planning and reporting CHAPTER 10
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TOOL 10.1

Sample team plan
SAMPLE SCHOOL-BASED TEAM PLANNING FORM

Team members:
TIM BEV ROBERT JAMES BETH JACKIE

DATA ANALYZED:
Student achievement data: Benchmark assessments; current grades; performance
on SAT 9
Process data: Time spent on instruction in problem solving; resources used; number of
problem-solving strategies taught; number of problem-solving strategies reinforced in other
content areas
Demographics data: Student mobility; student SES; number of hours employed; atten-
dance
Perception data: Student attitude about school; student attitude about math; student per-
ception of self as successful in school and math 

MAJOR FINDINGS FROM DATA:
• Students who have a large number of absences perform poorly in problem solving.
• Students who perform poorly in math have less perseverance and a negative self-image.
• Students who perform poorly in problem solving also perform poorly in other areas of

the math curriculum, particularly algebraic thinking and measurement.  
• All students performing at the not-proficient level have their lowest scores in problem

solving.

GOALS:
Team’s goals for students (specify timeline, results, and evidence, e.g. by the end of the
grading period, students scoring at the not-proficient level in problem solving will move to
basic or above on the grade level common assessments.):

Students scoring not proficient in problem solving on the benchmark assessments will
score proficient by the end of the grading period.
Team’s goals for teachers (specify timeline, results, evidence, etc., e.g. Teachers will pro-
vide daily practice in using multiple problem-solving strategies.):

Teachers will deepen their understanding of problem-solving strategies, develop and
implement appropriate, differentiated instruction for students performing below expecta-
tions, frequently assess student progress, and use data to revise instruction.



TASK:
What are we going to
do?

TALENT:
Who will be responsible for doing what?

TIME:
When
will we
do it?

RESULTS:
What results did we
achieve?

Teachers will conduct
research, review the
curriculum guide, and
analyze their texts to
determine the four problem-
solving strategies they will
hold students accountable
for in math.

• Tim will review current journals.
• Beth will work with the math specialist to
analyze the curriculum.
• James will examine the text.
• Jackie will gather information from teachers
of prerequisite courses.
• Robert will gather information from teachers
of subsequent courses.
• Bev will bring problems for the team to
practice with at next meeting. Bev will also visit
another high school to learn how they are
addressing problem solving for
underperforming students.

March Identified four common
problem-solving strategies,
resources to use in teaching
the strategies, references
within the curriculum and the
texts, and practice problems
to use in other content areas
that reinforce the math
processes.

Teachers will practice the
problem-solving strategies to
ensure their understanding
and comfort with them.

Bev facilitates the team in practicing the
strategies.

March Teachers developed a
common vocabulary and
understanding of the
strategies to increase their
consistency of instruction.

Teachers will design
common lessons on four
problem-solving strategies.

Team designs two common lessons on the
problem-solving strategies.

March Lesson plans developed and
incorporate differentiation
for students of various levels
of success with problem
solving.

Teachers will design
instructional resources for
use in their classrooms to
reinforce problem-solving
application in other content
areas.

Team designs resources to display and use in
their classrooms.

March Instructional resources
displayed in all classrooms
and in the math hallway.

Teachers will share the
results of their common
lessons and make revisions.

Teams bring their notes to discuss the results of
the instruction.

April Team members identified the
common problems students
have in applying the
problem-solving process and
include instruction on these
areas in revised lesson
plans.

Teachers will design
common assessments to
assess student progress in
problem solving.

Team designs four common assessments to
give students.

March
and April

Common assessments are
designed and administered.

Teachers will analyze data
from common assessments
and revise instruction.

Team March,
April,
May, June

Student results are analyzed
across the classrooms.

ACTIONS PLANNED:
MARCH-JUNE 2005
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Evidence of results 
(What will serve as evidence of our results?):

• All students’ performance on the common assessments will increase by at least 5%.

• Students scoring not-proficient will score basic or above by the end of the grading period.

• Students’ performance in problem solving on the state assessment will increase by at least 5%.

• Students’ performance in other areas of the math curriculum will increase on the state assessment.

Resources/support requested:

• Discuss with the math specialist the problem-solving strategies included in the math curriculum and to gather resource

materials to use in lesson and instructional materials design.

• Meet with the math specialist to serve as expert support during the April meeting to assist with the development of

the assessments so that they align with the state expectations for how students demonstrate their learning. 

• Release time for one teacher to visit the other high school for a half day to discuss how they teach problem solving

to low performing students.

Comments:

• We expect that this will be a temporary solution to a more complex problem of students’ perception and ability in

math. 

• We hope to continue to focus on how we teach all the areas of the math curriculum to increase consistency in

instruction, expectations for learning, and assessment strategies.

• We also want to discover how to improve how we differentiate instruction and resources for learners who are

underperforming.

Tool 10.1    Sample team plan CHAPTER 10
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TOOL 10.2

Team planning template
Team members:

DATA ANALYZED:
Student achievement data:

Process data:

Demographics data:

Perception data:

MAJOR FINDINGS FROM DATA:

GOALS:
Team’s goals for students (specify timeline, results, and evidence, e.g. By the end of the
grading period, students scoring at the not-proficient level in problem solving will move to
basic or above on the grade-level common assessments.):

Team’s goals for teachers (specify timeline, results, evidence, etc., e.g. Teachers will pro-
vide daily practice in using multiple problem-solving strategies.):
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TASK:
What are we going to do?

TALENT:
Who will be
responsible for doing
what?

TIME:
When will we
do it?

RESULTS:
What results did we
achieve?

ACTIONS PLANNED:

Tool 10.2    Team planning template CHAPTER 10
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Evidence of results: 

Resources/support requested:

Comments:

Tool 10.2    Team plannning template CHAPTER 10
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TOOL 10.3

Alternative team planning template

When? What? How? Who? How well?

Reflections on action

Goal/standard

Evidence of success

Staff development initiative

CHAPTER 10

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 220

Meeting wrap-up

• What did we learn today that will enhance our content knowledge and our teaching practice?

• What items do we want on our next agenda?

• What will we include on our team log about this meeting?

TOOL 10.4

Team agenda template

CHAPTER 10

Date: Time: Location: 
Team goal(s): 

Meeting purpose (what will we deliver at the end of this meeting?): 

Essential questions (questions we want to answer at the end of this meeting): 

Item
I (information)
A (action)
D (decision)

Time Person responsible Notes
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Date: Time: 

Members present:

TOOL 10.5

Team summary report template

CHAPTER 10

Outcomes:

Next steps:

Resources/support requested:

Topic Summary

Agenda/topics:
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Where are we?
Our principal demonstrates his or her support for collaborative professional learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

In our school, when teams of teachers meet, the principal trusts them to accomplish their

work.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Our principal provides feedback to teams about their learning plan and progress on

a regular basis.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Our principal provides the resources and support requested.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 11

ROLE
OF PRINCIPAL
TOOLS:

Tool 11.1 Essays by Dennis Sparks. 8 pages

Tool 11.2 Benefits of collaborative professional learning. 1 page

Tool 11.3 Key learnings for collaborative professional learning teams. 1 page

Tool 11.4 Principals’ strategies for increasing staff capacities for continuous learning. 1 page

Tool 11.5 In the right context. 4 pages

Tool 11.6 Culture shift doesn’t occur overnight — or without conflict. 2 pages

Tool 11.7 How to launch a community. 2 pages

Tool 11.8 Getting everyone to buy in. 2 pages
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T
o say that the success of collabora-
tive professional learning rests in
the hands of the principal may be
an overgeneralization; however, to
a large degree, it is true. Principals’
commitment, investment, and
involvement in collaborative pro-

fessional learning is essential to its success within a
school. To create, organize, and sustain collaborative
professional development within their schools, princi-
pals have several essential responsibilities. They are
responsible to: 
• Set clear expectations and expected results;
• Create time for collaborative professional learning

in the schedule;
• Provide training and development;
• Receive and review plans;
• Accept that change is a process, not an event;
• Monitor actions and results;
• Encourage “out-of-the-box” thinking; and
• Handle resistance.

Set clear expectations and define results
Principals have a responsibility to establish clear

expectations about teacher collaborative professional
development. Often working in partnership with
teacher leaders, principals clarify whether collaborative
professional development is a responsibility of every
staff, some staff, or those who volunteer to participate.
Further, they clarify whether teachers are expected to
collaborate with one or more teams within the school,
across schools, in the district, or across districts. Some

schools set an expectation that teachers meet with one
collaborative learning team related to their content area
or level and another that is focused on a schoolwide
area of interest. For example, a middle school music
teacher may meet with other teachers across the district
for her content-focused team.
This team works to analyze
curriculum, develop common
assessments, examine student
work, and to develop com-
mon units of instruction. This
same teacher meets with a
school team on infusing criti-
cal thinking into all classes. In
this second team, the music
teacher works with colleagues
from other disciplines to iden-
tify the critical thinking skills
they will stress at each grade
level, develop their own
understanding about how to
integrate these skills into their
classroom activities, and
develop recommendations for
other colleagues about how to
integrate these skills into their
classes.

