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Abstract 

Ineffective professional development is a longstanding problem in education. Locally, the 

school district in the study lacked a comprehensive system for evaluating their secondary 

level professional development programs. The purpose of this case study was to 

investigate the district’s professional development program, specifically examining its 

perceived strengths and weaknesses. The conceptual framework of the study was systems 

theory and the adaptive schools reform model. The research questions examined the 

perceptions of various school personnel on their experiences with the current professional 

development program at the study district’s high school. Individual interviews were 

conducted with a purposeful sample of 3 teachers, 4 teacher-facilitators, 1 professional 

development committee member, and 1 school administrator. Interview data were 

concurrently analyzed using inductive analysis and typologies derived from the literature. 

The results were used to create a project consisting of a comprehensive policy proposal 

that provides detailed guidance and procedures for every stage of the school’s 

professional development program cycle. The study project was designed to assist 

educators, administrators, and school districts in conceptualizing, designing, and 

implementing professional development programs that are tailored to meet the needs of 

local educators. This study promotes positive social change through facilitating the 

development of improved professional development programs that increase teacher 

quality and student achievement. 
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Section 1: The Problem 

Introduction 

Former U.S. President Clinton (1994) stated, “If our world is to meet the 

challenges of the twenty-first century, we must harness the energy and creativity of all 

our citizens” (p. 1).  Clinton’s statement highlighted the widespread acceptance of the 

importance of education for growth and prosperity, yet large numbers of students have 

failed to develop adequate academic skills.  Teachers are the prime agents in the 

education of students in the U.S. public education system, with the greatest potential to 

increase student achievement (Marzano, 2001).  Although teacher quality is one of the 

most important factors in student achievement, there is little agreement on how to ensure 

that teachers are well qualified and effective throughout their careers (Colbert, Brown, 

Choi & Thomas, 2008; Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders & Goldenberg, 2009; Guskey, 

1991; Lee, 2010).   

This study addressed a problem at a local high school that lacked a 

comprehensive, ongoing system for evaluating the effect of the professional development 

program, an omission that can significantly influence teacher quality and student 

achievement.  The purpose of this study was to examine the process by which 

professional development training for teachers was conceptualized, designed, and 

implemented in a public high school located in the Midwest.  It used a case study design 

focused on interviews with teachers and administrators at the study site, hereafter referred 

to as ABC High School (pseudonym), to discover factors relevant to the structuring and 
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promotion of professional development, its intended impact, and its perceived strengths 

and weaknesses.   

A number of professional development training sessions and initiatives to increase 

student achievement have been implemented at ABC High School over the past several 

years.  In each case, the school’s central administration implemented an initiative, but did 

not share clear program design or evaluative procedures with teaching staff.  At the time 

of this study, professional development at the study site was largely limited to one-day, 

large-group seminars with limited oversight or continued learning opportunities, or 

activities that focused on only a small group of teachers (Ms. Q, personal communication, 

September 3, 2010).  This is typical of the experiences of teachers across the country 

because the requirement for professional development is wide spread; however, teachers 

are rarely invited to participate in selecting or planning activities that are aligned to 

classroom practices (Colbert, Brown, Choi & Thomas, 2008, p. 142).   

Based on state-reported student achievement data, ABC High School has 

continued to fall short of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) on student achievement 

measures (DESE, 2014).  Accreditation data collected by the Missouri School 

Improvement Program (MSIP) demonstrated that professional development in this 

district has shown improved quality and relevance since the last five year accreditation 

review, but could have been more effective at impacting instruction (DESE, 2014).  The 

local school district has created an administrative team dedicated to the support of 

effective, innovative approaches to teaching and learning according to school records in 

an effort to improve in these areas and others,.   
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The administrative team at ABC High School has been striving to meet local, 

state, national, and business sector demands to prepare students for postsecondary 

pursuits by implementing systematic changes to increase student achievement.  In 2011, 

the school’s parent district officially adopted new vision and mission statements and 

uploaded them to its website.  The new statements emphasized creating productive 

graduates who would also lead lives of personal integrity and fulfillment.  These 

statements were reinforced by specific directives to guide systemic change, emphasizing 

critical thinking, problem solving, and acquiring the necessary knowledge and skills to 

succeed in a diverse, global society. 

This study was designed to produce valuable insights about how to improve the 

professional development program to positively impact teachers and thus increase student 

success. It was specifically designed to do so by exploring the development, functioning, 

and impact of ABC High School’s differentiated professional development program.  

This study sought to determine whether or not current research on effective instruction 

and teacher growth were being utilized in a system designed to respect teacher interests, 

needs, strengths, and weaknesses.  It also helped determine areas of effectiveness and 

need.  Finally, this investigation added to the body of knowledge demonstrating how 

professional growth can be supported, how the support of professional growth can be 

systemized, and how teacher and student learning are related.    

Definition of the Problem 

The study problem investigated at ABC High School was that it lacked a 

comprehensive, ongoing system for evaluating the effect of the professional development 
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program. This was an important omission, because evaluation systems have the potential 

to influence teacher quality and student achievement (Killion, 2009).  A system of 

professional learning opportunities designed to meet teacher needs, by providing ongoing 

support, including time for reflection and refinement, and respecting the differences 

among teachers has been shown to help teachers effectively support student learning 

(Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Hutson, 1979; Lee, 2010;Wilson & 

Demetriou, 2007).  At the time of the study, ABC High School had implemented a 

professional development program based on small-group, teacher-facilitated, self-

selected, differentiated learning teams.  Its parent district, ABC School District 

(pseudonym), had also established several professional development priorities based on 

student achievement data and worked to provide relevant professional development in 

these areas (School Improvement Plan, 2014).  The current professional development 

program was also based on these priorities.  However, the school did not have adequate 

documentation of how and why the program was implemented or what its intended 

impact was, and had not established clear measures for evaluating the impact of this 

program over time (personal knowledge).   

 Students benefit greatly when they receive consistent, effective instruction to 

improve their academic skills across the curriculum (Ahlfeld, 2010; Tomlinson, 2005; 

Vacca & Vacca, 2002).  Teachers demonstrate improved practice when they are 

supported in their efforts to provide safe and innovative learning experiences through 

district and building professional development opportunities (Albers, 2008; Aubusson, 

Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; Baggett, 2009; Boydell & Blantern, 2007; Gallimore, 
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Ermeling, Saunders & Goldenberg, 2009; LomBombard, 2009).  In the long term, 

designing appropriate procedures provides the opportunity to help a school critically 

examine programmatic choices and make more intentional programming decisions (Cato, 

Chen & Corbett-Perez, 1998; Killion, 2008; Thurston, Graham & Hatfield, 2003).   

Teachers are negatively affected when there is no system in place to select 

appropriate learning experiences or to determine if they are receiving consistent, 

meaningful professional development.  Without an evaluative component, a program 

cannot be assessed for specific strengths, weaknesses, or effects on teachers and students 

(Baggett, 2009; Bond, Boyd, Rapp, Raphael & Sizemore, 1997; Kellogg Foundation, 

2004; LaBombard, 2009; Westat, Frierson, Hood & Hughes, 2002).  Teachers also 

benefit in their learning when given a voice in the design, implementation, and evaluation 

of their learning experiences (Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Guskey, 1991; Lee, 2010).  The role 

that reflection plays in continuous instructional improvement for individual teachers is 

analogous to the role systematic, comprehensive procedures can play in designing, 

implementing, and refining institutional programming (Colbert, Brown, Choi & Thomas, 

2008; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Hutson, 1979; Wetherill, Burton, Calhoun & Thomas, 

2002; Westat, Frierson, Hood & Hughes, 2002).  The ABC School District’s School 

Improvement Plan has stated goals that include: increase communication and trust among 

all stakeholders, increase measurable accountability, increase the use of research-based 

instructional practices, and increase student achievement.   

Administrators are more accurate evaluators when they have consistent 

procedures to grow and evaluate programs tailored to local needs, and when they move 
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beyond general school data such as attendance and graduation rates, standardized test 

results, local assessment results, and student failure rates (Donaldson,2006; Schmoker, 

2006). In the past, general data have helped identify areas in need of improvement at the 

study site, but have not supported viable conclusions about which specific programs 

contributed to teacher and student success. As a result, it has been impossible to 

disaggregate the impact each program or initiative has had on teachers and students 

(Donaldson, 2006; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris & Schuster, 2010).  More specific 

mechanisms that support the design, tracking, and assessment of individual programs 

have the potential to increase program effectiveness and student achievement (Baggett, 

2009; Desimone, 2009; Fazio & Gallagher, 2009; Guskey, 2003; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; 

Knight, 2011; LomBombard, 2009).  When applied appropriately, consistent 

programmatic procedures provide opportunities to help link specific activities to the 

desired outcomes in program conceptualization, design, implementation and assessment 

(Savaya & Waysman, 2005; Thurston, Graham & Hatfield, 2003; Trevisan, 2007).   

Rationale 

A thorough understanding of how programs are conceptualized, developed, and 

implemented is needed in order to select and implement appropriate procedures.  The 

local school has made initial efforts to implement data-driven decision making (a form of 

program assessment); however, few teachers or administrators have been trained in 

program design, implementation, or assessment (personal knowledge).  Well-

communicated, systematic procedures that concern all aspects of program design help 

illuminate the varied teacher learning needs, interests, strengths and weaknesses, teacher 
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instructional practices, teacher perceptions of student needs, teacher knowledge or lack 

thereof, and school expectations (Baggett, 2009; Desimone, 2009; LomBombard, 2009).  

This new data is intended to supplement general data already in use to improve the local 

school’s professional development program.  This additional data will also help build 

knowledge and capacity in procedures that can help determine if the program can be used 

as a model for other schools.  In addition, this data helps the district build leadership 

capacity to implement consistent, effective procedures in the conceptualization, design, 

implementation and evaluation of programs tailored to the local setting. 

Evidence of the Problem at the Local Level  

ABC School District is one of several school districts that serve the needs of a 

large suburban area in Missouri that has a diverse, multiethnic, multiracial, multicultural, 

and socioeconomically mixed population.  The problem in the local high school that this 

study addressed was a lack of a comprehensive, ongoing system for evaluating the effect 

of the professional development program designed to improve teacher quality and student 

achievement.  This district has expanded from a one-room schoolhouse in 1846 to include 

over 800 employees, more than 6,300 students, 9 schools, and several support programs 

in 2014.  At the time of the study, ABC High School served a student population that was 

approximately 38.5% White, 43% Black, 15% Hispanic, and approximately 3.5% other 

minorities; more than half the student population qualified for a free or reduced-price 

lunch (DESE, Missouri, 2014).   

ABC School District has experienced a significant shift in local demographics in 

recent decades from a largely white, working-class community to an economically, 
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racially, and culturally diverse community.  Current graduation rates have remained 

below 90% between 2007 and 2014and less than 30% of students matriculated to 4-year 

colleges, well short of the state target of 100% matriculation to postsecondary education 

or professional training (DESE, Missouri, 2014).  In recent years, this district has barely 

met or failed to meet AYP on state standardized tests.  Seven district schools failed to 

meet AYP standards in 2007 (DESE, Missouri, 2014).  Because the district has struggled 

to meet state and federally mandated expectations, ABC High School has faced increased 

pressure to positively influence student achievement to help the district maintain its 

accreditation (DESE, Missouri, 2014). 

ABC School District underwent an accreditation review by the Missouri School 

Improvement Program in 2010 and faces renewal in 2015 (DESE, Missouri, 2010).  The 

2010 data gathered by MSIP determined that the local district remained accredited, but 

with areas of concern (DESE, Missouri, 2011).  The local school has needed to improve 

in several areas including student achievement and use of research-based best 

instructional practices by teachers to maintain status as a fully accredited school district.   

ABC School District created a publically available school improvement plan 

focused on goals to address the concerns revealed by MSIP in 2009.  Despite state and 

district requirements, however, ABC High School did not have an up-to-date and 

publically available school improvement plan on its web page at the time of this study:  

The most recently published district improvement plan dated from 2012 and the most 

recently published school improvement plan dated from 2009.  However, the principal of 

ABC High School claimed that the school had provided the district with new materials, 
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but the district had not made those publically available on the website (Mr. Prin, personal 

communication, December, 14, 2010). 

The last published district plan included three major goals:  

• increasing student achievement,  

• increasing communication and trust, and  

• increasing parent and community involvement in the district.   

Each goal for each school had a separate plan that listed specific sub-goals, action steps, 

process checks, and persons responsible.  There was also space for completed action 

steps and evidence of impact, but these columns remained blank.  The plan included a list 

of specific measures to be used to track progress towards the three major goals.  It did not 

include any details about data collection, analysis, use, or the report of results.  This lack 

indicates that the district either did not have specific evaluative procedures and tools or 

that these procedures and tools were not communicated.  The principal at ABC High 

School expressed uncertainty about why parts of the plan were not fully articulated and 

stated at the time that “we are working on it” (Mr. Prin, personal communication, 

December, 14, 2010).   

One of the overall goals of ABC School District is to employ the best personnel, 

motivate them, and provide excellent learning opportunities to ensure their continued 

growth and improvement. (ABC High School Improvement Plan, 2012).  The 

professional development program at ABC High School has been aligned with this goal 

because the program is an ongoing professional development structure based on small 

group, teacher-facilitated, self-selected, differentiated learning teams.  According to the 
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former co chair of the professional development committee (PDC) at ABC High School, 

the current program was suggested by a member of the PDC in the spring of 2009 and the 

committee was “making it up as we go along” in implementing the program in its first 

year (Ms. Amerson, personal communication, February, 18, 2011).  They further stated 

that as far as they were aware, no specific plan for data collection was in place, but 

certain activities were being used because the district administration requested data (Ms. 

Amerson, personal communication, February, 18, 2011).  This was consistent with 

information that shows that the district has worked to increase data-driven decision-

making.  It was also consistent with evidence that the district has not used specific, 

systematic, procedures in program design, implementation, or assessment (personal 

knowledge).   

Both effective communication and well-designed professional development have 

emerged in the research literature as significant factors to improve student achievement 

through effective teacher learning (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Conderman, Johnston-

Rodriguez & Hartman, 2009; DuFour, 2004; Guskey & Peterson, 1996; Guskey & Yoon, 

2009; Lipton & Wellman, 2007; Watson, 2005).  Clear procedures for all stages of a 

program has the capacity to address both these factors by creating structures that establish 

and communicate the expected goals, outcomes, and implementation.  