Principals also set clear
expectations for results.
Working with each team and using the data analysis
process as background, the principal helps each team
understand how its actions can influence student suc-

We found clear
evidence that the
administrator is
key to the
existence of a
professional
learning
community. 

— Learning
together, leading
together, by
Shirley Hord.
New York:
Teachers
College Press,
and Oxford,
OH: National
Staff Develop-
ment Council,
2004
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cess. By stressing that the primary
purpose of collaborative professional
learning is student academic success,
principals help teachers focus their
collaborative work on the intended
results. Secondary benefits of build-
ing a collaborative culture, deepening
teachers’ content knowledge, and
expanding their content-specific ped-
agogical repertoire occur when teach-
ers are successful in working collabo-
ratively. Principals can monitor for all
of these results.

Create time for collaborative pro-
fessional learning in the schedule

One of the most significant contributions a princi-
pal can make to guarantee success with collaborative
professional learning is to provide time within teachers’
workday for it to happen. Chapter 7 addresses this issue
in greater depth. It is primarily the principal’s responsi-
bility to lead the charge, form the task force to study
options for making time available, and for being the
spokesperson within the community who advocates for
teacher learning time. The principal cannot turn over
this responsibility to an assistant or a group of teacher
leaders. He or she must be fully present and involved in
these actions to signal the importance of this issue.

Provide training and development
Successful collaborative professional learning does

not happen magically. To be successful, teams benefit

from some initial opportunities to
learn about the value of collaborative
professional learning, the essential
skills for team development, and
strategies for team learning. By pro-
viding opportunities for teacher
leaders or even the entire staff to
learn some of the foundational
knowledge and skills necessary for
success, principals increase the likeli-
hood that the transition to collabo-
rative professional learning will be
smooth.

Receive and review team plans
Principals review a team’s plans

for learning and provide feedback to the team, discuss
with them how to provide the resources and support
they request, and help them accomplish their plan.
Principals visit team meetings periodically to learn
about the team’s work and to offer support. Ongoing
communication between the team and the principal is
essential to keep the principal informed and to support
the principal in finding ways to share learning across
teams and to use each team’s learning to achieve the
school’s goals.

Accept change as a process, not an event
When collaborative professional learning is

launched in most schools, there is a period of adjust-
ment for everyone. As teams learn to work together, to
be more responsible for their own professional learning,

Tool 11.1 Tool 11.3Tool 11.2

Tool 11.4

 



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 225

to make good choices about how to
use their time, etc., principals have an
important role to provide training,
support, and coaching to teams.
Principals remind teams that nothing
is perfect immediately, that teams will
feel uncomfortable and even be
unsuccessful initially, and that they
will improve both their effectiveness
and efficiency over time. This means
principals’ standards for teamwork
change as teams mature and their
work becomes more focused. The
principal is ready to step in to facili-
tate, guide, teach, and/or provide
resources, support, or resource per-
sonnel to help all teams reach an
acceptable level of productivity.

Give feedback actions and results
Principals actively monitor team actions and

results. They do this primarily by reviewing team-meet-
ing logs. However, principals may meet with team lead-
ers or with teams to learn about their work, observe
their interactions, and to provide feedback on their
work, their results, and their interactions. Principals can
expect to receive periodic reports that include student
data from benchmark or common assessments. By giv-
ing feedback regularly, principals and teams clarify
expectations, improve their work as a team, and are
more likely to focus their work on what will improve
teaching and learning.

Encourage “out-of-the-box” thinking
Principals encourage teams to look beyond their

own knowledge, skill, and practice by connecting them
with print, human, or electronic resources that will
move them beyond their current understanding.
Principals look for resources that will introduce teams
to new ideas, approaches, and strategies. When princi-
pals take an active role to ensure teams have access to
resources, they stimulate learning and demonstrate their
confidence in teams to accomplish their goals.
Principals also have an important role in creating a safe
environment that encourages risk taking, experimenta-
tion, and learning from each trial. It is important for
principals to hold the view that experiences that do not
produce intended results might be more powerful learn-
ing experiences than those that do.

Handle resistance
Resistance is inevitable. Some teachers will be

uncomfortable working collaboratively. Some will ini-
tially believe that working collaboratively is additional
work. Others simply prefer to work in isolation because
it is what they have always done. Principals, when
establishing expectations, clearly communicate each
teacher’s responsibilities so that no confusion exists. If
teachers are unwilling to work in collaborative learning
teams, principals want to be prepared to handle such
resistance. Most teachers, once they work through the
challenges of shifting from outside-in to inside-out pro-
fessional learning, value collaborative learning, especially
if the focus of their learning is directly related to their
own classes and students. 

Principals may use the series of essays by Dennis
Sparks, executive director of the National Staff
Development Council, to help them consider the bene-
fit and their role in creating a culture for collaborative
professional learning within their schools. These essays
appear in Tool 11.1. 

Tool 11.2 includes a list of benefits of collaborative
professional learning drawn from the research of Shirley
Hord on professional learning communities.

A third resource, Tool 11.3, is a list of essential
skills and knowledge for principals to consider in
designing the training and development for teams
and/or team leaders.

Tool 11.4 lists principals’ strategies for increasing
staff capacity for continuous learning.

Tool 11.5 describes how principals establish the
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structures to support collaborative
professional learning.

Tool 11.6 describes ways the
principal shifts the school culture and
some of the roadblocks he or she may
face in the process.

Tools 11.7 and 11.8 describe two
principals who launched collaborative
learning within their school. They
share lessons learned to help other
principals meet with success.

Douglas Reeves in his new book,
The Learning Leader: How to Focus
School Improvement for Better Results
(2006), describes particular leadership
actions that show demonstrable links
to student achievement. These actions
are not dependent on a principal's style or personality,
but rather are what a principal does. They include
inquiring, using data to determine not only problems
but also underlying causes (see Chapter 10); imple-
menting, the degree to which aspects of a specific effort
are correctly implemented at the school and classroom
level; and monitoring, the way in which feedback to
continuously support improvement and equity. This
form of monitoring, as Reeves reminds his readers, is
not evaluating or measuring.

No success in a school, no matter what it is, lies
exclusively on the shoulders of principals. Teachers and
teacher leaders are integral to every success and share
responsibility for leadership. Principals work to distrib-
ute and share leadership throughout the system so that
there are many leaders working hand-in-hand to meet
the school's goals. Collaborative professional learning is

one way principals can share leadership for professional
development and offer viable teacher leadership oppor-
tunities to teachers ready to accept leadership responsi-
bilities.

References
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CHAPTER 11

TOOL 11.2

Benefits of collaborative
professional learning

STUDENT BENEFITS

• Decreased dropout rate

• Lower absenteeism

• Greater academic achievement in comparison to traditional schools

• Smaller achievement gaps between students from different backgrounds

STAFF BENEFITS

• Reduced teacher isolation

• Collective responsibility for student success

• Increased understanding of roles teachers play in helping all students achieve

• More satisfaction, higher morale, and lower absenteeism

• High-quality solutions to problems

• Increase confidence among all school community members

SOURCE: Learning together, leading together, by Shirley Hord, New York: Teachers College
Press and Oxford, OH: National Staff Development Council, 2004.
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CHAPTER 11

TOOL 11.3

Key learnings for collaborative
professional learning teams

Knowledge Skills

• Understanding what collaborative
professional learning is and how it
differs from other forms of professional
development

• Benefits of collaborative professional
learning

• Purpose of collaborative professional
learning in the school

• How collaborative professional learning
fits within a comprehensive professional
development program

• How collaborative professional
development helps teachers meet the
New Jersey requirements for
professional development 

• Expectations for collaborative
professional learning within the school

• Strategies for team learning

• Processes for establishing teams,
communicating about the team’s work,
demonstrating the team’s work and
results

• Stages of team development

• Knowing and teaching core content

• Setting agreement

• Taking various roles

• Making decisions

• Resolving disagreements

• Building trust

• Working collaboratively

• Communicating clearly

• Setting goals

• Developing action plans

• Analyzing data

• Developing and reviewing curriculum,
assessment, instruction, and student
learning

• Evaluating work products and processes
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CHAPTER 11