Evidence of the Problem in the Larger Educational Setting 

There is a body of research that has explored issues related to professional 

development, teacher quality, and student achievement. The problem in the local high 

school is that it lacks a comprehensive, ongoing system for evaluating the effect of the 
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professional development program, which can influence teacher quality and student 

achievement.   In the literature focused on effective professional development, a 

consensus has begun to emerge that teachers need multiple paths to improve, job-

embedded opportunities for practice, opportunities for reflection, supportive 

collaboration, access to knowledge, trusting relationships, communicative communities, 

and environments that respect their individual strengths and weaknesses, (Albers, 2008; 

Barnett & O’Mahoney, 2006; Fazio & Gallagher, 2009; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; 

Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Glassett, 2009.; Hutson, 1979; Johnson, Kahle & Fargo, 2007;  

Lee, 2010; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010; Wilson & Demetriou, 2007).  

Moreover, evidence has accumulated that adult learners have unique attributes that are 

best accommodated through differentiated professional development opportunities 

(Ahlfred, 2010; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005).  If teachers 

have received this type of professional development, it is likely they will develop more 

positive affect towards the challenges they face each day.   

Teacher attitudes and confidence substantially influence the successful 

implementation of new instructional strategies (Cantrell, Burns & Callaway, 2009; Fisher 

& Frey, 2008; Guskey, 1982, 1985; Jerald, 2007).  Teachers need sustained opportunities 

to take risks as they experiment with instructional strategies in safe, collegial, reflective 

communities (Albers, 2008; Buysse, Sparkman & Wesley, 2003; Farmer, Hauk & 

Neumann, 2005; Johnson et al., 2007; NCTE, 2006; Nelson & Slavit, 2008; Talbert & 

McLaughlin, 2002). These elements have frequently been missing or underprovided in 

existing professional development programs and workshops (Knight, 2011).  In programs 
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that have shown positive results, little concrete information about the logistics of 

effective creation and implementation of locally developed, sustainable, school wide, 

teacher supported programming has been explicitly provided (Ahlfeld, 2010; Aubusson, 

Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; Fisher, 2001; Fisher & Frey, 2008; Fisher, Frey & 

Williams, 2002; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Glassett,2009; Manzo, 2006; Pardini, 2005; 

Richardson, 2005; Rose, 2000).  These limitations have made it difficult for other locales 

to replicate these programs.  A full exploration of how a program evolved from 

conceptualization through design to implementation and beyond is needed to help address 

this difficulty. 

Despite the general consensus on the elements that constitute effective 

professional development, there remains limited and contradictory research that 

demonstrates a direct causal link between professional development and student 

achievement (Guskey, 1991, 2003).  According to Guskey and Yoon, “only nine of the 

original list of 1,343 studies met the standards of credible evidence set by the What 

Works Clearinghouse” (2009, p. 496) in their summary of a review of exigent research on 

this issue.  While the standard used to evaluate this research was very strict and favored 

quantitative measures over qualitative measures, the conclusions still demonstrates that 

research on the impact of professional development on student achievement has remained 

emergent, rather than established (Guskey & Yoon, 2009).  In addition to the uncertainty 

generated by ambiguous research support, other researchers have argued that professional 

development literature has focused on the conditions of effective teacher learning, but has 

not fully embraced the contextual influences of varied educational settings, the 
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importance of developing effective interactional dynamics, or the role of leadership to 

support or inhibit teacher learning (Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Nelson, 

Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010; Rimanoczy & Brown, 2008; Smyth, 2007). 

To address these perceived weaknesses in exigent research, additional theories 

have been developed or applied to professional development; these have included activity 

theory, teacher professional growth theory, complexity theory, cultural relevance, and 

artisan communities (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Farmer et al., 2005; Fazio & 

Gallagher, 2009; Guskey, 2003; Levine, 2010; Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002).  While 

these new avenues of research have added depth to current understandings of teacher 

learning, they are still in their infancy.  More research is needed to identify mechanisms 

for effectively implementing professional development that will lead to substantive, 

sustained instructional improvement and student achievement.  The incorporation of 

consistent procedures throughout a program based on a thorough investigation of how 

programs evolve could move research on the impact of professional development and 

student achievement forward towards a more comprehensive understanding of the link 

between the two.    

Definitions 

Differentiated instruction: A conceptualization of instruction focused on who and 

where teachers teach, “such that each student will have access to and support for success” 

in meeting achievement objectives (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006, p. 2). Also referred to 

as differentiation. 
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Differentiated professional development: A term referring to professional 

development for teachers that is “responsive to their needs” and “designed to engage, 

challenge, and meet each teacher where he or she is, then move the teacher forward” 

where “the goal becomes to support and provide feedback” (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 29). 

This creates teachers who are reflective practitioners devoted to improving student 

achievement (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005).   

Evaluation: A term referring to project-level evaluations that include “consistent, 

ongoing collection and analysis of information used in decision making” where data is 

collected “from multiple sources and perspectives, and [uses] a variety of methods for 

collecting information” throughout the life of a program to improve and strengthen it 

(Kellogg Foundation, 2004, p. 14-15). Also referred to as evaluative procedures, 

evaluative mechanisms, program assessment and evaluative structures. 

Self-selected professional development: A term referring to professional 

development opportunities where individual teachers select experiences that meet their 

needs, interests, and content areas (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 

2005). 

Significance 

Extensive research has been conducted to identify best instructional practices and 

how to support teacher implementation of such strategies (Attard, 2007; Beers, 2003; 

Bernhardt, 2009; Boardman, Roberts, Vaughn, Wexler, Murray & Kisanovich, 2008; 

Compton-Lilly, 2008; Dymock, 2007; Gill, 2008; Graves, 1999; Irvin, Meltzer & Duke, 

2007; Lawrence, Rabinowitz & Perna, 2009; Liang & Dole, 2006; Marzano, 2003; Ness, 
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2008; Pope, 2008).  Research on best instructional practices and their implementation has 

spanned all grade levels, contexts, and types of weaknesses and included specific 

instructional strategies, intervention practices, conceptual frameworks, remediation 

programs, and locally-developed professional development programs.  Researchers have 

created a strong knowledge base and provided a deeper understanding of teacher growth.  

In contrast, limited agreement has been established on the connection between 

professional growth and student achievement.   

It is clear that teachers need significant support to fulfill their complex and vital 

role in student learning, but such support has often been lacking.  Professional 

development has the potential to create conditions to improve instructional practices and 

student achievement.  Investigating how the local differentiated professional development 

program was conceptualized, designed, implemented, and evaluated has provided insights 

into what processes support teachers effectively.  Data collected about how the local 

program was conceptualized, designed, implemented, and evaluated has the potential to 

establish what processes support the development of effective programs.   

The needs of adolescent learners with weak academic skills underscore the 

complex and vitally important role of teachers at ABC High School.  The importance of 

the role of teachers has been another point of consensus in research (Irvin, Meltzer, & 

Duke, 2007; Marzano, 2003; Reeves, 2001).  Few secondary teachers have received 

significant, quality pre-service or in-service training on how to address student needs in 

their content areas (Guskey, 2003; Hutson, 1979; Irvin, Meltzer & Duke, 2007).  Yet, 

“students whose teachers focus on writing, thinking, and reasoning have not only more 
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engaging and interesting classrooms, but also have higher test scores” (Reeves, 2001, p. 

11).  When teachers feel confident and valued as they implement new strategies, there 

seems to be a corollary increase in positive student achievement results (Cantrell, Burns 

& Callaway, 2009; Guskey, 1982, 1985; Jerald, 2007).  It is essential to meet the 

educational and affective needs of teachers so that they are engaged, self-reflective 

practitioners who are able to address the needs of struggling adolescent learners.   

The most common method of meeting teacher needs in schools has been 

professional development.  According to the National Council of Teachers of English 

(NCTE), to be effective, professional development must be sustained, engaging, include 

evaluation, create a professional community, and result in increased student learning 

(2014).  Other organizations have delineated similar lists of the qualities needed to 

promote teacher learning (DuFour, 2004; Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Guskey, 1991, 2003; 

Hutson, 1979; Lee, 2010).  Teachers, like students, need opportunities for situated, 

sustained learning in an environment that fosters high expectations under leadership that 

respects and promotes teacher growth (Ahlfeld, 2010; Aubusson et al., 2007; Guskey & 

Peterson, 1996; Hindin et al., 2007; Kose, 2007; Lambert et al., 2002; Lipton & 

Wellman, 2007; Nelson & Slavit, 2008).  Addressing the needs of teachers to support 

improved instruction across the curriculum is therefore the linchpin for improved student 

achievement.   

Several models have emerged that honor the components of effective professional 

development.  Differentiated professional development opportunities that are reflective, 

informed, diagnostic, connective, application-oriented, problem-focused, quality-
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concerned, collaborative, supportive, and sustained give teachers “the will and the skill to 

study, chart, and respond to students’ learning needs” (Muhammad, 2011; Tomlinson, 

2005, p. 12). Effective professional learning creates a potential avenue for sustained, 

positive impact on student achievement across the curriculum.  Insights provided by 

studying the history of the differentiated professional development program at ABC High 

School help illuminate how best to support teacher growth and student achievement in 

locally developed educational initiatives. 

Guiding/Research Question 

There is a body of research that has provided insight into how teachers learn 

effectively.  Teachers need multiple opportunities to explore, construct, practice, and 

reflect on new knowledge and practices in communities where their professional 

expertise is honored (Tomlinson, 2005).  Research has not yet adequately articulated how 

to fully integrate teacher growth into traditional professional development structures and 

promote lasting instructional improvement; this has a profound effect on the day-to-day 

processes of ABC High School.  ABC High School has struggled with large numbers of 

students who have serious academic weaknesses.  This problem has been compounded by 

changing student demographics, administrative instability, and other factors.   

The local district had previously implemented initiatives that were not well-

designed, systematically implemented, consistently supported, or monitored for 

effectiveness.  The current professional development program was conceived as the 

district shifted to a stable commitment to research-based best practices.  The local school 

conceptualized, designed, and implemented a program based on small-group, teacher-
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facilitated, self-selected, differentiated professional development.  Though the program 

was based on research-based best practices for adult learning in educational settings, 

documentation of how it was conceptualized, designed, or implemented is lacking.  It is 

not clear whether or not the school used research-based program planning best practices 

to conceptualize, design, or implement the current professional development program.  In 

addition, the purposes and goals of the program are obscured by a lack of clear 

documentation of the intended impact and how such impact would be monitored.  The 

research undertaken here will seek to explore the evolution and intended impact of the 

program.  The overarching question is: 

What is the history and intended impact of the current professional development 

program at ABC High School? 

Sub questions include: 

a. What factors are relevant to how the current professional development 

program was structured and promoted? 

b. What was the process followed by the current professional development 

program to move from conceptualization to design to implementation?  

c. What was the intended impact of the current professional development 

program? 

d. What are participant perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of the 

current professional development program? 

e. What structures were put in place to track the impact of the program? 
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These questions investigated the evolution of the current professional 

development structure being implemented at ABC High School.  The local district has the 

opportunity to build capacity for conceptualizing, developing and implementing 

programs, and develop procedures to be used with other programs and initiatives.  It has 

the potential to contribute to the body of knowledge investigating how to replicate 

successful programs.  It will also contribute to the body of knowledge about the 

relationship between teacher learning and student achievement. 

Review of the Literature 

A literature review was conducted to understand the program planning cycle as it 

relates to how school professional development programs evolve in an attempt to reach 

intended outcomes.  The systems thinking and adaptive schools theoretical constructs, 

and their associated components, were reviewed with an emphasis on the influence these 

constructs have on professional development programs in schools.  Systems thinking did 

not originate in the educational field. Since its inception, it has been utilized and refined 

across a wide variety of fields.  Adaptive schools, on the other hand, pulls research from 

a large variety of other disciplines to create a methodology specific to educational 

contexts.  To fully explore the implications and uses of both systems thinking and 

adaptive schools, sources have been gathered from multiple areas of study such as adult 

learning, evaluation, program planning, staff development, student achievement, health, 

behavioral science, coaching, management, and higher education.  (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009; Hummelbrunner, 2011; Hyerle & Alper, 2011; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, 

Harris, & Shuster, 2010; Senge, 2000).  Many texts and research related to both these 
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ideas are found in publications aimed at members of specific communities, such as 

educators, principals, managers, social service workers etc. because these constructs are 

grounded in practical applications.  A synthesis of this breadth of sources is needed to 

capture the relevance both systems thinking and adaptive schools have to aspects of 

professional development programs and the program planning cycle. 

The review will be organized into three sections: systems thinking, adaptive 

schools, and the intersection between systems thinking and adaptive schools.  The 

systems thinking section is organized to reflect deep understanding of the history, theory, 

tools, and application of the construct.  The adaptive schools section is organized to 

reflect the theory, components, and application of the construct.  The final section 

demonstrates the relationship between systems thinking, adaptive schools, and 

professional development programs in schools.  This organization was created to provide 

a rich description of the wide variety of factors pertinent to the process of program 

planning for adult learning in school settings.  In order to provide saturation of the 

literature, internet searches were conducted using databases entered through the Walden 

University Library such as EBSCOhost, Proquest, Academic Search Premier, Thoreau 

and ERIC.  Multiple Boolean operators and search terms were used to locate relevant 

sources including: program theory, professional learning, leadership, school 

improvement, systems thinking, adaptive schools, organizational learning, and 

organizational planning.  Other terms and sources were derived from research gathered in 

these initial searches. 
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Theoretical Constructs 

Two theoretical constructs were selected that support the exploration of how 

professional development programs in schools evolve from conception through 

evaluation.  These two constructs emphasize the cyclical nature of programming, human 

interactional dynamics, and the complex nature of systems including public education 

institutions.  Systems thinking focuses on surface and below surface relationships 

between elements in a given system.  These elements are examined by members of an 

organization to determine the reasons for current, status quo, actions to determine what 

changes could or should be made for institutional improvement.  Adaptive schools 

focuses on the role of relationships and core beliefs in shared leadership situations to 

promote student achievement in educational systems.  The adaptive schools conceptual 

framework represents the practical application of systems thinking through a focus on 

interactional dynamics.  This review will concentrate on the history, theory, and 

utilization of systems thinking using the adaptive schools framework and how both 

theoretical views can support professional development program evolution in school 

settings.   

Systems Thinking. Systems thinking is a philosophical paradigm that has existed 

in some form for many years (Ashmos & Huber, 1987; Skarzauskiene, 2009).  It is a way 

to systematically analyze and observe the world (Martin, Brannigan, & Hall, 2005; Mella, 

2008; Senge, 2000).  In systems thinking, linkages are uncovered, assumptions are 

surfaced, learning is examined, and tools are utilized with the goal of an improved 

organization (Mella, 2008; Senge, 2000; Skarzauskiene, 2008, 2009).  Systems thinking 
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has evolved into a theoretical construct and set of tools uniquely suited to promote 

positive change in schools because of its potential to represent complexity (Kensler, 

Reames, Murray, & Patrick, 2011; Senge, 2000; Skarzauskiene, 2009).  To understand 

systems thinking and its implications for education, a review of the history, theory, 

application, and utilization/tools of this construct has been provided. 

History. A brief history of how systems thinking has developed is useful to 

understand its relevance to the modern educational system (Senge, 2000).  Management 

researchers initially derived systems thinking from a biological context (Ashmos & 

Huber, 1987; Johnson, 2008).  The biological context provided the foundational ideas 

that the world operated on logical systems even when they were not readily apparent.  

When applied to business and industry, systems thinking helped managers fully consider 

logistical aspects of how institutions functioned to produce a given outcome (Ashmos & 

Huber, 1987; Flood, 2010; Waldman, 2007).  As practitioners implemented systems 

thinking in real world contexts, different schools of thought arose and were expanded.   

The area of systems thinking that dealt with physical systems made up of discrete 

and independent parts has been labeled hard systems thinking.  Hard systems thinking 

deals primarily with the organizational logistics of materials and machines in an 

institution (Johnson, 2008; Zexian & Xuhui, 2010).  Without hard systems thinking, 

management researchers lacked a strong theoretical basis for how physical parts of a 

system interacted, yet hard systems thinking lacked the fluidity needed to accommodate 

human interactional dynamics as an aspect of organizational logistics  (Ashmos & Huber, 

1987; Johnson, 2008; Zexian & Xuhui, 2010).  The type of systems thinking that deals 
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with both novel and predictable human perceptions of systems is called soft systems 

thinking (Ashmos & Huber, 1987; Johnson, 2008; Zexian & Xuhui, 2010).  It has begun 

to explore how different individuals, especially leaders, perceive, construct, and influence 

an organization (Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010; Kenlser, Reames, 

Murray & Patrick, 2011; Skarzauskiene, 2008, 2009).  The practical application of 

systems thinking principles to complex human contexts is called applied systems thinking 

(Flood, 2010).  Applied systems thinking is based on subjective reality, phenomenology, 

and relativism, which allows it to accommodate the continuous state of flux organizations 

experience (Flood, 2010).  In applied systems thinking, systems are viewed through the 

lens of continuous improvement because users believed there is always more to learn 

about how and why a system functioned (Flood, 2010; Hummelbrunner, 2011; Garmston 

& Wellman, 2009). 

Theory. The basic premise of the systems thinking paradigm is a holistic view 

that every event, action, and individual is linked in complex interdependent relationships.  

Many authors have written and researched about the application of these various 

conceptions of systems thinking to specific fields such as engineering, management, and 

public services (Boardman & Sauser, 2008; Fullan, 2005; Hyerle & Alper, 2011; Kim a 

& b, 2000; Richmond, 2010; Senge, 2000).  For the purposes of this review, the focus 

was on ideas relevant to professional development in schools.  In his book A Fifth 

Discipline: Schools that Learn, Peter Senge stated that “A system is any perceived whole 

whose elements ‘hang together’ because they continually affect each other over time” and 

“The discipline of systems thinking is the study of system structure and behavior.” 
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(Senge, 2000, p.78).  This definition could be seen as the foundational idea of all theories 

related to the systems thinking paradigm.   

Many schools of thought and practice have evolved based on this fundamental 

understanding of systems thinking.  These have included not only the previously 

discussed concepts of hard, soft, and applied systems thinking, but also open systems 

thinking, system-wide thinking, human systems thinking, feedback-related systems 

thinking, system dynamics simulation, process systems thinking, and living systems 

thinking (Fullan, 2005; Senge, 2000).  All these conceptions of systems thinking together 

can be seen as “a viable continuum of systems thinking practices, all with different 

degrees of rigor, different approaches, and different views of the nature of a ‘system’” 

(Senge, 2000, p. 79).  In each of these practices, the goal has been to move from a 

reactive stance to a stance based on knowledge of what structures support or interfere 

with desired organizational behaviors and beliefs (Kim a, 2000; Kim b, 2000).      

 Several thinkers have specifically addressed how school organizations have 

improved through the use of systems thinking and systems thinking tools.  Barry 

Richmond (2010), for example, defined the purpose of systems thinking as the possibility 

“to evolve our thinking, learning and communicating capacities” (p. 3).  He continued 

with an analysis of traditional schooling that demonstrated the lack of connection 

between desired skills/beliefs and current practices.  His conception of systems thinking 

in schools was based on eight skills that he felt were essential.  Those skills were 10,000-

meter thinking, system-as-cause thinking, dynamic thinking, operational thinking, closed-

loop thinking, scientific thinking, empathic thinking, and generic thinking (Richmond, 
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2010, p. 4).  These skills encompassed a variety of ways to view the world, analyze 

systems, and solve complex real world problems that include the complexities of real 

world settings that traditional thinking lacked (Skarzauskiene, 2008).       

In Leadership & Sustainability: System Thinkers In Action, Michael Fullan (2005) 

focused on leadership for improved systems.  He stated that “the key to changing systems 

is to produce greater numbers of ‘system thinkers.’” (p. 40).  Systems thinkers pay 

attention to the mental models of individuals and how they could be altered (Karaman, 

2009; Fullan 2005).  Fullan (2005) stated that 

It will be ‘systems thinkers in action’ who count.  They may not have the best 

elaborate theories of how systems evolve over the long run, but they will be in the 

midst of the action with a system perspective.  And they will interact with others 

to promote system awareness through their actions and conversations.  .  . (p. 43). 

His statement shows systems thinking as a point of view with guiding principles that 

focus on continuous improvement, positive mental models, and holistic thinking.  In 

school environments, the focus on these guiding principles places organizational and 

individual learning at the center of improvement efforts (Fullan, 2005; Johnson, 2008; 

Karaman, 2009; Senge, 2000).   Individuals who practice systems thinking help 

organizations build holistic models of systems for continuous improvement through the 

identification of areas of need, leverage points, key stakeholders, specific actions, and 

hidden assumptions (Bierema, 2003; Flood, 2010;  Hummelbrunner, 2011; Martin, 

Brannigan, & Hall, 2005; Waldman, 2007).  Without a systems thinking theoretical base, 

decision-makers risk making hierarchical decisions and impose programs based on an 
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incomplete understanding of a system (Onsman, 2010).  Systems thinking has provided a 

paradigm to support meaning making from large amounts of undifferentiated data.  The 

implementation of this paradigm has been accomplished through the use of specific tools 

that support the process of collaborative continuous improvement.   

Systems Thinking tools.  Through research and practice, systems thinkers have 

developed numerous practical tools to examine how a system functions, what changes are 

needed, where changes will have the most impact, and where patterns of behaviors need 

to be modified (Bierema, 2003; Hummelbrunner, 2011; Mella, 2008; Zexian & Xuhui, 

2010).  The systems thinking tools were designed to promote individual capacity to think 

from a systems perspective to support the intellectually challenging endeavor of 

continuous improvements in a specific context (Hung, 2008; Senge, 2000; Skarzauskiene, 

2009).  The tools reviewed here, causal loops, icebergs, behavior over time graphs, and 

stock and flow diagrams, were selected because of their ubiquity, utility, and relevancy 

for educational settings.   

Causal Loop.  “Causal Loop” is a systems term used to refer to situations where 

behaviors or actions reinforce other behaviors or actions, which in turn reinforce the first 

behavior or action with or without the influence of outside factors (Flood, 2010; Mella, 

2008).  Causal loops are either negative, and reinforce unproductive practices, or positive, 

and promoted productive practices (Mella, 2008; Waldman, 2007).  There are two types 

of causal loops: balancing loops that have reached sustainable equilibrium and 

reinforcing loops that perpetually increase or decrease (Mella, 2008; Waldman, 2007).   
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By using systems thinking to study how a school functions, both positive and 

negative causal loops can be isolated and examined (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  

Another tool, called a connection circle, helps members of an organization visualize 

interrelationships in terms of these causal loops.  This reveals leverage points (the 

components within a system that have the greatest influence on the largest number of 

other components within the same system) with the greatest potential impact (Garmston 

& Wellman, 2009).  Organizational change can be reached when causal loops are 

identified so that positive causal loops can be sustained while negative causal loops might 

be dismantled or transformed (Bierema, 2003; Martin, Brannigan & Hall, 2005; 

Waldman, 2007).   

Iceberg.  The Iceberg tool is a graphic organizer centered on a specific analogy.  

The analogy visually demonstrates that what is on the surface is a small fraction of what 

supports a system, just as the bulk of an iceberg exists beneath the surface of the sea 

(Kensler, Reames, Murray, & Patrick, 2011; Senge, 2000).  The iceberg tool, in sum, is 

based on the idea that systems are multi-leveled and underlying thought patterns are more 

important than surface structures (Senge, 2000).  The process of inquiring into 

assumptions could be very difficult, but is supported by utilizing the iceberg tool 

(Kensler, Reames, Murray, & Patrick, 2011; Senge, 2000). 

The iceberg graphic is divided into multiple levels and shaped roughly like a 

pyramid.  The top portion is the place where the visible, surface portions of a single event 

or action are placed.  The middle section of the pyramid contains representations of 

trends and patterns relevant to the event or action under study.  Below the patterns and 
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trends sections is a section for underlying structures.  In this section, the policies, rules, or 

physical structures that supported the listed patterns and trends are examined (Senge, 

2000).  The bottom level is called mental models.  Mental models include values, beliefs, 

and assumptions held about the event or action under study (Senge, 2000).  The mental 

models portion of the iceberg forces group members to examine different perspectives 

that created a particular action or event.  By drilling down to the fundamental thinking an 

event or action is based on, a group consciously develops new, shared mental models of 

both the visible and the invisible portions of the iceberg.   

To support full articulation of the Iceberg, other tools can be incorporated.  The 

first tool integrated into the Iceberg in the middle section is called a behavior over time 

graph.  Behavior over time graphs are a simple X and Y axis graphic organizer that help 

members of an organization see how a system functions (Hyerle & Alper, 2011; Senge, 

2000).  They are used as a mechanism for tracking how or if a certain behavior changes 

over time (Hyerle & Alper, 2011; Senge, 2000).  They also clarify the expected results of 

a particular program or process through rigorous thought about anticipated changes 

(Bierema, 2003).  These graphs were approximations of the trends in behavior over a 

given period of time.  Group members used them to create collaborative ideas about a 

pattern of change (Bierema, 2003; Flood, 2010; Waldman, 2007).  Behavior over time 

graphs alone are useful as a thinking and planning tool, but are also highly effective when 

used in conjunction with the iceberg tool (Martin, Brannigan, & Hall, 2005).   

 The other tool commonly integrated into the bottom levels of the iceberg is called 

a stock and glow diagram.  A stock and flow diagram is a visual representation of how 
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factors in a system are increased or decreased.  It explicitly demonstrates how certain 

tangible or intangible commodities are increased or decreased.  The stock and flow tool 

demonstrates the influence of interdependencies on the system as a whole.  The typical 

image used to visualize a stock and flow format is a bathtub.  The stock is the basin, the 

flows are the faucet and drain, and the hot water tank and pipes are the converter and 

connectors.  When the stock and flow diagram is used with the iceberg tool, it supports 

the identification of an underlying structure and what the leverage points in the system 

might have been.  Finally, the stock and flow diagram provides conceptual understanding 

that supports group comprehension and use of complex computer modeling. 

Application.  The efficacy of an organization increases when the process of 

systematic self-examination becomes natural to its members (Cantrell, Burns, & 

Calloway, 2009; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Jerald, 2007; Mella, 2008).  Systems 

thinking has provided the theoretical underpinnings and tools for self-examination of this 

type (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  The integration of systems thinking into the culture 

of an organization or program fundamentally changes the program planning cycle 

because the infusion of systems thinking demonstrates the implications of programmatic 

choices more clearly (Flood, 2010; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Mella, 2008).  The 

systems thinking paradigm helps program planners to conceptualize, design, implement, 

and evaluate effective programs (Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010).  

Systems thinking, does not, however, provide mechanisms to help group members 

interact effectively in negative organizational cultures.  The theoretical construct and 

visualization tools of systems thinking provide a way for an organization to know what to 
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do to improve.  It does not help organizational leaders and members interact effectively 

to use this process or to instigate desired changes.  

Adaptive Schools.  While systems thinking provides theory and visual 

representation to support program conception, adaptive schools is uniquely suited to the 

support of interactions between potential program planners, key decision-makers, 

stakeholders, and other relevant individuals (Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Hanson & 

Mott, 2001; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010).  It is also an application 

of systems thinking that has been developed for educational contexts with an emphasis on 

teachers as learners, leaders, and group members (Garmston, & Wellman, 2009).  The 

construct of adaptive schools is a conceptual framework based on research and theory 

related to interactional dynamics in groups from multiple fields of study such as biology, 

psychology, physics, and ecology (Garmston & Wellston, 2009).  It incorporates 

protocols for group interactions, mechanisms for the development of professional 

communities, and a set of meaningful actions for both group facilitators and group 

members (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  These unique components work together to help 

organizations form strong, effective, productive groups to improve schools (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010; Knight, 2011).  

Adaptive schools was selected as an underlying conceptual framework for this review 

because it is designed specifically to help schools improve through structured 

collaborative inquiry based on systems thinking.  This review will focus on the theory, 

application, and components of the adaptive schools construct. 
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Theory.  Adaptivity is the theoretical concept underlying all aspects of adaptive 

schools.  It also represents the goal behind the use of adaptive schools.  According to the 

adaptive schools model, schools that become supportive, self-sustaining, and 

continuously learning communities of professionals become adaptive.  When a school has 

become adaptive, its members have consciously acknowledged they must create a living 

system that continuously improves rather than a reactive, static system that cannot adapt 

(Beaty-O'Ferrall, & Johnson, 2009; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Page, Parker, & 

Renger, 2007; Sandman, Kelly & Greiner, 2009).   