TOOL 11.4

Principals’ strategies for increasing
staff capacities for continuous learning

Examine own beliefs about collaboration and continuous improvement

Develop collective values and vision

Be student-focused

Use vision to recruit and develop quality staff

Share decision making

Establish structures and process for shared decision making

Promote shared decision making on substantive issues

Increase decision-making quality

Promote continuous learning

Create opportunities for teachers to learn

Connect professional development to school improvement goals

Encourage collaboration

Provide time for collaboration

Identify outcomes of collaboration

Provide support

Establish clear expectations

Develop relationships

Create structures for communication

Acknowledge human capacity for change

SOURCE: Learning together, leading together, by Shirley Hord, New York: Teachers
College Press and Oxford, OH: National Staff Development Council, 2004.
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Chapter 12

ROLE OF
CENTRAL OFFICE

Where are we?
Central office staff members determine what professional development is available to

teachers within the district.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Local professional development plans reflect schools’ use of collaborative professional

learning.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Central office staff shares knowledge, research, and best practices about professional

development broadly and widely throughout the district with both principals and teachers.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Central office staff understands how they serve as a support to schools in the area of pro-

fessional development.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

TOOLS:

Tool 12.1 Backmapping model. 6 pages

Tool 12.2 If not a workshop, then what? 1 page

Tool 12.3 Break the inservice habit. 3 pages

Tool 12.4 School professional development plan synthesis. 1 page
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W
hen professional devel-
opment moves from a
centralized function in
a school district to a
school-based function,
the work of central
office does not dimin-

ish. Instead, it increases. The work changes from deter-
mining the content and delivering the learning to one
that involves building the capacity of school staff to
make sound decisions about their own professional
development. In essence, central office staff become
learning leaders who are responsible for facilitating pro-
fessional development decisions at individual schools
and coordinating efforts between and among schools to
maximize resources and effort without diluting the indi-
vidual needs and interests of schools. 

In addition, central office staff is responsible to
coordinate the formation of cross-school teams for sin-
gleton teachers or noninstructional staff whose primary
collaborative professional learning team is outside their
own school.

Central office staff members — those who work in
school district offices with responsibility for curriculum,
instruction, professional development, mentoring,
teacher quality, and student success — have seven major
responsibilities in a system that views the school as the
primary center of learning. These roles include:
• Building capacity of school staff to make sound

decisions about professional development;
• Providing research and models of best practices

regarding professional development;

• Allocating resources to schools to support their
learning plans;

• Coordinating efforts between and among schools;
• Coordinating the formation of cross-school collab-

orative professional learning teams; and 
• Supporting collaborative professional learning

teams; and
• Monitoring implementation throughout the dis-

trict.

Building capacity
When professional development moves from the

district office to the school and becomes more collabo-
rative, the control central office has exerted over deci-
sions about the design and implementation of profes-
sional development now rests in the hands of teachers
and principals. Their success, however, in making sound
decisions depends largely on how well the central office
prepares school staff to make these decisions. 

Central office staff is responsible for helping school
staff members understand the standards for professional
development and district and state requirements for
professional development. They might use Tool 12.1,
the Backmapping Model (Killion, 2002a, 2002b), to
assist school staff members in understanding how to
develop both school- and team-based professional learn-
ing, and expand teacher leaders’ and principals’ under-
standing of high-quality professional development. The
Backmapping Model presents a process to ensure that
professional development is aligned with the goals for
student achievement within a school. While some
teachers may opt to learn outside the school because
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their collaborative team exists elsewhere, their primary
emphasis is on improving learning in their own school.
Central office staff can take an active role in helping
school staff implement this process to ensure that their
learning team’s work focuses directly on student learn-
ing.

Because school-based collaborative professional
development requires knowledge and skills that may not
be present at the school, central office can provide
opportunities for teacher leaders, especially department
chairs, team, or grade-level chairs, or others to partici-
pate in leadership training that would prepare them to
lead collaborative learning communities within in their
schools. Central office staff can work with principals to
identify potential candidates among teachers who can
serve as leaders among their peers. These learning expe-
riences would help teacher leaders gain the capacity to
facilitate learning teams, hold effective meetings, man-
age multiple priorities, and plan effective learning
among their colleagues.

The transfer of knowledge and skill from a few
people to a broader group increases the likelihood that
more educators will take responsibility for ensuring
high-quality professional development and for linking
professional development to the needs of students. The
transfer of knowledge can happen in a variety of ways.
One is by training a team of teacher leaders and admin-
istrators at each school in the standards and the profes-
sional development planning, design, and evaluation
process. Many districts already have such training pro-
grams. 

Central office can also facilitate professional devel-
opment planning, design, implementation, and evalua-
tion process at school sites with a local co-facilitator.
This facilitator works alongside the central office staff
member to learn about critical decision areas and how
to lead decisions about professional development at the
school.

The more broadly the knowledge is shared, the
more likely teachers and principals will be confident
and successful in examining the adult learning needs
within their school. 

If those making the decisions about professional
development have limited understanding and experience
with high-quality staff development, their decisions will
reflect the forms of professional learning with which
they are most familiar. As a result, they may continue to
see limited impact of professional learning on teaching
and student learning.

Provide research and model best practices
When professional learning moves to the school,

central office staff members play a significant role in
providing research and modeling best practices. When
school staff experience powerful forms of professional
learning and see examples of different approaches to
learning, they will become more familiar with alterna-
tives to consultant-driven training.

District staff can engage school professional devel-
opment committee members in learning about multiple
designs for professional learning. Tool 12.2, ”If Not a
Workshop, Then What?” which was created by the
National Staff Development Council, can be used to
familiarize school staff with various approaches to pro-
fessional learning. Central office staff may also want to
refer to Tool 9.9 for another resource to use in helping
school staff understand alternative designs for adult
learning.

Compiling and disseminating research and
resources about professional development to teacher
leaders and principals at schools are other ways central
office staff can significantly impact the quality of
school-based decisions about professional development.
Summarizing or sending articles, policy papers, studies,
or examples about best practices can increase the likeli-
hood that school staff members will have foundational
information upon which to make local decisions about
professional development. 

Districts can create web-based resources that link
schools to other high-quality resources about profes-
sional development, ensure that school leaders know
how to:

1. Access a statewide listing of professional develop-
ment resources at www.state.nj.us/njded/educators/
pd.htm.

2. Use the NJPEP web site (www.NJPEP.org), and
send print copies of syntheses in newsletters, e-mails, or
via other technologies.

3. Access the core curriculum content standards
and find content-specific web pages with resources at
www.state.nj.us/njded/aps/cccs/

Allocating resources
Districts can help schools be successful with collab-

orative professional learning if they advocate for the
time and fiscal resources to support this form of adult
learning. One of these resources is time. Time is an
invaluable resource and the subject of an entire chapter
in this tool kit.  
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The central office has responsibility to work
through the school board to build a communitywide
value and support for professional learning. That
includes developing support for the time that is
required for teams to work together. Parents want their
children to have the most qualified teachers possible.
Achieving that requires the continuous development of
teachers. Tool 12.3, “Break the Inservice Habit,” by
Joan Richardson in Tools for Schools, suggests how dis-
tricts and schools can prepare teachers to talk about
their professional development within the community
to build support for and understanding of the value of
professional development for teachers.

Districts can form teams charged with examining
those policies, administrative procedures, practices,
resources, and schedules that impact professional devel-
opment to ensure that they support school-based pro-
fessional development. Districts can help schools
revamp daily schedules to include time for professional
learning. Districts can ensure that schools receive appro-
priate budget allocations to support high-quality profes-
sional development.

A significant portion of the district’s responsibility
in this area relates to supporting the Local Professional
Development Committee as it creates a district Local
Professional Development Plan (LPDP) that reflects
how the district will support individual school’s profes-
sional development plans. The district’s LPDP looks
like an inverted triangle (see Figure 12.1 above) demon-
strating how it emerges from the plans for individual
schools rather than dictating the professional develop-

ment schools will have.
This change from district-driven professional devel-

opment to school-based professional development is not
one that will occur overnight. District office staff has a
tremendous responsibility to prepare school teams to
design, implement, and evaluate sound professional
learning aligned to district and school goals. Districts
will transform their services and responsibilities to sup-
port school-based professional learning while maintain-
ing alignment and focus on district priorities and goals.
Rather than being a top-down or one-size-fits-all
approach to professional development, school-based
professional development looks at the unique needs of
each school and its students, staff, and community and
responds to those differences. The work of the Local
Professional Development Committee expands from
organizing a few inservice days for the entire district to
ensuring a comprehensive system of professional learn-
ing for every teacher aligned with the identified needs
of each school.

Coordinating efforts between and among schools
An essential central office function for supporting

collaborative learning at schools is coordinating efforts
between and among schools. As central office staff
review each school’s professional development plan, they
will want to determine the strength of the plan, whether
the school has allocated appropriate resources to the
plan, whether the plan meets the professional develop-
ment standards, and whether the school’s professional
development plan aligns with the school’s and district’s
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improvement goals. 
Because school-based collabora-

tive professional learning focuses on
the needs of an individual school,
schools often do not know about
other schools in the district that are
working on similar areas of improve-
ment. Bringing common goals to the
attention of all schools working on
that goal can increase the potential
for collaboration among schools and
increase the benefit for any one
school. 

Central office staff might also
find that they can streamline their
support by serving schools clustered
together by professional development goal
rather than trying to do so one-by-one.

Tool 12.4 might be a useful way for district staff to
cluster schools by professional development goal.
Schools could also use it to review each other’s plans as
a way to improve the professional development practices
of each school. 

One additional aspect of central office staff ’s role is
identifying and broadcasting successful practices within
the district. Individual schools will benefit from oppor-
tunities to benchmark their professional development
plans against other schools within the district and
beyond. They will appreciate knowing about profession-
al development in other schools so they can learn from
others. 

Coordinate cross-discipline
or cross-school teams

Sometimes teachers will not
have colleagues at their school who
teach the same content they do. As a
result, they will not have a natural
team in their own school. This
occurs for teaching staff such as
counselors, librarians, nurses, and
others. When this occurs, there are
several opportunities to create cross-
school teams, district teams, interdis-
ciplinary teams, and related content-
area teams within a school. For
example, teachers in the world lan-
guages and social studies depart-

ments along with English as a Second
Language teachers may form a collaborative team
focused on developing global citizens. Counselors, nurs-
es, health and physical education teachers may collabo-
rate on ways to improve students' physical health and
emotional well-being. In another example, librarians
from schools throughout a district may form a collabo-
rative professional learning team to identify how to sup-
port classroom reading instruction within their library
programs. Organizing interschool visitations within the
district or across districts is a way central office can fos-
ter collaboration for those educators who are not mem-
bers of an in-school collaborative professional learning
team.

Central office staff members work with principals
to identify those staff members who may benefit from
cross-school, cross-discipline, or cross-district teams. By
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initiating and coordinating cross-school, districtwide
teams or even regionwide teams, central office staff
members ensure that every professional is involved in
one or more collaborative professional learning teams
that focuses on student success, core curriculum content
standards, assessment, and instruction. 

Supporting schools’ efforts
By charting the schools and looking at a synthesis

of their professional development intentions, central
office staff members can quickly see where the clusters
are and plan accordingly to provide the necessary sup-
port. 

Central office can then determine its course of
action by asking schools these questions:
• If a school’s or cluster of schools’ goal is X, how

does central office help them achieve this goal?
What essential support services, resources, assis-
tance, etc., do they need to be successful? What
kind of differentiated support might the cluster of
schools need?

• What type of systemic support and systemwide
changes are necessary so each school successfully
achieves its goals?

• How do we help schools know about and access
district resources to meet their goals?

• How do school goals align with district priorities?

Monitoring implementation
Another essential role for central office is to hold

schools accountable for their professional development
plans. By meeting quarterly or semi-annually with
school leadership teams and reviewing evidence of
progress toward their professional development goal,
central office staff can help schools maintain a focus on
results and not the provision of services. By keeping the
focus on results and asking schools to use data to review

their progress, schools will be able to celebrate their suc-
cesses along the way and alter their course of action
when necessary.

School visits can be opportunities for learning
among team members. They can be a form of walk-
through, a form of brief observation designed to gather
data and to encourage reflection. One or more central
office staff members or teams that include principals
and teacher leaders from other schools can conduct
monitoring visits. Monitoring visits that include
debriefing sessions with the school’s professional devel-
opment team, leadership team, and/or whole faculty
offer support, feedback, and the perspective of critical
friends to help the school stay the course. The use of
data from multiple sources is important in monitoring
visits so that facts — and not opinions and preferences
— guide the discussion and serve as the basis for identi-
fying successes and selecting modifications. When data
are used, decisions are likely to be more objective than
subjective. 

The role of central office staff members does not
diminish when a school district transforms professional
development from a centralized function to one that is
school-based and that fosters collaboration among
teachers about the real work of teaching. In fact, their
role expands as they become learning leaders who facili-
tate school-based decisions about professional develop-
ment to meet the unique and pressing needs of individ-
ual schools. 

Reference
Killion, J. (2002). What works in the elementary

school: Results-based staff development. Oxford, OH:
National Staff Development Council.

Killion, J. (2002). What works in the high school:
Results-based staff development. Oxford, OH: National
Staff Development Council.
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CHAPTER 12

The backmapping model guides the planning of results-based staff development that targets an
increase in student achievement.
Step 1 is identifying areas of student learning needs.
Step 2 is analyzing the school and/or district context.
Step 3 is developing the school improvement goal that specifies increasing student achievement as the end result

and educator learning as an activity to accomplish the goals.
Step 4 is identifying educator learning needs, a step that replaces the traditional needs assessment process.
Step 5 is reviewing possible staff development interventions.
Step 6 is selecting the intervention and planning for its implementation and evaluation.
Step 7 is implementing, sustaining, and evaluating the intervention.

TOOL 12.1

Backmapping model
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STEP 1.
Review student achievement data.

To produce results, staff development must be
directly tied to student achievement needs. Before
selecting or designing staff develop-
ment, a careful and thorough
analysis of student achievement
data occurs. This analysis will
help identify specific student
achievement strengths and
areas of need and will guide
decisions about staff development
programs. During data analysis, it is
helpful to examine multiple types of data about student
learning such as high-stakes test results, results from
common benchmark assessments, classroom assessments
including projects and performances, grades, student
self-assessment, etc.

Key questions to answer during this step include:
• What assessment data are available?
• What is being measured in each assessment?
• Which students are assessed?
• What areas of student performance are meeting or

exceeding expectations?
• Do patterns exist in the data?
• How did various populations of students perform?

(Consider factors such as gender, race, and socioe-
conomic status.)

• What are other data telling us about student per-
formance?

• How are the data similar or different in various

grade levels, content areas, and individual classes?
• What surprises us?
• What confirms what we already know?

The data analysis process results in knowing or
identifying:
• Specific areas of deficit.
• Specific knowledge and skills students need in

order to overcome the deficit.
• Specific students or groups of students for whom

the deficit is most prevalent or pronounced.
For example, assume a school’s scores on a state test

are below the expected or desired level in reading. These
scores are insufficient by themselves to use for planning
a staff development intervention. Now assume that the
English department analyzes subtest scores and sub-
group scores. Perhaps they find a deficiency in reading
vocabulary for a particular group of students. This
analysis may include a review of the curriculum to
determine which standards or benchmarks are most
essential for students to achieve and what fundamental
knowledge and skills serve as the prerequisites to these
standards. This type of information can be used to
establish schoolwide and/or department improvement
goals, identify specific actions necessary to achieve those
goals, and guide the selection and/or design of a staff
development intervention to address the need by
increasing the vocabulary skills of the identified student
group.

In the example above, to simply identify reading as
the area of focus provides insufficient information to
guide the design and/or selection of a staff development
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program. The latter information, in contrast, is action-
able — that is, it is specific enough to identify what
teachers need to know and be able to do in order to
improve student performance in reading vocabulary. 

STEP 2.
Identify unique characteristics of 
community, school, department, staff, and
district.

When school leaders and teachers understand the
unique characteristics of the students,
they can use this information to
make appropriate instructional
and program decisions. The
parallel is true for staff devel-
opment leaders. Knowing the
unique characteristics of the
adults who will participate in the
staff development program will influ-
ence the design of the learning experience and the
nature of follow-up support provided.

Understanding the conditions under which the
staff development program will be implemented also
helps inform the selection and/or design of a staff devel-
opment initiative. For example, a staff development
program for experienced teachers may be different than
one for novice teachers. 

Likewise, a staff development program design to
enable staff to meet the needs of urban, disadvantaged
students may be different than one for rural schools.
Additionally, a program provided in a district or school
setting where there are limited resource and/or time for
staff development will be different than in settings
where time and resources are budgeted.

Districts, schools, and/or departments complete a
profile to provide information about the environment
and conditions of the school where the need exists.
Detailing the context helps staff development leaders
make informed decisions about staff development pro-
grams.

Key questions to answer in this area are:
• What are the characteristics of our students?