The concept of adaptivity originated from systems thinking and has been applied 

specifically and extensively to school settings.  In adaptive schools, “to be adaptive 

means to change form in concert with clarifying identity” so that “adaptivity consists of 

flexible responses interacting with changing environmental conditions.” (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009, pp.  5, 8).  By using the adaptive schools model, adaptivity can be 

achieved by disassembling negative causal loops and establishing positive causal loops 

(Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010; Knight, 

2011).  The adaptive schools model focuses on research-based elements needed to 

establish and support effective relationships.  Relationships are the basis of this construct 

because collaborative work is considered the foundation of organizational change.  

Within the adaptive schools construct, relationships are broken down between 

intrapersonal and interpersonal.  Relationships are also considered to establish high 

functioning, self-sustaining systems committed to continuous improvement.  The most 
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pervasive elements of relationships are reflection, efficacy, and interdependence.  These 

elements are deeply intertwined. 

Components.  The basic components of the adaptive schools construct include 

research-based best practices, collaborative norms, professional community, dialogue and 

discussion, trained facilitators, conflict as a resource, and consensus (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009).  Each of these aspects contributes to a unique perspective on school 

reform focused on sustainable, continuous improvement.   

Research-based best practices. Research-based best practices is a term that refers 

to instructional strategies that have been formally researched and determined to have 

significant, consistent impact on student achievement (Bartholomew, 2007; Boardman et 

al., 2008; Guskey, 1985; Marzano, 2003, 2007; Scammacca et al., 2007).  This term also 

refers to the adult learning principles and strategies when used in reference to 

professional development (Fixen, Blasé, Wallace & Wallace, 2009; Hutson, 1979; Illback 

et al.  2010; Patton, 2001; Reeves, 2010; Sparks, 2005).  Adaptive schools has taken 

seriously new and deeper understandings of how the brain works and how effective 

learning occurs and incorporated them into professional practice.   

Research-based best practices are the fundamental building blocks of lesson 

design and as such are not quick fix solutions that could be implemented instantaneously.  

Rather, best practices represent a fundamental shift in learning, teaching, and assessment 

design.  To nurture the implementation of best practices requires a long-term 

commitment to professional development because teachers had to shift their thinking and 

practices (Ahlfeld, 2010; Amau, 2009; Barnett & O’Mahoney, 2006; Garmston & 
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Wallace, 2009); Reeves, 2010).  This is a gradual, continuous process that is most 

successful when it is intrinsically motivated, collaborative, respectful, and integrated into 

every aspect of school culture (Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Lambert, et al., 2002).  

Adaptive schools provides mechanisms to support the implementation of best practices to 

reach the goal of adaptivity through a systems thinking perspective.   

Collaborative norms.  One mechanism that has proven to support the 

implementation of best practices is the use of collaborative norms (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009; Lipton & Wellman, 2007; Little & Houston, 2003; Nelson & Slavit, 

2008; Santamarina & Thousand, 2004).  Collaborative norms are explicit, detailed 

statements of how working together should function (Hord, 2004; Lieberman & Miller, 

2001).  They are the contract between group members that creates a clear understanding 

of the expectations for collaborative work.  In the adaptive schools construct, these norms 

are negotiated when a group formed and are written down (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  

Collaborative norms are the basis of professional communities.  A professional 

community is defined as a group that functions effectively through mutual respect, 

professionalism, positivity, and the use of other adaptive schools concepts (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009; Levine, 2010; Servage, 2008; Tobia, Chauvin, Lewis, & Hammel, 2011).  

Professional communities are essential to continuous improvement because they are the 

foundation of a school culture that values continuous improvement and learning (Hindin, 

Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Levine, 2010, Servage, 2008; Tobia, Chauvin, Lewis, & 

Hammel, 2011; Watson, 2005).  When groups function in this way, they are more 
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effective, more thoughtful, and more open to innovative ideas (Garmston & Wellman, 

2009; Lieberman & Miller, 2001; Weinbaum, et al., 2004).   

Dialogue and discussion.  The ability to capitalize on the openness established in 

professional communities often resides in the ways group members talk.  Adaptive 

schools has identified two essential but distinct forms of talk in professional 

communities: dialogue and discussion (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  Dialogue is a 

group form of intellectual investigation.  In dialogue, group members share ideas, 

thoughts, and information without judgment or criticism.  In addition to building respect 

and promoting active listening, dialogue also establishes shared understandings and 

explores potential solutions to a problem (Boydell & Blantern, 2007; Davies & Dunnill, 

2008; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Hirsh & Killion, 2009; Knight, 2011; Mullen & 

Huntinger, 2008; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010; Servage, 2008).  The view that 

systems are layered and that layers must be peeled away and examined to create lasting 

change is fundamental to the dialogue process because it represents the process of fully 

understanding and listening to one another (Bierema, 2003; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; 

Mella, 2008).  Adaptive schools has posited that dialogue should be used extensively and 

comprise most of the talk groups engaged in together (Gramston & Wellman, 2009). 

Unlike dialogue, discussion focuses on decision-making.  It is results-oriented.  

The goal of discussion is to establish consensus on the course of action the group will 

take (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  Most school talk is discussion.  Because educators 

are doers, there has been a tendency to jump straight into discussion without adequate 

dialogue (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  Discussion is most effective when dialogue has 
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been utilized to create shared understandings and explore novel ideas (Garmston & 

Wellman, 2009; Servage, 2008; Smyth, 2007; Socol, 2007).  If groups have successfully 

dialogued about an issue, discussion is much easier. 

As dialogue progresses, communication improves (Boydell & Blantern, 2007; 

Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Hirsh & Killion, 2009; Knight, 2011; Madaus & 

Stufflebeam, 1984; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010; Servage, 2008).  Using 

dialogue, organizations create system thinking based visual images that demonstrate the 

interconnectedness of various components of the system (Garmston & Wellman, 2009; 

Senge, 2000) This further surfaces hidden assumptions, built common understanding, 

reveals themes, and generates new insights (Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Hirsh & 

Killion, 2009; Lambert et al, 2002).  This process has allowed organizations to make 

fundamental paradigm shifts to new ways of thinking about a system and a problem 

(Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Lambert et al, 2002; Servage, 2008; Socol, 2007).  In 

addition, the development of a deep understanding of an organizational problem increases 

the likelihood that the eventual program will have significant impact and will be 

sustainable (Grimmett, Rickard, & Gill, 2010; Knight, 2011; Martin, Brannigan, & Hall, 

2005; Westerheijden, Hulapiau & Waeytens, 2007). 

Trained facilitators.  The creator of effective dialogue and discussion as it is 

described above is called a facilitator.  Facilitators are essential in adaptive schools.  A 

facilitator is a trained individual who is able to lead a group by using protocols and 

facilitation moves effectively.  Facilitators are trained to lead large groups or poorly 

functioning groups effectively.  The use of a facilitator has promoted change in stagnant 
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environments and helped alter the culture of schools.  Adaptive schools provides this 

training as well as interactional protocols and facilitator moves (Garmston & Wellman, 

2009).  A protocol can be defined as a set of directions for structured conversation 

(Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Gallimore, Ermling, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2009; Gramston & 

Wellman, 2009).   

Facilitators use protocols with new, contentious, or changing groups because the 

protocols provide structure, reduce emotional responses, and create space for equitable 

contributions by all group members (Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 

2009).  Adaptive schools has provided over 500 protocols.  A facilitator’s use of 

protocols helps groups establish and follow collaborative norms as well as practice the 

habits of listening, pausing, and paraphrasing needed to communicate effectively 

(Gramston & Wellman, 2009; Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Kee, Anderson, 

Dearing, Harris, Shuster, 2010).  Trained facilitators support collaborative inquiry and 

problem solving through the effective implementation of appropriate protocols.  The 

combination of skilled facilitators and structured protocols best supports the adaptive 

schools goal to create self-sustaining, adaptive schools.   

Conflict as a resource.  One of the reasons that both protocols and facilitators are 

so powerful is because in adaptive schools, conflict is reframed as a resource.  Difference 

of opinion is valued as an opportunity to explore ideas and generate innovative 

alternatives to current practices.  Ideas are separated from individuals (Gramston & 

Wellman, 2009).  When this separation is successful, group members are able to set aside 

emotional, personal responses and focus on the quality and validity of ideas that are 
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generated (Colburn & Talbert, 2006; Fazio & Gallagher, 2009).  Further, structured 

conversation allows conflict of opinion to become an opportunity to explore ideas more 

deeply, uncover hidden assumptions, discover unanticipated consequences, develop fuller 

understanding, and promote consensus (Fazio & Gallagher, 2009; Gramston & Wellman, 

2009; Hanson & Mott, 2001).  Conflicting opinions become an opportunity to strengthen 

intellectual examination of ideas and promote thoughtful innovation and application of 

best practices (Gramston & Wellman, 2009; Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; 

Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002).   

The goal of the adaptive schools framework is to reach consensus in decision-

making to sustain an adaptive educational institution (Gramston & Wellman, 2009).  

Consensus means that all group members are fully committed to a selected course of 

action and genuinely agreed with the decision.  Consensus is developed through positive, 

constructive conflict throughout the process of dialogue and discussion.  True consensus, 

where every member of a group agrees completely is often impossible because of 

different opinions based in genuinely different perspectives.  These differences are 

respected while still reaching positive decisions through sufficient consensus.  Sufficient 

consensus means that approximately 80% of a group agreed and those who respectfully 

disagreed accept the decision and committed to supporting the decision.  This means that 

those who disagree make a conscious choice not to sabotage the decision through speech, 

inaction, or contrary action (Gramston & Wellman, 2009; Hord, 2004).   

 Application. To be an adaptive system, schools must embrace the messy process 

of examining deeply held routines, assumptions, and beliefs (Garmston & Wellman, 
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2009).  This process is often threatening and uncomfortable for many individuals without 

support, practice, and commitment (Braken, 2011; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Levine, 

2010; Maurer, 2010).  Adaptive schools moves beyond the identification of feedback 

loops and leverage points in a school community.  It draws from numerous other areas of 

research including cognitive coaching, modern psychology, student achievement, 

professional development, leadership, and continuing education (Garmston & Wellman, 

2009).  From these areas, adaptive schools has brought together a set of deceptively 

simple principles, protocols, roles, and ideas to guide the development of adaptive 

professional school communities. 

Intersection of Systems Thinking and Adaptive Schools.  Systems thinking has 

been applied through adaptive schools to deepen thinking and structured conversation, to 

promote constructive conflict, and to support full exploration of all ideas.  Systems 

thinking provides the methods used to sustain higher level thinking skills to understand 

and improve organizations.  It does not, however, include practical strategies for 

movement from individual thought to group action.  Adaptive schools can revolutionized 

the interactions of groups in schools and instigate sustainable change in practice and 

culture by providing school leaders and group members with the ability to use protocols, 

dialogue, discussion, facilitator moves, and themselves as resources for effective change 

(Gramston & Wellman, 2009; Hawley, 2007; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 

2010).  It provides concrete actions and strategies that are well-aligned with systems 

thinking and specifically oriented towards educational environments.  Program planning 

has been one area where the intertwined use of systems thinking theories and adaptive 
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schools strategies generate continuous improvement in schools (Kensler, Reames, 

Murray, & Patrick, 2011).   

Use of systems thinking and adaptive schools has been especially impactful in 

professional development programs because of the power to influence how teachers 

communicate (Gramston & Wellman, 2009; Senge, 2000).  Effective communication is 

important to support teacher use of best practices, technology, and formative and 

summative assessment data (Hawley, 2007; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 

2010; Knight, 2011).  Systems thinking provides the ability of teachers to analyze their 

own teaching, the system they work within, and leverage points for improvement 

(Kensler, Reames, Murray, & Patrick, 2011; Senge, 2000; Skarzauskiene, 2009).  

Adaptive schools provides the tools to communicate for effective collaboration and 

instructional improvement (Hummelbrunner 2011; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & 

Shuster, 2010).  Combined, these two theories constitute the basis for the development, 

implementation, and evaluation of effective professional development programs designed 

to meet the needs of individual teachers to promote increased student achievement 

(Fullan, 2005; Karamar, 2009; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010; Mella, 

2008; Richmond, 2010).    

Implications 

This study used the constructs of systems thinking and adaptive schools to explore 

the conceptualization, design, implementation and intended impact of small-group, self-

selected, teacher-facilitated, professional development at ABC High School.  This 

research has generated details often omitted in research calling for extensive professional 
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development.  It focused on the details of how to create and sustain effective structures 

devoted to professional growth and student achievement using differentiation as a vehicle 

for teacher learning.  These details inform the creation of consistent procedures for 

conceptualizing, designing, implementing and evaluating programs in the district.  They 

also add to the body of knowledge demonstrating a link between teacher learning and 

student achievement.  In addition, these details help other institutions replicate the 

process to successfully conceptualize, design, implement, and evaluate programs tailored 

to meet local needs. 

Summary 

 Two theoretical constructs, systems thinking and adaptive schools, were 

reviewed.  It has been established that the theoretical, philosophical, and methodological 

aspects of both these constructs support an emphasis on continuous improvement 

(Ashmos & Huber, 1987; Fullan, 2005; Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Hyerle & Alper.  

2011; Reeves, 2010).  Systems thinking addresses the complexity of change and the 

importance of personal perceptions (Hummelbrunner, 2011; Hyerle & Alper, 2011).  

Adaptive schools addresses the dynamics of interpersonal relationships and the need to 

focus on building positive, trusting relationships (Garmston & Wellman, 2009).  Systems 

thinking and adaptive schools are highly compatible (Garmston & Wellman, 2009; Kee, 

Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010).  The use of these constructs effectively 

supports program planning as an iterative process, especially when applied to 

professional development programs for teachers (Garmston & Wellman, 

Hummelbrunner, 2011).   
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Many students do not possess adequately sophisticated academic skills to engage 

in secondary level content learning when they enter the high school (DESE, 2009).  

Increased pressure to improve standardized student achievement scores has created an 

impetus for supporting teacher learning through differentiated professional development.  

This research provides valuable information about how a program can be successfully 

conceptualized, designed, implemented and evaluated.   
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Section 2: The Methodology 

Introduction 

This project study used a qualitative, case study design to explore how the 

professional development program currently being implemented in the local setting was 

conceptualized, designed, and implemented The flexible, responsive, and participatory 

nature of the case study makes it ideal to explore ill-defined, evolving, or new programs 

and initiatives at any stage in the iterative cycle of a learning organization (Benseman, 

2006; GAO, 1990; Naccarella, et al., 2007; Patton, 1994; Pierre, 2007).  At ABC High 

School, a case study was selected to develop rich, thick description of a bounded system 

while being respectful of participants to elicit a deep understanding of the professional 

development program under study. 