Some characteristics to consider area:
Ethnicity/race
Gender
Socioeconomic status
Mobility
Family support
Motivation

Attitude about school
Experience in school
Academic performance
Retention rate
Parents’ education level
Sibling data

• What are the characteristics of the staff?
Some characteristics to consider are:

Years of experience
Years at a grade level
Years in the school
Past experience with staff development
Motivation
Performance/ability
Attitude
Sense of efficacy
Response to change
Collegiality
Extent to which teachers’ preparation aligns

with teaching assignments
Level of education

• What are some characteristics of our formal
and informal leadership for both teacher and
administrators?
Some characteristics to consider are:

Leadership style
Roles of formal and informal leaders
Level of participation in leadership activities
Opportunities to be involved in leadership

roles/activities
Trust in leadership
Support by leadership
Support for leadership
Level of communication

• What are some characteristics of our 
community?

Some characteristics to consider are:
Support for education
Support for the school
Involvement in school activities
Support for students
Support for staff development

• What resources are available to support the
staff development program?
Some considerations are:

Budget
Time

Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 256

Tool 12.1    Backmapping model CHAPTER 12



Collaborative professional learning in school and beyond: A tool kit for New Jersey educators 257

Support personnel in the building
Support personnel outside the building
Union contract
Incentives

STEP 3.
Establish clear, measurable outcomes for the
staff development program.

Teams must understand what they hope to accom-
plish in terms of both student and teacher learning as a
result of their staff development efforts. Without a clear
goal and specific target, it is easy to miss the mark. Key

questions about outcomes are: (1)
What results do we seek for stu-

dents? (2) What results do we
expect for staff? (3) What
practices, procedures, and
policies will affect the achieve-

ment of these goals?
Intended results are stated in

terms of student achievement. Actions
or changes that occur for teachers and principals are
means to achieve the goal of increased student achieve-
ment and are best as objectives rather than outcomes or
goals. In other words, expected outcomes are stated in
terms that allow the district, school, and/or department
to know if it has or has not achieved the intended
results. Too often, results are stated in terms of the
means to the end rather than results themselves.

For example, a goal that states, “One hundred per-
cent of the staff will participate in training in brain-
based learning” does not say what will happen for stu-
dents as a result of this training. This is an action to
accomplish the desired results — increasing student
achievement. A preferable goal is one that states, “In
three years, 90% of students will read on grade level as a
result of teachers learning and implementing new
instructional strategies.” The latter goal is focused on
the end result of the staff development, rather than on
what occurs in the process.

STEP 4.
Assess teacher and principal learning needs.

Many staff development programs begin with
needs assessments that ask adult learners to identify
what they want to learn. This common practice often
leaves a gap between what educators want to learn and
what they may need to learn to address the identified
goals. For example, teachers are often eager to learn

about new educational innovations, and principals may
want to learn h how to shortcut nagging managerial
tasks. However, if the goal is to
increase students’ reading per-
formance, and comprehend-
ing and interpreting nonfic-
tion text were identified as
the areas of greatest deficit,
both teachers and principals
have a specific need to develop
their skills and knowledge in this area to teach and sup-
port classroom instruction in reading nonfiction text.
Staff development on topics other than these areas may
deflect staff development time and resources from the
established school goals.

After educators’ learning needs are identified, staff
development leaders consider specific actions for meet-
ing the identified learning needs. The scope and content
of the necessary staff development program will be
clearer when the district, school, or department team
has a clear understanding of student learning needs, the
context and conditions of the school or district, the spe-
cific goal, and the learning needs of educators.

STEP 5. 
Study the staff development programs
described in the guide.

Before determining how to accomplish the goal, the
district, school, and/or department team will examine
proven staff development programs, those that have evi-
dence of their impact on student learning. Too often this
important step is overlooked.
District, school, and/or depart-
ment staffs often fail to con-
duct a critical review of what is
available and what has proven
successful. In their urgency and
enthusiasm to improve student
performance, school staffs may pass
over this step and select or adapt programs with which
they are unfamiliar. This guide is particularly useful for
this review because it describes programs that have
proven success in increasing student achievement. It also
identifies the content of those programs so that a dis-
trict, school, and/or department can determine the
degree to which the content aligns with all identified
educator learning needs determined in Step 4.

In examining programs, consider the following ques-
tions:
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• Which programs address the skills and knowledge
we have identified as educator learning needs?

• What programs are being used in schools with sim-
ilar demographics?

• If our school’s characteristics do not match those of
schools in which the program was successfully
implemented, what are the key differences? How
likely are those differences to interfere with the
program’s success?

• What changes could be implemented to increase
the likelihood of success?

• What aspects of the program (if any) might need to
be modified to accommodate the unique features
of our school?

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of the pro-
gram?

• What school, district, and community support was
required to make the program successful?
After examining successful programs, the district,

school, and/or department team determines if it will
adopt or adapt an existing program or create its own
program. This is a significant decision that is made with
careful thought. When making this decision, members
are deciding where to place their energy and resources
for the long run. Too often schools fail to achieve suc-
cess because they use a “revolving door approach” to
innovations — that is, a series of experts “pop in” to
prescribe the best treatment for the problem. Sometimes
staff development or improvement efforts are viewed as
temporary intrusions that staff can “wait out.” In fact,
any staff development intervention adopted requires a
new way of doing business, one that the district, school,
and/or department staff will fully commit to and one
that they fully expect to become a routine part of their
everyday practice. Without this level of commitment,
no staff development intervention holds a promise of
improving student and teacher learning.

STEP 6.
Plan for implementation, institutionalization,
and evaluation.

As new programs begin in schools, few leaders or
participants look beyond the immediate school year.
However, if an intervention is carefully selected, it will
become a new way of doing business. To make the tran-
sition between new ideas and routine practice, a plan to
support implementation and institutionalization is
important. Teams must plan for a variety of long-range
processes: dealing with the challenges of beginning a

new program; sustaining the focus, energy, and
resources to ensure success; and adopting procedures to
provide ongoing formative — and eventually summa-
tive — evaluations of the program.

After a staff development program has been selected,
adapted, or designed and before implementing a program,
answer these questions:
• How will we assess the initiation, implementation,

and institutionalization of the program?
• How will we support the program?

How will we support the individuals involved:
• What are we equipped to do ourselves to support

and implement the program, and what outside
resources will we need?

• What resources are we dedicating to the program?
• What is our timeline for full

implementation?
• What benchmarks along

the way will help us know
if we are being successful?

• Are we willing to commit
time, energy, and financial
resources to this effort for the
long term?

• How will we align this new initiative with existing
ones? What might we need to eliminate to make
resources available for this program?

• How closely do the goals of this program align
with our school’s improvement goals and the dis-
trict’s strategic goals?
When planning the evaluation of a staff develop-

ment program, staff development leaders will
1. Assess the design of the staff development pro-

gram to determine if it is thorough, well-conceived, and
able to be implemented;

2. Identify the key questions they hope to answer;
and

3. Design the evaluation framework, which is the
plan for conducting the evaluation.

Such plans include data collection methodology,
data sources, personnel to conduct the evaluation, and a
timeline (Killion, 2002). Also, plans for both formative
and summative evaluation are necessary. A formative
assessment allows staff development leaders to know
how well the program is being implemented and
answers questions such as:
• Are the program activities being implemented as

planned?
• Are resources adequate to implement the program
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as planned?
• To what degree are differences occurring in imple-

mentation that may influence the program’s results?
A summative evaluation allows staff development

leaders to know what impact the program has had and
answers questions such as:
• Have the intended results been achieved?
• What changes  have occurred as a result of the pro-

gram?
• What changes has the program influenced for stu-

dents?
• What changes has the program influenced for staff?

Planning the evaluation, while planning the pro-
gram and its implementation, provides greater options
for evaluation. it helps identify important baseline data
to collect that may be necessary for determining what
impact the program has  had. It gives both the staff
development leaders and evaluator greater clarity about
how the program is intended to work, thus increasing
the likelihood that the program will be implemented as
designed and that the intended results will be realized.

STEP 7.
Implement, sustain, and evaluate the staff
development program.

To be fully implemented, a program requires con-
stant nurturing and support. In order to continuously
improve a program, the district, school, and/or depart-
ment team will  use data bout the program to make reg-
ular adjustments and refinements to strengthen the
results. This nurturing is the pri-
mary responsibility of the staff
development leaders including
the principal and teacher lead-
ers. With a long-term commit-
ment, a focus on results for
students, and clear indicators of
success, a school team has the nec-
essary resources to monitor and make adjustments,
strengthening the results of the program and ensuring
success.

Implementing a program requires that those
responsible for implementation have a clear understand-
ing of what implementation means and looks like. One
tool for reaching agreement on the acceptable level of
implementation is an innovation configuration that
describes and defines the essential features of a program
(Hall & Hord, 2001). Attention to setting expectations
and standards for acceptable implementation will make

a significant difference in the quality of implementa-
tion.

Once the program is implemented, attention can
turn toward sustaining the program. In other words,
“How will district, school, and/or department teams
keep the focus on the results, provide the necessary
resources to continue the program, and use data about
the program to continually improve it?” If a program is
fully implemented, sustaining it becomes easier, yet
requires constant attention and resources.

Evaluating the program provides information about
the program’s impact and valuable data to improve its
results. Using both formative and summative evaluation
processes will provide the best data for district, school,
and/or department teams to use to continually improve
the program and increase the likelihood that it will
achieve the results it strives to achieve (Killion, 2002).

RESULT.
Increase student achievement.

The backmapping model
guides the schools and collabo-
rative learning teams. When
adults learn, students benefit.
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CHAPTER 12

1. Conducting action research projects
2. Analyzing teaching cases
3. Attending awareness-level seminars
4. Joining a cadre of in-house trainers
5. Planning lessons with a teaching

colleague
6. Consulting an expert
7. Examining student data
8. Being coached by a peer or an expert
9. Leading a book study
10. Making a content-focused field trip
11. Writing assessments with a colleague
12. Participating in a study or support

group
13. Doing a classroom walk-through
14. Giving presentations at conferences
15. Researching on the Internet
16. Leading a schoolwide committee or

project
17. Developing curriculum-related

displays
18. Shadowing students
19. Coaching a colleague
20. Being a mentor — being mentored
21. Joining a professional network
22. Using a tuning protocol to examine

student work
23. Attending an in-depth institute in a

content area
24. Writing an article about your work
25. Observing model lessons
26. Reading journals, educational

magazines, books

27. Participating in a critical friends group
28. Doing a self-assessment
29. Shadowing another teacher or

professional in the field
30. Keeping a reflective log or journal
31. Analyzing the expectations of your

statewide assessments
32. Enrolling in a university course
33. Viewing educational videos
34. Maintaining a professional portfolio
35. Studying content standards for your

state
36. Observing other teachers teach
37. Listening to video/audio recordings
38. Participating in a videoconference or

conference calls with experts
39. Visiting model schools/programs
40. Developing curriculum
41. Doing school improvement planning
42. Examining new technological

resources to supplement lessons
43. Being observed and receiving feedback

from another teacher or principal
44. Participating in lesson study
45. Working on a strategic planning team

Source: National Staff Development
Council, 2004. All rights reserved. For more
information, please contact
Joan.Richardson@nsdc.org.
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CHAPTER 12

TOOL 12.4

School professional development plan
synthesis

Use this tool to summarize the professional development planned at each school.
Collect from each school a summary of the collaborative professional learning teams’ action
plans and compile a districtwide summary to prepare each district’s Local Professional
Development Plan and to report to the community and other constituents about the dis-
trict’s professional development plan.
• List the district schools in the far left-hand column.
• Identify the goal areas for each collaborative learning team within each school.
• For each goal area, identify the grade level for which that goal has been established. 
• Identify the major actions the collaborative professional learning team plans to take to

address its goal.
• Write the desired result it wishes to accomplish.

Schools Goal area Grade levels Key actions Desired results
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Where are we?
Collaborative professional learning teams in our school receive regular feedback about

their work.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Collaborative professional learning teams in our school rarely take time to reflect on how

well their team is working.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Ongoing evaluation of the work of collaborative professional learning teams occurs at

least bi-monthly.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Members of collaborative professional learning teams assess the productivity and

efficiency of their team.

STRONGLY AGREE AGREE NOT SURE DISAGREE STRONGLY DISAGREE

Chapter 13

EVALUATING
COLLABORATIVE
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING
TOOLS:

Tool 13.1 Eight smooth steps. 13 pages

Tool 13.2 Team meeting assessment. 1 page

Tool 13.3 Rate yourself as a team player. 1 page

Tool 13.4 Protocol for discussing survey results about team effectiveness and/or team meetings. 1 page

Tool 13.5 Logic model template. 1 page

Tool 13.6 Learning team survey. 2 pages

Tool 13.7 Summative reflection protocol. 1 page

Tool 13.8 Professional learning communities: Getting started. 5 pages

Tool 13.9 Professional learning communities II: A focus on common assessments. 5 pages



T
o improve, collaborative profes-
sional learning teams conduct reg-
ular evaluations of their work.
Evaluations can focus on three
aspects of the team’s work — their
efficiency, their effectiveness as a
team, and their results. Taking

time periodically to assess and analyze the results of
assessments in each of these areas provides valuable data
that teams can use to strengthen their work.

Teams also benefit from external evaluations and
feedback. One of the responsibilities of principals dis-
cussed in Chapter 11 is providing regular feedback to
teams about their work and processes. 

Tools in this chapter will help teams and others
provide information that will help them refine and
improve their practices. For a com-
prehensive view of evaluating profes-
sional development, Tool 13.1 is
included. 

Schools may find that they want
to begin with a less comprehensive
approach to evaluation. Tools that
follow will help them make evalua-
tion both meaningful and beneficial.

Formative and summative 
evaluation

Teams will conduct two kinds of
evaluation — formative and summa-
tive. Formative evaluation will con-
centrate on the team’s processes for

efficiency and the completion of the actions the team
planned and the outcomes of those actions. Summative
evaluation will focus on success in accomplishing the
team’s goals. These goals, stated as SMART goals, are
focused on improving student learning.

Formative evaluation
Formative evaluations will concentrate on how well

the team works, completion of its actions, and the out-
comes of its actions. Tool 13.2 offers one way to capture
a view of the team’s efficiency by focusing on the struc-
ture of team meetings and whether the typical struc-
tures of successful teams are in place.

Tool 13.3 offers a survey that individual members
can use to evaluate their own involvement in the collab-
orative professional learning team. Asking individuals to

rate their own behavior and then
aggregating the ratings into a single
mean score, identifying the range of
scores (highest score and lowest
score), and the modal response (score
that occurs most frequently for each
item) will help team members know
how the team is doing overall. 

Inviting team members to con-
tribute to a discussion about the
overall results from either or both
surveys in Tools 13.2 and 13.3 can
help the team develop a deeper
understanding of its own operations.
Team members may want to use the
protocol in Tool 13.4 to discuss the

Evaluating collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 13
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results of these surveys. The protocol is general enough
to be used for both surveys or each independent of the
other.

Teams members might use the innovation configu-
rations for learning communities that appeared in Tool
5.3 as another means of evaluating the effectiveness of
their learning teams. The innovation configurations
describe the essential behaviors of teachers and princi-
pals and can be used like a rubric to assess the current
state of a learning team, and the results can be used to
assess progress over time if a baseline and subsequent
measure are compared. If team members or principals
opt to use the innovation configurations, the following
process is recommended:

Ask team members to identify where they think
their team is individually.

Compile the individual results. Alternately, if there
is strong trust among team members or if members are
willing to share their results publicly, ask each one to
share his or her results and compile the individual
results on a wall chart for all team members to see.

Use the protocol in Tool 13.4 to discuss the results.
Another form of formative assessment is to look at

the team’s actions and the outcomes they produced. For
example, if the team read a research summary, then the
result of this action would be that team members
increased their knowledge, not that the team members
read the summary. When looking at actions, determine
the outcomes the team wants from each one and meas-
ure the success of those actions rather than whether the
action has been accomplished. A tool called a logic
model drives this form of evaluation (Killion, 2002). 

Evaluating collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 13

Tool 13.4

Tool 13.6Tool 13.5 Tool 13.7

Tool 13.3Tool 13.2

 



A logic model has five main components. See
Figure 13.1 above. They are:
• Inputs/resources;
• Actions;
• Initial outcomes;
• Intermediate outcomes; and
• Results.

A logic model links inputs (resources) to actions
(steps to accomplish the results) and identifies initial
outcomes (first changes expected from the actions) and
intermediate outcomes (subsequent changes that occur
after the initial outcomes) in a logical way to explain
how the actions will produce the results.

An application to collaborative professional learn-
ing teams is shown in Table 13.

If teams develop and use a logic model, they have a
sound way to do two things. One is to plan their
actions and identify what they expect to see if their
actions are successful. Secondly, they
can assess their progress toward their
goal(s). 

By looking at the outcomes of
their actions rather than the comple-
tion of their actions, they have a bet-
ter measure of the potential impact of
their actions. In addition, they have
the capacity to look at the interaction
that occurs between their work and
their students’ learning. Not all
schools will use a logic model in their
evaluation efforts. However, if they
want to be able to know if profes-
sional development impacted student
academic success, they will want

some form of formative evaluation. A blank logic model
for teams to use is included in Tool 13.5.