The professional development program at the high school under study, hereafter 

referred to as ABC High School (pseudonym) was in a position to benefit from this type 

of project study for several reasons: the district was focused on continuous improvement 

and building capacity, and the professional development program at the high school was 

not fully articulated at the time of the study.  The district in question, hereafter referred to 

as ABC School District (pseudonym) had begun implementing data-driven decision-

making as a form of evaluation and was working to increase leadership and data-driven 

decision making capacity throughout the district.  The current professional development 

program was a district-approved, school-based effort to provide responsive programming 

to teachers as part of this imperative.  In an effort to initiate professional development 

that reflects research on effectiveness, is responsive to teacher needs, and incorporates 



43 

 

 

continuous improvement, ABC High School implemented a small-group, teacher-

facilitated, self-selected, differentiated professional development program in 2009. 

However, multiple, specific goals or outcomes for the program were not then formally 

identified as part of development and implementation (Mr. Prin personal communication, 

April 20, 2011).   

This case study explored the nuances of program conceptualization, design, 

implementation, and intended impact by gathering qualitative data to determine various 

stakeholder perceptions.  The case study design allowed for a variety of data to be 

combined to support findings about the program (Embury, 2010; Koenig, 2009; 

LomBombard, 2009; Pierre, 2007).  These findings provided insights into the “multiple 

kinds of learning possible” provided to teachers by the program and from the program 

itself, as suggested by Sridharan and Nakaima (2011, p. 140).  This case study also 

provided insights into how the program was developed, implemented, and sustained that 

supported program growth, as suggested by Desimone (2009), Embury (2010), Hoole and 

Patterson (2008), LomBombard (2009), and Pierre (2007).  I concurrently analyzed the 

study’s qualitative data using inductive analysis and typologies derived from the research 

questions.  Afterwards, I used this information to create a policy proposal detailing a 

specific procedure to support the conceptualization, design, implementation, and 

evaluation of future programs.  Findings will be shared with key stakeholders as part of a 

policy recommendation project.  The policy recommendation was designed as a set of 

interconnected templates that guide members of the community through every stage of 
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programming in a consistent and effective manner.  The policy recommendation includes 

a compilation of relevant research and additional sources of information. 

Design of the Study 

I selected a combination of the constructivist and pragmatic paradigms for this 

study.  Constructivism can be defined as a worldview where a single, absolute reality 

does not exist; instead the focus is on inquiring into the complex, subjective realities 

created by individuals (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002).  Using a constructivist stance 

allowed key participants to be included in meaningful research because they were invited 

to share their individual and collective perspectives, as suggested by Creswell (2007, 

2009).  According to Sherwood (2010), “Validating the opinions of stakeholders and 

integrating their needs into programs helps to guarantee that the program is 

comprehensive in nature and will increase buy-in for the program” (p. 17), so this study 

was designed with these principles in mind.   

Balancing this constructivist approach, pragmatism is a focus on achieving 

specific results using the most logical means to help solve real world problems (Creswell, 

2007, 2009).  Using a pragmatic stance allowed the study to focus on exploring this 

program’s conceptualization, design, implementation, and intended impact to provide 

practical insights and information relevant for the current program or in future programs.  

These paradigms together formed a hybrid approach to this case study that combined 

respect for individual perceptions with a focus on practical results.   

This project study used case study methodology to explore the conception, design, 

implementation, and intended impact of a specific program using qualitative data.  Based 
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on my understanding of Creswell (2207), led me to determine that quantitative data and 

methodologies were not suitable for this study because the study focused on subjective 

data such as personal opinions and experiences.   Subjective experiences and opinions are 

difficult to quantify and doing so might not have yielded results which addressed the 

research questions.   Instead, qualitative data allowed for subjectivity and allowed for 

rich, thick description that provided a full picture of the case under study, in accordance 

with Creswell (2007).   

Creswell (2007) identified five primarily qualitative research traditions: 

ethnography, narrative research, grounded theory, phenomenology, and case studies.  

Case study is a methodology that “investigates a conceptualized contemporary 

phenomenon within specific boundaries” (Hatch, 2002, p. 30) and is distinguished by the 

limited size of the study, the focus on a bounded system, and the holistic, in-depth 

description (Creswell, 2007, 2009; Hatch, 2002; Merriam et.al, 2002; Yin & Davis, 

2007).  A case study was the best choice for this research because it provided the 

opportunity to develop depth in the inquiry (Creswell, 2009; GAO, 1990; Hatch, 2002; 

Merriam et al.  2002; Yin, 1994).   

Case study methodology was most appropriate for the current project because the 

individual programs being studied functioned as bounded systems located within specific 

contexts, and because these systems were best explored through in-depth study based on 

long-term engagement in the local setting with subjects who are representative of the 

case.  Further, there has been a strong tradition within case study methodology of 

combining different forms of data to both deepen the understanding of the case and help 
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generate useful findings (Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2009; Goldie, 

2006; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Lachat & Smith, 2009; Yin & Davis, 2007).  A 

case study design allowed flexibility, promoted depth, and was well-aligned with the 

constructivist, pragmatic paradigm that I chose.  Because the program at ABC High 

School can be seen as a bounded system within the local context and is in a district 

focused on data-driven decision making, a case study methodology met the needs of the 

program and local setting.   

The ultimate goal of any school program is to positively impact students (Killion, 

2008; Sanders & Sullins, 2006).  A case study was appropriate for this study in part 

because it explored how the program was conceptualized, designed, and implemented 

based on stakeholder perceptions of the program.  It was also appropriate because case 

studies often provide insights into programmatic and instructional improvements posited 

to lead to improved student achievement (Colbert, Brown, Choi, & Thomas, 2002; 

Guskey, 2002; Johnson, Kahle, & Fargo, 2007; Killion, 2008; Lee, 2010). At the 

initiation of the program there was only limited documentation of the goals of the 

program (Ms. Amerson, personal communication, May 16, 2011).  This research 

explored how the program was conceptualized, designed, and implemented as well as 

uncovered the intended impact and perceived strengths and weaknesses of the program.  

Case study was the most appropriate methodology for this project study because it 

allowed for in-depth exploration of how this specific program was conceptualized, 

designed, and implemented with a focus on intended impacts and teacher perceptions of 

strengths and weaknesses.  
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Participants 

 Case study methodology focuses on a bounded system in which a small number 

of participants provide in-depth information about a case (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002; 

Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  The number of participants is usually limited, but the primary 

consideration is not the number; it is that the number of participants “provide ample 

opportunity to identify themes of the cases as well as conduct cross-case theme analysis” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 128). Participants were selected based on their knowledge of or role 

in the program.  Interviews were conducted with one member of the professional 

development committee, one administrator and three teacher participants in the program.  

A focus group of four teacher-facilitators was also conducted.  Participants for interviews 

and focus groups were not restricted by other factors such as subject taught, years 

teaching, or personal demographic factors; however, an effort was made to ensure that 

the diversity of the staff in the local setting was reflected in the participants. 

As part of IRB approval, permission to conduct the project study was granted by 

the relevant district and building personnel.  Once IRB approval had been granted, access 

to the participants was gained through prolonged engagement in the setting as a member 

of the staff, the researcher’s role as a teacher-facilitator and current PDC co chair, and by 

creating a database of teachers based on their roles in concert with other members of the 

professional development committee.  Relationships were established via email, friendly 

questions, and the use of a comfortable and private environment.  Consent forms were 

delivered electronically to all participants selected for the study before any data collection 

took place.  Potential benefits and risks were shared with participants at this time.  
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Benefits included opportunities to voice opinions and suggestions about the professional 

development program, learn about the program development process within the district, 

and potentially contribute to improvements in this process.  Risks included unintentional 

breach of confidentiality and possible feelings of anxiety or negativity as different 

perspectives on professional development are shared.  Participants were periodically 

reminded that they were able to leave the study at any time, and also retain the ability to 

verify data collected through review of session transcripts and member checking of initial 

conclusions. 

Purposeful sampling was used to select one member of the professional 

development committee of approximately 15 teachers and one building or district level 

administrator of approximately 10 administrators (Creswell, 2007).  A purposeful sample 

is the selection of participants based on their appropriateness for the case under study 

(Creswell, 2007).  There were a very limited number of individuals who would have 

detailed knowledge about the program in question; therefore, purposeful sampling was 

the most appropriate method of selecting them.  This strategy was also appropriate 

because previously established relationships between potential participants and the 

researcher impacted willingness to participate (Briggs & Coleman, 2007; Creswell, 2007; 

Merriam et al., 2002).The selection of these participants reflected multiple levels of 

administration that have a direct stake and decision-making power for some aspect of the 

program.  Participants for both the PDC and district level administrator interviews were 

selected by name in concert with administrators to select the most knowledgeable 

individuals.  The focus group of teacher facilitators used random purposeful sampling 
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(Briggs & Coleman, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Fink, 2006; Merriam, et al.  2002).  The focus 

group of teacher participants also used random purposeful sampling (Briggs & Coleman, 

2007; Creswell, 2007; Fink, 2006; Merriam, et al.  2002).  Random purposeful sampling 

means that the potential purposeful sample is too large to fully employ (Creswell, 2007).  

In this instance, teacher-facilitators and teacher participants were selected as part of the 

case because they represent two groups of stakeholders who are impacted by and 

participate in the program.  These two groups are most directly affected by the program 

and are thus the best purposeful groups from which to randomly select participants. 

The pool of current and previous teacher-facilitators was approximately 30 

teachers.  The focus group included four teachers.  With the help of the school’s 

professional development committee, a list of current and previous teacher-facilitators 

was generated.  Teacher-facilitators are those who have been engaged in the current 

program as learning team facilitators and who have participated in ongoing training and 

session planning.  Because the pool of potential participants was small and relatively 

homogenous, demographic criteria was not used.  Instead, it was assumed that any group 

of four or more adequately represented the diversity of the pool because the pool was 

limited to those who volunteered to facilitate the learning of others.  To select 

participants, names were replaced with numbers and randomly selected until four teacher-

facilitators agreed to participate in the focus group.   As part of informed consent, 

participants acknowledged that they knew one another and agreed to keep confidential 

the names of other participants. 
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The potential pool of teacher participants was much larger than that of teacher 

facilitators, consisting of over 100 teachers spanning all high school subject areas and 

grade levels.  The same process was used with teacher participants as was used for 

teacher facilitators to select two teacher participants.  A list of teacher participants was 

generated with the help of the school’s professional development committee.  Teacher 

participants were defined as certified teachers who were assigned to a learning team and 

attended district mandated professional development sessions.  As with teacher 

facilitators, demographic criteria was not used in the participant selection process because 

of the relatively homogenous participant pool.  Names were replaced with numbers and 

randomly selected until three teacher participants agreed to be interviewed.  These 

samples were random purposeful samples because participants were selected based solely 

on participation in the program (Briggs & Coleman, 2007; Creswell, 2007; Merriam et 

al., 2002).    

Potential participants were contacted individually via email explaining the 

research, its purposes, confidentiality, and the voluntary nature of participation.  I also 

explained other issues related to informed consent, described what participation entailed 

and asked if those selected were willing to participate (Appendix B).  An informed 

consent letter was attached to the email and those interested were asked to print it, sign it, 

and return it in a sealed envelope via interoffice mail.  If preferred, a participant might 

also have chosen to return the informed consent letter with an electronic signature or 

deliver it in person.  If any of those selected declined to participate, additional individuals 
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from the relevant pool of participants were randomly selected and contacted.  This 

process continued until enough individuals agreed to participate for the study to proceed. 

Since the researcher is a member of the teaching staff, existing professional 

relationships facilitated establishing positive study relationships (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

In addition, those who agreed to participate received a follow-up email or face-to-face 

visit to thank them for agreeing to participate, review the items covered in the email, and 

set up times and locations for interviews or the focus group meeting to take place.  To 

further facilitate the participant-researcher relationship, several steps were taken.  

Interviews and the focus group took place at the school site in a private meeting room 

which was reserved and locked to prevent interruptions and ensure privacy.  Times were 

scheduled at the convenience of the participants to accommodate teaching and personal 

obligations.  Light refreshments of soda and cookies were available.  The first question of 

the interview was designed to allow participants to speak freely about past experiences to 

build comfort and confidence.  Participants retained the right to withdraw from the study, 

review transcripts, and participate in member checking of initial conclusions and were 

reminded of these rights in each contact and before each session began. 

Ethical Protection 

All participation was strictly voluntary and any participant could withdraw at any 

time.  At all stages of the project study, every effort was made to keep participants 

informed about the progress of the study and its purposes.  As the researcher, I needed to 

take extra precautions to ensure that potential participants did not feel pressured to agree 

to be in the study because of my role in the professional development committee.  Last 
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year, I was elected as the Professional Development Committee co chair.  That means I 

am responsible for planning and providing materials for professional development 

sessions; however I have absolutely no authority to enforce or evaluate participation in 

those sessions.  It was especially important to ensure that participants were aware that I 

have no formal authority or influence over them. 

Prior to agreeing to participate, all potential participants received an email 

explaining informed consent procedures including the voluntary nature of participation 

and confidentiality.  A statement that the researcher’s position as co chair of the 

professional development committee should not influence one’s decision to participate 

and would have no repercussions or consequences whether or not one chooses to 

participate was also included.  An informed consent letter was provided, reviewed, and 

signed before beginning any interview or focus group session.  The letter also included 

notice that a research assistant would participate in the transcription of the audio that was 

recorded.  In addition, each participant in interviews was assigned a random number in 

the transcripts so his/her name would not be associated with audio recordings or 

transcripts.  All other potentially identifying information was removed or changed in each 

interview transcript.  Pseudonyms or titles were used if any specific names or titles were 

mentioned or needed for sense in the transcripts.  Participants in individual interviews 

were also asked not to mention specific names in responding to interview questions.  

Focus group participants were asked to keep confidential the other members of the group 

and the discussion rather than removing names so that discussion could flow naturally 

and individual transcripts could be identified. 
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After the interview and focus group sessions were transcribed, participants were 

provided with copies of transcripts to review for accuracy.  Each participant was asked to 

ensure that the transcript reflected his/her intended meaning, point out any omissions, and 

request retractions.  If a participant had wanted to make extensive changes, a private 

conversation would have been scheduled to address concerns and come to a consensus 

about the content of the transcript; however, no participants requested such changes.  