Summative evaluation
Determining if the team has achieved its goal(s) is

the summative evaluation. It is what is expected at the
summary or the end of the planned action. Teams
define the success of their learning by whether students
perform at the expected levels. Sometimes teams will
not be able to determine if they met their goal until
they receive results from state assessments. Because there
is substantial lag time between the administration of
some state assessments and the results, collaborative
professional learning teams may want to consider using
common assessments as one measure of student success.
While common assessments may lack the rigor of state
assessments, they offer team members some information
about their success in a more timely manner.

Evaluating collaborative professional learning CHAPTER 13

Inputs/resources Actions Initial
outcomes

Intermediate
outcomes

Results

The school, district,
community, or state
resources (including
people, space, time,
equipment, or
materials) needed to
accomplish the
actions.

The sequence of
activities the team
plans to take to
accomplish its
goal(s), using the
resources identified.

The early results of
the actions, e.g. what
happens initially
when the action is
completed; initial
outcomes often
describe changes in
knowledge and skills.

The secondary results
of the actions, e.g.
what happens after
the initial outcomes
occur; intermediate
outcomes often
describe changes in
behavior or practice.

The SMART goal(s)
the team sets for its
professional learning.

Figure 13.1 Logic model components

Tool 13.9Tool 13.8
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Inputs Actions Initial
outcomes

Intermediate
outcomes

Results

• Teaching
resources for unit
development
Team meeting time to
score baseline-writing
assessments, develop
units and common
assessments, analyze
student results, form
and reevaluate
flexible groupings,
etc.
• Support from
district language arts
specialist to assist
with design of units. 

• Support from the
district language arts
specialist to assist
with the development
of common writing
assessments.

• Cooperation of
science and social
studies teachers to
embed the use of
ideas, organization,
and conventions in
their writing scoring
tools.
• Support from
teachers to provide
feedback and
additional instruction
to students on ideas,
organization, and
conventions.

Analyze data from
fall writing sample.

Design three
common instructional
units for ideas and
organization to use
between October
and February.

Develop and
administer two
common benchmark
assessments of
writing one in
November and one
in February.

Develop daily
practice activities for
language
conventions. 

Provide students
ongoing feedback,
reteaching, and
additional support,
as needed, on ideas,
organization, and
conventions.

Teachers identify
students’ baseline
writing level.

Teachers use units in
their classrooms.

Teachers administer
and score common
assessments.

Students complete
daily activity to
practice language
conventions.

Students’ accurate
use of ideas,
organization, and
conventions
increases in their
classroom work.

Teachers group
students in flexible
groupings for
instruction in
conventions, ideas,
and organization.

Students practice
applying ideas and
organization in
writing assignments
in all content areas.

Teachers analyze
data from the
assessments to
determine which
students require
reteaching and
additional support.

Students demonstrate
accurate use of
language
conventions
increases in both oral
and written
language.

Students’ accurate
use of ideas,
organization, and
conventions
increases on
common benchmark
assessments.

20%

increase in

students’

scores

on the

state

writing

sample.

Table 13 Logic model example for collaborative learning team
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In addition to determining if teams collectively
attained their goals, a school’s leadership or professional
development team may want to determine if the school
culture has improved since teams are working collabora-
tively to learn as professionals. Using Tool 5.1, the
school culture survey, staff members might complete the
survey as a baseline in the fall and again near the end of
the school year. By looking at the differences, the
school’s leadership team can assess if collaborative pro-
fessional learning teams have influenced the school’s
culture. Staff members will not be able to draw conclu-
sions that collaborative professional learning has caused
the changes in culture, although it will be safe to con-
clude that collaborative professional learning has con-
tributed to the change. Such a conclusion can be
strengthened if teams have demonstrated increased effi-
ciency and effectiveness as a team and if they have used
a logic model to determine if their intended outcomes
have been achieved.

As a summative measure of team development and
success, staff members may want to use Tool 13.6, the
Learning Team Survey, to assess how the team is func-
tioning.

At the end of each school year or possibly at the
mid-point in a school year, a collaborative professional
learning team will benefit from taking time to have a

discussion guided by the Summative Reflection Protocol
that appears in Tool 13.7. 

To assess the use of collaborative teams, Tools 13.8
and 13.9 are included. These tools can be used as a pre-
and post-test measure of the team’s effectiveness.

The surveys in this chapter are examples. Teams
can draw from these examples to create their own sur-
vey rather than to use any one in its entirety. As with
assessing culture, it is advisable to start with simple sur-
veys, especially if there has not been an assessment of
team effectiveness or if the use of collaborative profes-
sional learning teams is new. For example, Tool 13.2 is
more appropriate for teams in beginning stages while
Tool 13.4 is for teams that are more advanced in work-
ing collaboratively and are ready to move to the next
level and become high-performing teams. Making
adjustments in the survey instruments or using part of
the samples included is acceptable. What is unaccept-
able is avoiding evaluation of how collaborative profes-
sional learning is influencing teacher collaboration, the
school culture, and student learning.
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TOOL 13.4

Protocol for discussing survey results
ABOUT TEAM EFFECTIVENESS AND/OR TEAM MEETINGS

Use the compiled data from a survey of team effectiveness or team meetings such

as in Tools 13.2 or 13.3 to discuss the survey results.

• Which item has the highest mean score? 

• What evidence did we each use to support our score in this area?

• Which item has the lowest mean score?

• What evidence did we each use to support our score in this area?

• On what item(s) did team members agree the most? Examine both the mode and

range to answer this question.

• On what item(s) did team members disagree the most? Examine both the mode and

range to answer this question.

• What conclusions can we draw about the efficiency and effectiveness of our

collaborative professional learning teams?

• What actions might we take to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of our

collaborative professional learning teams?
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CHAPTER 13

TOOL 13.5

Logic model template
FOR COLLABORATIVE LEARNING TEAM PLANNING AND EVALUATION

Inputs Actions Initial
outcomes

Intermediate
outcomes

Results
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Tool 13.6    Learning team survey CHAPTER 13
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CHAPTER 13

TOOL 13.7

Summative reflection protocol

As a team, take a minimum of 30 minutes to answer the questions in this protocol. It
is not necessary to reach consensus. What is most important is that each team member has
an opportunity to share his or her point of view.

• Based on the evidence we have now, have we achieved our goal?

• What has contributed to our results?

• How did working as a team impact the results?

• Which of our actions as a team contributed most to the results we achieved?

• Which of our actions as a team contributed the least to the results we achieved?

• How did our actions as individuals contribute to the results we achieved?

• What have we learned as a team this year that has strengthened our instruction and

content knowledge?

• What have we learned as a team that will help us improve collaboration with other

colleagues?

• Of all that we learned this year, what are the headlines that we want to share with

other staff members?
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CHAPTER 13

TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current state
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process. Part 1 is on p. 13.

Parts 2-4 are on p. 14.

• Individuals complete it. 

• They discuss their ratings and their rationale within small

teams. 

• The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State Protocol

is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

TOOL 13.8

Professional learning communities:
GETTING STARTED

PRE / POST-ASSESSMENT

SCHOOL DISTRICT  

TITLE/ROLE/ASSIGNMENT  

DATE 

SCHOOL    

GRADE/SUBJECT 

PRE OR POST 

This assessment survey will provide valuable information to those coordinating
PLCs. We appreciate your honest, accurate responses. All responses are confidential
and no information will be shared about you personally as a result of your
completion of the survey.
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SECTION I: Essential elements of professional learning communities

For each of the following statements, please assess the degree of implementation in your school or school district
during the past school year by circling or marking the appropriate response.

Tool 13.8     Professional learning communities: Getting started CHAPTER 13

1. The staff of our school has embraced the idea that the primary purpose of schooling is
to ensure high levels of learning for all students.

1 2 3 4 5

2. The staff of our school has developed a shared sense of the school we are trying to
create in order to help all students achieve at high levels.

1 2 3 4 5

3. The staff of our school has clarified the commitments we are willing to make in order
to create the school described in our shared vision.

1 2 3 4 5

4. There are a few big ideas that drive the daily work of the people in our school. 1 2 3 4 5

5. The staff of our school has identified specific, measurable, attainable, results-oriented,
and time-bound goals that serve as indicators of our school's progress.

1 2 3 4 5

6. In our school, teachers responsible for the same course content and/or students work
together to clarify intended learning, develop common assessments, and identify
strategies for improving student achievement.

1 2 3 4 5

7. The staff in general and the teaching teams in particular make decisions by seeking out
best practices rather than by sharing opinions.

1 2 3 4 5

8. Our school has created processes that engage our staff in a continuous cycle of
improvement, e.g. verifying current levels of student achievement, generating strategies
for improvement, implementing the strategies, and collaboratively assessing the impact
of the various initiatives on student achievement.