Specific permission was requested before direct quotes were used.  Member checking 

was used once coding was completed via individually sent emails so that participants 

could comment on conclusions, make suggestions for improvement, and/or point out 

errors prior to the completion of the project study and dissemination of results. 

The researcher was responsible for ensuring that all data is kept confidential.  A 

paid research assistant assisted with transcription of audio recordings after signing a 

confidentiality agreement.  All data was and will be stored in a secure location at the 

home of the researcher in a locked cabinet.  Paper copies of interview notes, codes, and 

other documents will be kept for five years and then destroyed to meet with standard 

research practices (Creswell, 2007).  Electronic data will be stored on a removable flash 

drive under a coded folder name.  It will also be kept in a locked cabinet for five years 

and then destroyed (Creswell, 2007).  Destruction of data will be witnessed by the 

research assistant.   

Throughout the data collection process, every effort has been made to 

accommodate the needs of participants and protect them from harm.  Potential harm was 

minimal and included perceived coercion to participate based on a previous relationship 
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with the researcher, breached confidentiality, negative reactions from staff or 

administration if confidentially should be breached, or discomfort during an interview or 

focus group session.  To reduce perceived coercion to participate, formal emails and 

informed consent documents requesting participation emphasized the voluntary nature of 

the study.  Confidentiality was protected through selecting a private location for sessions, 

coding participant names for data collection and storage (where appropriate), and 

removal of potential identifiers from final stored copies of transcripts.  Finally, if any 

participant had become agitated or felt uncomfortable with any question during an 

interview or focus group session, the participant had the option to move on to another 

topic or question or to halt the interview if necessary.  These measures protected the 

participants from any potential harm. 

Data Collection Stages 

In this design, the data collection method was qualitative.  The setting of this case 

study was a large urban high school in eastern Missouri with a socioeconomically, 

racially, and culturally diverse student population.  The population for this study was 

limited to certified teachers and administrators.  Before data collection took place, the 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB) provided approval verifying that the case 

study plan met ethical standards.  As part of this process, a community partner agreement 

and a data use agreement were created and signed. By signing these documents, the 

district allowed this case study to be conducted and committed to participating in the 

research.  In addition, the research assistant working on the study signed a confidentiality 
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agreement guaranteeing that identities would be protected even if they were 

unintentionally revealed in the transcription process.   

This case study investigated the conceptualization, design, implementation, and 

intended impact of the current professional development program using the perspectives 

of various stakeholders.  In searching the website of the ABC School District, it was 

discovered that information about the program that provided “a clear definition of the 

population, problems and outcomes that are the focus of any program, a clear 

presentation of theoretical assumptions that guide the choice of intervention, and 

systematic assessment of effectiveness” was not available (Savaya & Waysman, 2005, p. 

85).  To verify this information, a building administrator was questioned about the 

existence of formal goals and outcomes for the program and acknowledged that goals and 

outcomes of the program had been established ad hoc during initial implementation of the 

program and that these elements had not been consistently, publically documented on the 

district website (Mr. Prin, personal communication, April 20, 2011).  The design of this 

case study reflected the need for exploration of how the program was conceptualized, 

designed, implemented, and what its intended impact was.   

This case study used a concurrent qualitative design to collect and analyze data 

(Creswell, 2007, 2009; Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  A case study design fit the goals 

of the study because it elicited rich descriptive data from a variety of perspectives while 

remaining responsive to local needs (Creswell, 2007, 2009; Hatch, 2002).  The 

concurrent qualitative design allowed the collection of multiple types of qualitative data 

in a timely fashion and strengthened the analysis (Creswell, 2007, 2009).  This collection 
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took two forms: individual interviews and a focus group session.  Altering the format of 

investigation allowed the study design to reflect the particular stakeholders’ strengths and 

protect against potential harms involving privacy or comfort within a group setting. 

Individual interviews were conducted with one administrator, one member of the 

professional development committee and two teacher participants.  The interview 

questions were determined by the literature review and were designed to elicit detailed 

and thoughtful responses.  Interview questions were designed to allow participants to 

provide detailed descriptions of the program, its inception, and/or its intended impact 

from his/her unique perspective.  All interviews were scheduled to last 45-60 minutes and 

took place at the school site in a private meeting room at a time convenient for each 

participant.  Each participant was interviewed once, which yielded four interviews for 

analysis.  A total of four interviews yielded enough data to provide a deep and rich 

description of the case while still providing diverse, representative perspectives within 

the population of the local setting (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

By limiting the number of interviews, it was also possible to ensure that the interviews 

were of significant duration.  As part of the informed consent process, the interviewees 

agreed to be digitally audio-taped and notes were taken during the session (Janesick, 

2004; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  Notes and tapes have been and will be stored in a locked 

cabinet in the researcher’s home in coded files to help protect privacy.  

Individual interviews were an appropriate choice for teacher participants, 

administrators and members of the professional development committee for several 

reasons.  First, this group represented a wide variety of teachers and administrators, some 
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of whom may not have previous relationships or training in collaboration.  In addition, 

teacher participants were mandated to participate in the program, but might not have felt 

comfortable having others know about their participation in the study.  Further, 

participants of the program may have felt more comfortable speaking frankly if privacy 

could be guaranteed.  Individual interviews provide this additional confidentiality and 

increased the comfort level of participants.  Both administrators and members of the 

professional development committee were also more comfortable expressing honest 

opinions in a confidential setting.  Interview questions were crafted to elicit detailed 

descriptions of the history and intended impact of the program.  Such questions focused 

on how members of the community interact in the program and what the program was 

intended to accomplish.  

Teacher-facilitator data collection took the form of a focus group meeting.  The 

focus group questions were determined by the literature review and were designed to 

allow participants to interact as they built thorough responses.  The focus group was 

scheduled to last 45-60 minutes and took place at the school site in a private meeting 

room at a time convenient for the members of the focus group by using an internet survey 

tool.  The location provided both privacy and a familiar, informal environment to help 

participants feel comfortable, so a private meeting room was appropriate as it could be 

reserved and locked (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  As part of the informed consent process, the 

members of the focus group agreed to be digitally audio-taped and notes were taken 

during the session (Janesick, 2004; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  Notes and tapes have been 

and will be stored in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home in coded files. 
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A focus group, rather than individual interviews, was selected for teacher-

facilitators for several reasons.  First, teacher-facilitators volunteered for their role and 

have had multiple training sessions together.  Because of this, these individuals were 

likely to be more open to sharing and were likely to be invested in the program.  In 

addition, because these individuals facilitate learning teams, but were still mandated to 

participate in professional development, they were doubly impacted by the program.  

Teacher-facilitators also have had specific training to improve their collaborative skills, 

making a focus group an appropriate choice for this population (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 

2002; Janesick, 2004).  Finally, teacher-facilitators work in groups of two or three to 

facilitate learning teams and have repeatedly requested additional opportunities to share 

their experiences as facilitators.  A focus group met the needs of the research and this 

group of participants. 

Both the individual interviews and the focus group used a semistructured format 

with approximately 10 open-ended questions and prompts.  The interviews began with 

questions and prompts about previous professional development experiences, in 

accordance with Janesick’s (2004) suggestion to create a friendly, open environment and 

establish the conversational nature of the interviews.  These were:  

1) “Please describe previous professional development experiences provided by the 

school or district,” and  

2) “How effective were those professional development experiences at impacting 

instructional practices and/or student achievement?” (see Appendices A-D).   
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Once rapport had been established by allowing participants to share their perceptions of 

previous professional development, the transition question “How is the current 

professional development program different from previous professional development 

provided by the school or district?” was used to move the conversation to the primary 

purpose of the interview. This purpose was to discover information related to how the 

current program was conceptualized, designed, and implemented, and to identify the 

intended impact of the program.  The order of the interviews and the focus group was 

determined by the needs of interviewees.  Because data analysis was concurrent, I 

modified the questions during interviews and between interviews to reflect emerging 

trends and build the most thorough description of the case throughout the interview 

process.   

Some questions differed depending on the participant.  For example, an 

administrator in an individual interview was queried about how the program came into 

existence: “Who or what inspired this program?” and “How was this program 

developed?” (Appendix D).  Teacher participants in individual interviews were asked 

more subjective questions about their perceptions regarding the program: “How, if at all, 

has the current professional development program influenced your thinking, your 

relationships with colleagues and/or your instruction?” (Appendix F).  The professional 

development coordinator member in an individual interview was asked “Who was 

involved in the process of conceptualizing, creating, and implementing this program?” 

(Appendix G) because the committee was privy to this type of information.  Teacher-

facilitators in the focus group were asked, “How did you become a facilitator in the 
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program?” (Appendix E).  Follow-up questions were used to allow participants to 

elaborate on ideas and provide the rich, thick description that is characteristic of case 

study methodology (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  For each group, the sequence of questions 

illuminated details of how the program evolved, how it was implemented, and how 

various stakeholders perceive the program and its intended impact.  The interviews 

provided data that was compared to discern differences of perception among various 

stakeholder groups (Creswell, 2007, 2009).   

Throughout the study, an electronic database was used to manage coded files 

containing interview and focus group data and transcripts.  This database contained the 

codes used to store the data as well as information detailing the contents of each file.  It 

was password protected and given a code name to protect confidentiality.  All electronic 

documents were kept on a designated removable flash drive.  A record was also kept of 

when and how each piece of data was collected.  Finally, throughout the project, the 

researcher kept a reflective journal containing emerging understandings, insights, 

observations, and questions.  This journal will be an electronic file saved under a coded 

name and recorded in the research database.  At the end of five years, all data will be 

destroyed and this process will be witnessed by the research assistant. 

Data Analysis and Validation 

 Case studies strive to create thick description and in-depth understanding of a 

bounded system (Creswell, 2007, 2009; Hatch, 2002).  The data analysis for this case 

study was designed to formulate findings that provide deep understanding of how the 

program was conceptualized, designed and implemented as well as various stakeholder 
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perceptions of the program’s intended impact.  In order to ensure that the analysis met the 

needs of the local setting, relevant district representatives approved the research and 

provided any feedback they deemed necessary.  I also recorded emerging understandings 

I developed as a researcher concerning the program and program generation.  These 

memos were later used to help develop codes for analysis of data.   

Interview and focus group questions were derived from the literature review by 

the researcher and then shared with one expert as a form of member-checking 

(Braverman & Arnold, 2008; Bryman, 2006; Hatch, 2002; Janesick, 2004; Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Mason, 2006).  The form of the interview guides was designed to 

generate comparable data among administrators, teacher-facilitators, and teacher 

participants while still distilling data unique to the various participants.  Several questions 

were closely related across groups.  Only those changes that were needed to reflect the 

unique perspective of each group were made (Appendix D-G).  Differing questions were 

based on relative experiences as they related to the program under study.   

 Qualitative data was collected in the form of interview and focus group recordings 

and notes.  Data analysis was begun as data was collected.  A combination of deductive 

and inductive strategies were used to code the qualitative data.  Interview and focus 

group sessions were digitally recorded.  These sessions were loosely directed by an 

interview guide held by the researcher, intended to allow participants to speak freely 

without being led into specific answers and to allowed me, as the researcher, to record 

notes on nonverbal communication, generate and record follow-up questions, make notes 

about initial impressions, and record key quotations (Janesick, 2004; Rubin & Rubin, 
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2005).  Immediately after each interview or focus group, bracketed notes were added of 

impressions that were not recorded during the sessions (Janesick, 2004; Rubin & Rubin, 

2005).  Each audio recording was played back to ensure that the recording equipment 

functioned properly.  Recordings were numbered to protect confidentiality and 

transcribed into a word processing program as soon as possible after each session by the 

research assistant.  These documents were stored electronically on a password protected 

designated flash drive.  Since member-checking can confirm accuracy of the recording 

copies of transcripts were provided to participants for verification (Janesick, 2004; Rubin 

& Rubin, 2005). 

The design of this study increases the likelihood that a deep, rich understanding of 

how the program was conceptualized, designed, implemented and intended to impact the 

local setting was generated.  Finally, the data analysis was validated through triangulation 

and member checking to further increase stakeholder participation and strengthen the 

relevance and usefulness of the results. 

Role of Researcher 

 There was only one researcher for this study, though a paid research assistant 

helped with session transcription, organization, and editing to expedite the research 

process.  The researcher has been a teacher for eleven years and has spent time as a 

teacher-facilitator in the local setting.  In addition, the researcher has recently been 

elected as Professional Development Committee co chairperson; the individuals holding 

this position are responsible for coordinating resources and planning professional 

learning experiences in the school with the help of a volunteer committee.  This presented 
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advantages and disadvantages.  Being a member of the local setting made it easier to 

spend extensive time in the setting and allowed the researcher to build on existing 

relationships with colleagues.  In addition, getting approval for the project study was 

easier, due to prior contact with administration and familiarity with school processes.  In 

interview situations, the existing relationships and familiarity between the researcher and 

participants created more comfortable interview dynamics.  Unlike an outside 

interviewer, the researcher was familiar with specific vocabulary and events within the 

local setting.  On the other hand, extensive self-monitoring and reflection was needed to 

protect against personal bias regarding the program.  Member checking addressed this, 

ensuring an unbiased final product that accurately reflected the meaning intended by the 

participants. 

 My past and current roles in the professional community have had a potentially 

significant impact on participation in this study.  I have acted as a teacher-facilitator in 

the program, been a member of the PDC, and was recently elected co chair of the PDC.  

This role required even greater diligence in self-monitoring and reflection to prevent bias 

because I now have a vested interest in the program and will be responsible for 

implementing it in the future.  The position of PDC will also grant me access to 

information, documents, and conversations that are not open to the school community or 

the public.  I have kept careful records to avoid making assumptions or conflating various 

data.  In addition, I have also avoided discussing the study with members of the 

professional community outside of interviews etc. to retain the purity of my thinking 
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during analysis and coding.  Record keeping, confidentiality, and careful self-monitoring 

have allowed me to conduct this research and fulfill my new role.   

The variety of roles I have played has the potential to cause some members of the 

community to question my ability to conduct this research without bias.  In addition, 

though none of these roles provide actual institutional authority over others, there was a 

potential for perceived authority to interfere with participants’ willingness to confide in 

me.  This problem was most likely to occur with teacher participants because they were 

more likely to perceive me as an authority in the program because their participation has 

been mandated by the district.  In negative scenarios, participants might have felt 

uncomfortable confiding in me for fear of job-related consequences.  No negative 

scenarios occurred during data collection. In positive scenarios, participants might have 

believed that I have the authority to make changes to the program that benefit them or 

influence their advancement in some way.  These participants might have shared too 

much information, may have used the interview to advocate for their opinions, or may 

have made statements based solely on hearsay and assumptions to try and make a positive 

impression on me.  To the best of my knowledge, no scenarios of this type occurred 

during data collection. To mitigate this type of interference, I explicitly explained the 

limits of my authority and directly stated that I am forbidden by the state to participate 

formally or informally in the evaluation of any teacher.  I also clearly explained the 

confidentiality measures, member checking processes, and option to withdraw from the 

study at any time.  Finally, I explained that the study is investigating the history of the 

program and interview responses should focus on past experiences.  My goal as the 
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researcher was to ensure that participants feel comfortable providing honest, descriptive 

interviews without personal agendas or fear of repercussions.     

Research Findings 

Research findings for this study were developed from administrator, professional 

development committee chair, teacher-participant, and teacher-facilitator interviews.  

Before beginning to code the data, significant principles from the literature review were 

used to establish typological categories (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002; Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  Categories included program conceptualization, design, 

implementation, perceived intended impact, relevant district or building history, and any 

information related to tracking the impact of the program.  Categories also included 

interpersonal communication, professional growth as individuals and groups, or the role 

of leadership.   General impressions of the data determined which categories were 

initially included.  These broad categories helped ensure that the data was analyzed for 

themes relevant to the research questions and stake holders.  Coding took place using 

symbols, colors, and numbers to represent pre-established typologies, emerging codes, 

and sub-codes by hand as preferred by the researcher. An Excel spreadsheet was used to 

track symbols, colors, and numbers within data documents.  The database was also used 

to keep track of exceptional quotations and the emergence of new themes, categories, 

codes, and sub-codes throughout analysis.   

After each session was transcribed, each transcript was read in its entirety to get a 

sense of the whole (Janesick, 2004).  By reading the entire transcript, a general 

impression of the respondent’s feelings, attitudes, and beliefs was constructed.  
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Appropriate typological categories were selected before examining the transcripts for 

data relevant to those pre-established codes.  The general impression was also compared 

to notes taken by the researcher to ensure consistent interpretation of tone or attitude.  

Reviewing the entire transcript was also be the first step in developing inductive codes as 

key phrases or ideas were repeated.  The interviews were coded using the established 

typologies while sub-codes and unanticipated codes were added where they emerged 

inductively.  All coded data was integrated to form the basis of study findings.   

Codes were examined and compared to develop findings.  The data was analyzed 

to determine what it revealed about how the program was conceptualized, designed, 

implemented as well as its perceived intended impact.  Rather than using code counts, 

which is a more quantitative measure, the data was examined for important themes using 

the coding process and searched for representative quotations that were used to develop 

thick description (Creswell, 2007; Janesick, 2004; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  Similarities 

and differences of perception and experience amongst groups of stakeholders were 

examined as well.  The findings that were generated were organized into a preliminary 

memo and provided to all the participants for member checking (Creswell, 2007; Rubin 

& Rubin, 2005).  Participants were asked to verify that the findings were representative 

of the data and make suggestions for improvement and dissemination.  Member checking 

increased validity because participants verified the veracity of findings and coconstructed 

the format that will be used for dissemination.   

 The findings are organized and presented by the research sub-questions with a 

discussion of how the findings relate to the conceptual framework with a concluding 
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statement of how the findings address the overarching question of the study.  An 

explanation of how each finding relates to the design of the project and the larger 

problem the study addresses will also be provided. 

Research Question 1:  What factors are relevant to how the current professional 

development program was structured and promoted? 

Finding 1: The most significant factor that emerged as relevant to the emergence 

of the current professional development program is a lack of engagement among 

teachers with previous professional development offered by the district. 

All interviewees were asked to describe professional development they 

experienced prior to the current program.  Each participant described the previous 

professional development using similar terms such as “scatterbrained,” “very ‘one-shot,’” 

“not connected at all.”  The building principal at the time stated that when they came to 

the high school in question they felt that professional development efforts “weren’t 

catching much ground where it was making much of an impact.”  The director of 

professional development for the district described previous professional development, 

saying “at the high school, the teachers would come, they would grade papers, they 

would look very disgusted, and they weren’t interested or engaged.”  Before significant 

improvement in teacher practice or student achievement can occur, teachers must be 

engaged as adult learners (Killion, 2008; Knight, 2011).  The need for change was 

recognized by both the principal and the district director of professional development 

because of the evident lack of engagement. The district director of professional 

development went on to say that after the current program was initiated “You could 



68 

 

 

drastically see the difference in the participation if the learners and engagement as people 

were walking through.”  

Finding 2: Another factor that emerged as significant to how the current 

professional development program was structured and promoted was the 

opportunity for teachers to participate in selecting the learning most appropriate 

for their individual needs.   

Several interviewees mentioned the importance of choice in the success of the 

new program.  One teacher participant was particularly articulate when they explained: 

We should know what are weak areas are.  We’re professionals.  So professional 

development shouldn’t just be like here’s a broken thing for everybody. 

Everybody doesn’t need the same thing.  You know.  So, I feel like the options, 

the choices are great.  I feel like the process is good now, and we get a chance to 

go around and mingle with the different departments. 

The opportunity to self-select learning is well-documented as a factor in successful adult 

learning (Killion, 2008; Knight 2011; Marzano, 2003). As a structure, this aspect of the 

current professional development program is valued by stakeholders at all levels of the 

school district.    

Finding 3: Another factor that emerged as significant to how the current 

professional development program was structured and promoted was the use of 

choice within limits. 

Though the aspect of choice is clearly important, the limits of the choices to those 

ideas aligned with building goals also helped increase engagement.  According to one 
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teacher-facilitator “Teams were created on, like, how it would help us reach those goals 

that we had set as a building.”  When asked how teams were created, the building 

principal at the time confirmed that teams “were determined based on district initiatives 

that were going on in district offices and then on some things that we identified building-

wide.”  The teacher participants also recognized the importance of alignment. One 

teacher participant explained that their understanding of the team choices was a process 

where building leaders said “let’s look at our building goals, look at our district goals, 

and we need to do these things.”  They went on to say “there’s a set sort of standard that 

we need to meet and develop and it’s gotta link in there.”  The alignment of the program 

to articulated goals helped provide purpose to the choices teachers were offered.  

Purposefulness is another factor supported by research as important to teacher 

engagement in learning (Garman & Wellman, 2008; Muhammad, 2009). 

This research demonstrates that engagement is an important aspect of programs 

that successfully support adult learning.   In the policy recommendation for the 

conceptualization, design, implementation, and evaluation of new programs, I will 

include items designed to ensure that engagement in learning is adequately considered. 

Research Question 2: What was the process followed by the current professional 

development program to move from conceptualization to design to implementation?  

Finding 1: There was no clearly articulated procedure followed to move the 

current program from conceptualization to design to implementation. 

 Interviewees were questioned about their knowledge concerning the how the 

program moved from conceptualization, to design, to implementation.  The answers were 
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widely variable, with multiple interviewees using terms such as “I guess,” “I assume,” or 

“I’m not sure.”  Each group of stakeholders had different perspectives on how the 

program came into being and none expressed consistent knowledge of an articulated 

procedure for starting new programs.   

The teacher participants were the least clear about how the program came into 

existence.  A representative explanation was: 

I don’t know a lot about that, but I assume . . .that some people probably go 

together and sat down, had a nice long brainstorm, I’m pretty sure it was well 

thought out, I think, uh, before it was implemented people had a vision in mind. 

All three teacher participants expressed similar sentiments.  An unnamed “they” had an 

idea because the need for a change was understood and the program grew from that need.     

The teacher facilitators expressed a corollary idea about how the program 

evolved, but were also unaware of the exact protocols used in creating the program.  In 

the focus group, the recognition that the program was aligned to building and district 

priorities was clear.  The teachers expressed this in different ways such as “I think topics 

where chosen based on our, ah, building improvement plan,” “that year was based on 

school improvement,” and “the one I was. . .was something that was a district-wise 

initiative, so it was implemented in the building, building level as well.”  These 

comments indicate that the teacher facilitators had a higher level of awareness, though 

still limited, about the evolution of the program than the teacher participants. 

Beyond this recognition, they had very little idea how the program had emerged 

or how they had been selected as teacher facilitators.  One facilitator reported “I was 
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asked by people who used to be in charge of the building professional development. . .”  

Another facilitator stated “I was told, oh, there’s this meeting you need to go to about 

professional development, and I went to it, and I was told ‘Thank you for volunteering to 

be a facilitator!’ And I was like ‘what?’  A third facilitator said “they told me I was 

recommended but I don’t know who recommended me.”  The understanding of the how 

the program came into existence was severely limited for this group of stakeholders as 

well. 

The director of professional development was equally unaware of the exact 

process by which the program emerged.  The explanation was that the program 

“percolated” through an awareness of the need for change.  They stated: 

I just kept sprinkling resources and ideas and saying it needs to change and, um, 

this is why, here’s the song, and you design what’s going to work.  There’s lots of 

examples.  You design what works, and how can I support you on that?  So they 

had autonomy, but I think that need came from, was so strong from everybody. 

They went on to say “You know, I don’t know about who carried it out” and that “it was 

very organic.”  Their explanation indicates that they did not have knowledge of or expect 

a specific set of procedures for a new program to move from conceptualization to 

development to implementation. 

 The only stakeholder interviewed who had specific knowledge of how the 

program came into existence was the building principal at the time.  They explained:  

it was a teacher. . .[who] came in. . .she just came in and said ‘okay, we gotta do 

something: PD is killing me’ kinda were her words.  ‘And it’s not helpful to us in 
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the building.’ And I said, ‘alright, so I agree.  What do you have in mind?’ And, 

um, she threw out some ideas, and I was just like ‘Put it on paper.  Give me a 

proposal.  Bring it back to me.” I love this, because this is everybody: ‘well, I 

don’t want to do the work if it won’t really happen.’  I asked her ‘How do you 

know it won’t really happen?  You still have to risk in developing it and bring it 

back to me. I can’t just imagine stuff out of thin air, you gotta put it on paper.’  I 

think I have the original proposal.  So, she came up with that program for that 

structure, and then we threw different things in the topic areas. 

This quotation indicates that the building principal felt there was a process in place for 

new programs; however, no other stakeholders shared this knowledge.  This description 

of how the program emerged also implied that those with program ideas were unclear 

about how to proceed and hesitated to pursue ideas without assurances that 

implementation was possible.   

When asked if there was a consistent process for bringing initiatives to fruition, 

they responded “A consistent process maybe in my head!”  They went on to describe 

some consistencies in their expectations including a project proposal, revision and 

refinement with administrative input, some Systems Thinking tools, and attempted buy-in 

from stakeholders.  The process they described is supported by research on program 

development (Aderu & Shariff, 2010; Fixsen, Blasé, Wallace, & Wallace, 2009; He, 

Rohr, Miller, Levin, & Mercier, 2010).  It is significant that though the steps taken to 

conceptualize, develop, and implement this program reflect research on program 

development no other stakeholders were aware of these steps.  The lack of clarity about 
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the procedures being used reduces the effectiveness of those procedures (Daugherty, 

2009; Hummelbrunner, 2011; Lenthall, Wakerman, & Knowght, 2009).   

Research Question 3: What was the intended impact of the current professional 

development program? 

Finding 1: The development of leadership skills among teachers was perceived as 

an intended impact of the current professional development program. 

 All stakeholders interviewed expressed some degree of belief that teacher 

leadership was an intended impact of the current professional development program.  The 

teacher participants varied in their responses.  One teacher participant focused on their 

own growth and the style of leadership they experienced as a participant.  They stated 

that the program changed their relationships with their peers because “now I feel more 

comfortable going to anybody on the staff, asking, hey, you know, I’ve tried this in my 

classroom but this really isn’t working, do you have any other suggestions?”  This 

statement implies that they are better able to recognize teacher leaders and approaching 

them for help.  They also explained that they had been in the program two years and had 

two very different experiences.  When asked to elaborate, they stated the difference was 

one of “expectation and then the attitude.”  Another teacher participant also discussed 

their growth by saying “I think about getting my colleagues to better themselves so they 

can make their relationships better, and learning better.”  Their words echo those of the 

other teacher participant. 
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 The third teacher participant more directly and explicitly discussed leadership as 

an intended component of the program.  They discussed the role of control and 

empowerment before stating: 

And so what we’ve done in terms of sort of decentralizing that is to create leaders 

among our teachers, and also, to give that implicit and I think maybe even explicit 

message that we acknowledge that there are people in our building who know a 

lot and who do great things, and we don’t need to bring in someone that you’ve 

never heard of and that you’re never gonna see again, and there’s an immediate 

acknowledgement that you, teacher-leader, learning team leader, are someone 

who has significant to present to the school. 

Her description of leadership in the program speaks directly to the perception that 

leadership was an intended impact of the program.  The fact that leaders were internally 

cultivated and that doing so promoted respect and collaboration among teachers reflects 

research on both educational leadership and school culture (Lindsey, Robers, & 

CampbellJones, 2005; Muhammad, 2009).   

 The perception that leadership development was an intended impact of the 

program is further supported by both the building administrator at the time and the 

director of professional development.  The building administrator talked extensively 

about the building of expertise and comfort among teachers to experiment concluding 

that “when they see their peers and learning from their peers, but there’s also maybe a 

confidence thing, ‘Wow, if they can do this, I can do this!’”  These comments imply that 
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developing leadership capacity was one intended impact of the professional development 

program.     

The director of professional development was much more direct in their 

assessment of the intended impact and role of teacher leadership: 

The capacity of the teacher leadership is getting stronger, where if they didn’t 

have the learning teams, I think the learning team facilitators are more 

empowered, so ultimately the added benefit of this is better, it increases teacher 

leadership capacity.  So instead of having an academy that people come to after 

school, where some big districts have meetings on how to develop teacher leaders, 

I think this way has organically increased teacher capacity of the leaders in that 

school. . .I believe the relationships with the administrative team have become 

stronger as partners in the professional learning because they’re a part of it and 

they help it but its not like its top-down. 