1 2 3 4 5

9. The staff in our school demonstrates a willingness to consider new strategies for
achieving school and team goals.

1 2 3 4 5

10. The school and teacher teams assess the success of improvement initiatives on the basis
of the initiative’s impact on student achievement results rather than levels of adult
satisfaction.

1 2 3 4 5

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full
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SECTION II: Key corollary questions

Three key corollary questions are at the heart of the work of professional learning communities. To what degree has
your school or school District implemented actions as a result of attempting to answer these questions? Mark the
most appropriate response.

11. Teachers who share the same course content and/or students work together to clarify
essential learnings for each class, course, grade level, or unit.

1 2 3 4 5

12. Teachers who share the same course content and/or students agree upon the criteria
they will use in assessing the quality of student work.

1 2 3 4 5

13. Teachers who share the same course content and/or students agree upon the criteria
they will use in assessing the quality of student work.

1 2 3 4 5

14. Teachers who share the same course content and/or students practice applying agreed-
upon criteria for assessing student work until they are consistent in their application.

1 2 3 4 5

15. Students have the opportunity to acquire agreed-upon essential learnings regardless of
who is teaching the class, course, grade level, or unit.

1 2 3 4 5

16. Our school has a consistent and systematic response when it becomes clear that
students are not learning what we expect them to learn?

1 2 3 4 5

17. Our school has systems in place to monitor each student's attainment of essential
learning on a timely basis.

1 2 3 4 5

18. Our school has consistent, schoolwide systems in place that ensure students receive
additional time and support when they experience initial difficulty learning.

1 2 3 4 5

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full
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SECTION III: Existence of enabling practices

The practices listed below support the work of professional learning communities. Please assess your current level of
implementation of these practices in your school or school district by marking the appropriate response.

SECTION IV: Fundamental purpose

One of the big ideas of professional learning communities is that learning, as opposed to teaching, is the
fundamental purpose of schools.  In the space below, please describe one way that a visitor to your school might be
able to recognize that your faculty has made the shift from teaching to learning as the primary purpose of your
school.

19. Teachers who share the same course content and/or students have developed common
assessments.

1 2 3 4 5

20. There are schoolwide systems in place that monitor each student's learning on a timely
basis.

1 2 3 4 5

21. There are schoolwide systems in place to provide students who experience difficulty in
learning with additional time and support in a directive way.

1 2 3 4 5

22. Teacher teams have clarified their expectations regarding the roles, responsibilities, and
relationships of each team member in order to promote effective team practices.

1 2 3 4 5

23. Teacher teams articulate and work interdependently to achieve specific, measurable,
attainable, results-oriented, time-bound goals that are linked to school and/or school
district goals.

1 2 3 4 5

24. Teachers are provided with information regarding the achievement of their students in
meeting an agreed-upon standard on a valid test in comparison to the other students in
the school who are attempting to achieve that same standard.

1 2 3 4 5

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full

 



SECTION V: Team learning expectations and results
In the space below, describe what you hope to gain / have gained from participating in PLCs.

Thank you for your input. Please complete and return before you leave. We will tabulate and send summaries for
you to use in your self-reflection and growth! 
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CHAPTER 13

TOOL 1.1

Assessment of current state
of professional development

This tool is a four-part process. Part 1 is on p. 13.

Parts 2-4 are on p. 14.

• Individuals complete it. 

• They discuss their ratings and their rationale within small

teams. 

• The school’s scores are compiled and the Current State Protocol

is used to discuss the schoolwide results.

TOOL 13.9

Professional learning communities II:
A FOCUS ON COMMON ASSESSMENTS

PRE / POST-ASSESSMENT

SCHOOL DISTRICT  

TITLE/ROLE/ASSIGNMENT  

DATE 

SCHOOL    

GRADE/SUBJECT 

PRE OR POST 

This pre/post-assessment survey will help your team determine its goals and
monitor its progress. It will also provide valuable information to those coordinating
PLCs. We appreciate your honest, accurate responses. No information will be
shared about you personally as a result of your completion of the survey.
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SECTION I: High-quality assessment design

For each of the following statements, please assess the degree of implementation in your school or school district
during the past school year by marking the appropriate response.

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full

1. Our team defines key standards of assessment quality in understandable terms. 1 2 3 4 5

2. We distinguish between different purposes for assessment, including assessment for
learning (diagnosing, screening, monitoring progress) and assessment of learning
(summarizing or evaluating performance).

1 2 3 4 5

3. Our team selects, modifies, or creates assessments to match learning goals. 1 2 3 4 5

4. We match our use of existing instruments and assessment data to the purpose of that
assessment (diagnostic, screening, progress monitoring, outcome / summative).

1 2 3 4 5

5. We conduct or participate in the step-by-step development of common assessments. 1 2 3 4 5

6. We select or develop high-quality assessments using the format (selected response,
constructed response, performance) that best matches the assessment purpose and type
of learning being assessed.

1 2 3 4 5

7. Our team conducts a review of assessment quality, checking for accuracy, consistency,
fairness, and administration issues.

1 2 3 4 5

8. We describe the sample of student performance and levels of proficiency that will be
sufficient to demonstrate that learning goals have been met.

1 2 3 4 5

Please provide evidence that supports your perceptions of your school’s implementation level of high-quality
assessment design:



Please provide evidence that supports your perceptions of your school’s implementation level of assessment
administration:

Tool 13.9     Professional learning communities II: A focus on common assessments CHAPTER 13

SECTION II: Assessment administration

SECTION III: Data analysis

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full

9. We administer assessments in such a manner as to eliminate sources of bias or
distortion that interfere with the accuracy of results, such as making appropriate
modifications and accommodations.

1 2 3 4 5

10. We provide students frequent and varied opportunities to demonstrate knowledge and
skills, creating a representative sample of student performance (body of evidence) that is
sufficient in its scope to permit confident conclusions about achievement.

1 2 3 4 5

11. We implement specific strategies to increase student involvement in assessment e.g.,
students describe learning goals, self-assess, reflect on learning with others, provide
input into assessment design.

1 2 3 4 5

12. Our team ensures that students and their parents have a clear understanding of the
criteria by which learning will be assessed.

1 2 3 4 5

13. Our team collects, records, and reports assessment information to accurately reflect
student learning.

1 2 3 4 5

14. We collaboratively analyze and interpret the results of assessments for learning. 1 2 3 4 5

15. Time and procedures are in place to enable quality review of our bodies of evidence. 1 2 3 4 5

16. We employ a deliberate system(s) or method(s) to analyze and interpret data. 1 2 3 4 5

Please provide evidence that supports your perceptions of your school’s implementation level of processes for data
analysis:

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full
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Please provide evidence that supports your perceptions of your school’s implementation level of collaboration as a
learning community: 
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SECTION IV: Using data to inform instruction

SECTION V: Collaboration

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full

DEGREE
OF IMPLEMENTATION
Beginning Full

Please provide evidence that supports your perceptions of your school’s implementation level of using data to inform
instruction: 

17. Our team makes comprehensive assessment planning a routine part of annual
curriculum mapping, unit plan design, and lesson plans.

1 2 3 4 5

18. We use classroom assessment information to plan and adjust instruction. 1 2 3 4 5

19. We collaboratively look at student work and other assessment data to guide instruction. 1 2 3 4 5

20. Our team uses multiple data sources (a body of evidence) to determine learning goals
and plans for each student, including students with special learning needs, e.g. ELL,
ILP (Individual Literacy Plan), IEP, under-performing.

1 2 3 4 5

21. Our team ensures that both instructional plans and assessment plans clearly address
learning goals for students — content knowledge, patterns of reasoning, and the
products students are to create.

1 2 3 4 5

22. We use assessment results to involve students in setting learning goals and evaluating
their own progress. 

1 2 3 4 5

23. We use a variety of methods, e.g. report cards, portfolios, parent-teacher conferences,
student involved conferences, to provide feedback to students and their parents.

1 2 3 4 5

24. We use clear processes or protocols to have professional conversations that are efficient,
purposeful and related to student achievement.

1 2 3 4 5

25. We regularly discuss and reflect on our practice in relationship to student achievement. 1 2 3 4 5

26. We share the responsibility for the education of all students in our community. 1 2 3 4 5



SECTION VI: “What would it / does it look like?”

In the space below, please describe how a visitor to your school would know that your faculty (a) works together to
design and give common assessments, (b) collaboratively analyzes and interprets data, (c) uses that data to inform
instruction and interventions to close achievement gaps.
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SECTION VII: Team learning expectations and results (PRE)
In the space below, describe what you hope to gain from participating in PLCs.

SECTION VII: Team learning expectations and results (POST)
In the space below, describe what you have gained from participating in PLCs.