Her perception of teacher leadership as an intended and real impact of the program is 

clearly articulated.  They draw explicit connections between the program and increased 

teacher leadership capacity.  Their comments demonstrate that leadership was an 

intended impact of the professional development program in question.   

The difference in level of awareness about leadership as an intended impact of the 

program amongst different stakeholders is an important discrepancy.  The statements of 

the teacher facilitators support the importance of leadership in the professional 

development program.  One facilitator stated that being an instructional leader “helps me 

understand my leaders, helps me be another reader.”  While another reiterated a similar 
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idea by saying “it definitely like helps develop more comfort in my leadership and stuff.”  

These statements are representative of the increased sense of comfort and confidence 

these teachers expressed in connection with their role in the professional development 

program. 

Each group of stakeholders expressed an understanding that leadership was an 

intended and experienced impact of the professional development program.  This finding 

is significant because it demonstrates that some impacts of the program emerged so 

naturally that an implicit consensus was reached.  Research supports the importance of 

leadership in developing strong schools capable of raising student achievement (Killion, 

2009; Senge, 2000). 

Finding 2: Increased engagement among teachers was perceived as an intended 

impact of the current professional development program. 

Increased engagement was the most universally expressed intended impact of the 

professional development program.  Each group of stakeholders explicitly noted 

engagement as a benefit and intended impact of the program.  For example, one teacher 

participant stated “It’s just different now and its more engaging, I think.”  This statement 

is representative of what all three teacher participants expressed when discussing the 

differences between the former professional development offered and the current 

professional development program.   One went so far as to state  

everything I’ve been learning here for the past five years has helped me 

tremendously with my relationship with the kids, how I teach, how I think about 
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getting my colleagues to better themselves so they can make their relationships 

better, and learning better. . .   

While the word engagement is not used, the speaker’s clear connection between their 

experiences in the professional development program and their desire to improve 

themselves and their colleagues is evidence of the importance of engagement to this 

teacher participant. 

 Teacher facilitators also discussed engagement with comments such as “People 

are less cranky on PD days” and “they’re more willing to participate during those days 

than otherwise, there’s less complaining going on.”  Teacher facilitators mentioned 

factors such as small groups, choice, and collaboration as contributors to increased 

engagement.  There statements were further supported by the statements made by both 

the building principal and the director of professional development.  The building 

principal at the time stated “the level of participation, the level of engagement is higher 

than on previous models, um, and the people are actually trying these things.”  The 

director of professional development reiterated this statement by saying the building 

professional development committee chairs “were worried about engagement.”  They 

went on to say that the program was “kind of a kick start, and the kick start worked.  You 

could drastically see the difference in the participation of the learners and engagement” 

suggesting that engagement was a primary motivation for the conceptualization, design, 

and implementation of the current professional development program. 

Engagement was discussed by all stakeholders as both a reason for the initiation 

of the program and both an intended and actual impact of the program.  Though 
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engagement was mentioned as an important aspect of the program, it was mentioned in 

the context of the need to continue to refine the program to move past engagement to 

change in instructional practice and increased student achievement. 

Research Question 4:  What are participant perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses 

of the current professional development program? 

Finding 1: Participants perceived increased positive culture, climate, and 

cohesion as strengths of the program. 

 All stakeholders mentioned the program’s positive impact on culture, climate, and 

cohesion as a perceived strength of the program with varying degrees of directness.  The 

most direct mention of this element came from one of the teacher facilitators: 

one of the big important things that our professional development program, that 

the learning teams have done that we’ve talked about is the collaboration piece 

and the fact that it has changed our climate. . .I think there is an underlying 

element of, of our climate, our culture, of our students feeling comfortable here, 

feeling they’re nurtured and respected and want to be here, and they were happy 

to be here, and that we care about them. 

Other teacher facilitators made similar, though less elaborate statements such as “the 

connectivity is really important,” “The strength is collaboration,” and “connectivity all 

through the year.”  Positioned as both leaders and participants, this group of stakeholders 

identified with teacher participants and was cognizant of the need for instructional 

improvement among teachers.  This group of stakeholders clearly recognized and valued 

positive culture, climate, and cohesion as a perceived impact of the program.  One 
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teacher facilitator indicated this when they said “I’m sure that the professional 

development program has a role in that, in the change in climate and culture.”  They 

elaborated with “But I think just the work all together, there’s the collaboration part that 

piece helps a lot with culture” and “I think in terms of that negativity that was going on 

when I first got here, I don’t see that from students as much anymore either.”  These 

comments suggest that positive culture, climate, and cohesion were perceived as intended 

impacts of the program under study. 

 The director of professional development also directly and indirectly addressed 

culture, climate and cohesion.  When discussing the emergence and evolution of the 

program, they explained that she provided many resources including “the professional 

learning standards of the National Professional Learning Standards” which “help to 

change the culture.”  They elaborated on the role of reflection in professional 

development by stating “Six years ago, we didn’t do that.  That is a part of our culture 

now, and people were thanking me and wanting more.”  In addition, they spoke directly 

to the perceived value of culture, climate, and cohesion when she said  

And this is one of the strengths of the high school: that they have differentiated 

based on what the teacher wants, but it comes from a set of PD topics that meet 

what the school needs, where before it was just what the teachers thought they 

needed, now is the set of topics is what the school needs based on their student 

data, based on their teacher data, based on their walk through data.  So we 

allowed you choice, but the choices we gave you are acceptable to us. . . 
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Their explanation shows that cohesion was an important element of how they perceived 

the professional development program in question.  Combined with their previous 

comments, it is clear the director of professional development perceived culture, climate, 

and cohesion were intended as impacts of the program in question. 

 Teacher facilitators did not provide the detailed description provided by the 

building principal and director of professional development; however, they did directly 

address the role of culture, climate, and cohesion.  One teacher facilitator indicated this 

when they said “I’m sure that the professional development program has a role in that, in 

the change in climate and culture.”  They elaborated with “But I think just the work all 

together, there’s the collaboration part that piece helps a lot with culture” and “I think in 

terms of that negativity that was going on when I first got here, I don’t see that from 

students as much anymore either.”  Other comments included “the connectivity is really 

important,” “what makes it worthwhile, is teachers talking to each other,” and “it still 

addresses our school improvement plan.”  These comments suggest that positive culture, 

climate, and cohesion were perceived as intended impacts of the program under study. 

 The teacher participants were less direct, but still mentioned culture, climate, and 

cohesion.  For example, one participant stated “when it first started, there was a purpose, 

there was a mission, there were concise routes to get there.”  Another participant declared 

“because these groups are integrated, ah, you know that’s helped a lot with relationships 

and I think that, that’s a really positive thing.”  The third participant maintained “creating 

the school culture is to identify and address the needs of individuals” was important.  

Teacher participants perceived a strength of the program to be its impact on school 



81 

 

 

culture and climate.  The findings align with recent research that has emphasized the 

importance of climate and culture on school success. (Lindsey, Roberts, & 

CampbellJones, 2005; Muhammad, 2009). 

Finding 2: Participants perceived the structure of the program as a strength 

including choice and small groups. 

Choice and small groups were structures consistently mentioned by most 

stakeholders as strengths of the professional development program.  The director of 

professional development for the district indirectly spoke to choice and group size when 

they said that previous to this program the professional development was “not connected 

at all,” “everything was whole faculty,” and “it was just episodic.”  Though they did not 

list choice and small groups specifically as strengths of the program, those aspects 

correlate to the differences between the previous professional development and the 

program under study. 

The teacher facilitators were more direct in stating the “positive thing that we’ve 

done is that it’s now focused on adults, in that we now have a choice in what we want to 

do.”  Another teacher facilitator added “that having the smaller groups, as opposed to the 

whole staff” was an advantage because “you have a choice. You’re ‘forced,’ it’s nice to 

have a choice about what you take . . . .”  A third teacher facilitator elaborated “And 

you’re treated like adults.  I think that’s huge.  And you get to talk to each other, and it’s 

not like you get the evil eye if you’re trying to work with somebody on something.”  

These comments demonstrate the perception that both choice and small groups were 

strengths of the program. 
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Teacher participants were also vocal about the value of small groups and choice 

in the professional development program.  One discussed the size of the groups stating 

“the ability to get to know them was huge.  And to get a fresh perspective was huge, and 

to be able to work together.”  They went on to say of the professional development 

program “if it taught us anything, I think it has taught us that small groups work better.”   

Another teacher participant expanded further: “because they’re separated groups and you 

can kind of pick where you falter or you need more help, that helped a lot.”  They went 

on to say “it kind of broke me out of my bubble” and “I just like the process of there’s ten 

to fifteen of us in a room.”  Both the size of the groups and the choices built into the 

program were important to teacher participants.  

Choice and small groups were mentioned by numerous stakeholders as strengths 

of the program.  These elements align with research related to professional learning 

communities, adult learning, and professional development (Killion, 2009; Senge, 2000). 

Finding 3: Participants perceived the lack of accountability as a weakness of the 

program. 

 The ultimate goal of any professional development program is to support 

increased student achievement (Killion, 2009).  The program in question was praised by 

all stakeholders for increased engagement among teachers, yet stakeholders also 

consistently identified accountability as a weakness of the program.  One teacher 

participant stated that “everybody’s overwhelmed! We’re all taxed, but for a system to be 

effective you have to have checks and balances.  And there’s no checks and balances.”  

They reiterated the same idea when they stated “I think if you don’t inspect what you 
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expect, you can’t—it tends to not get done.”  These comments indicate that this teacher 

participant felt the program is not providing adequate balance or accountability at this 

time. Teacher facilitators shared similar concerns.  One teacher facilitator stated “things 

aren’t well connected” and this comment was met with general agreement by the focus 

group members.  Another teacher facilitator noted that “the sense of accountability has 

grown” within the learning teams based on peer pressure rather than effective 

accountability measures implemented throughout the program.     

Both the building principal and director of professional development shared 

concerns about intended impacts that had not yet been reached.  The building principal 

felt the programs weaknesses were the need “to have better monitoring and 

accountability” and went on to elaborate on the need for data, accountability, and other 

structures to ensure the implementation of new learning.  They noted improved 

instruction should lead to improved student achievement and lower discipline for 

students: 

First you gotta see these things happening in the classroom, then it’s about talking 

to staff about, ‘okay, how is it impacting your kids?’  How are your kids 

improving?  How is it helping kids improve their performance?  D & F rate.  ACT 

scores.  EOC scores.  All these things should be impacted by everything else.  

Discipline.  Classroom discipline in specific, because that’s one of the highest 

categories we have, but we know great instruction and effective instruction lowers 

that discipline, as long as the kids don’t feel the teacher completely hates them.    
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From this statement, it is clear that they perceived increased student achievement, lower 

discipline, and teacher accountability as intended impacts of the program that had not yet 

been fully reached.   

The director of professional development reiterated the same ideas as other 

stakeholders.   They stated that “ultimately, we want to see student achievement from the 

change in practice” but also acknowledged that “there’s data out there to say that 

changing practice increases can affect student achievement and professional learning 

impacts a change in practice, but those things have not been connected yet through 

research” because “there’s too many factors” to establish causation between the two.  

Despite the belief that a research base has not clearly connected professional 

development and student achievement they still felt accountability was an intended 

impact of the program that had not been reached.  They stated “if you don’t have 

requirements to make people learn you’re always going to have people who choose not to 

learn.” 

Finding 4: Participants perceived the limited time as a weakness of the program. 

 One consistent factor that was mentioned by stakeholders as a weakness of the 

program was limited time.  This included time to meet with teams, time between team 

meetings, and time to implement new learning.  The director of professional development 

stated that “everyone was saying ‘We need time! We need time!’” in reference to 

weaknesses of the program.  They explained that they felt the desire for additional time 

indicated that the program was engaging, but that finding more opportunities for teams to 

meet was an area for improvement.  One teacher facilitator expressed a similar sentiment 
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when they stated “another area of weakness is the amount of time between meetings of 

the learning team.”  Another added “I mean to meet every other month, that’s better than 

three times a year.”  The consensus among the facilitators was that time was a factor 

where there was room for improvement. 

Teacher participants also mentioned time as a weakness of the program.  One 

explained “The relative weaknesses I would say right now is that the people who are 

actually wanting it implemented, they don’t have time to actually take the data that’s 

being implemented.”  They went on to say “We’re stretched” as part of the reason both 

teachers and administrators are not implementing new learning more consistently.  The 

other teacher participants did not mention time explicitly, but made comments consistent 

with time as a weakness in expressing a desire to meet more often with teams, to increase 

accountability through additional interactions with leadership and/or feeling 

overwhelmed by competing responsibilities.  The need to invest time in the program is 

expressed repeatedly and can therefore be considered a perceived weakness of the 

program. 

Research Question 5: What structures were put in place to track the impact of the 

program? 

Finding 1: No stakeholder group felt that there were adequate structures in place 

to track the impact of the program. 

Stakeholders consistently expressed the sentiment that accountability was an area 

for improvement.  The director of professional development had the widest perspective 

on the limitations for tracking the impact of the program when they stated “There’s too 
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many factors to factor it out. . .I can’t factor it out to say it all came down to that one 

thing, or one person, that one teacher, that one book, that one strategy.  We just don’t 

have a way to measure that.”  Their explanation demonstrates that adequate structures for 

tracking the impact of the program might not be possible.  They acknowledged that the 

only attempt was “based on . . . surveys . . . but that’s all, you know?”  The building 

principal was even more direct: “The weaknesses are just what we said: we have to have 

better monitoring and accountability.”  Those at the highest levels were certain that 

accountability was lacking in the program.  If adequate structures were in place to track 

the impact of the program, it is unlikely both individuals would have expressed this 

weakness so clearly. 

 Teacher facilitators also questioned the role of accountability as a weakness of the 

program: “One of our weaknesses . . . one of our weaknesses may be that administrators 

are not part of the loop of using accountability in a positive way?”  The other facilitators 

unanimously agreed with this tentative statement.  Teacher participants concurred with 

the other stakeholders.  As one teacher participant put it, “if you don’t inspect what you 

expect, you can’t –it tends to not get done.”  They went on to state “there’s no checks and 

balances.”  These statements indicate that none of the stakeholders were aware of 

adequate structures to track the impact of the program. 

In addition to these express statements concerning accountability, the lack of 

awareness of structures related to tracking the impact of the program are also indicative 

that such structures have been either missing or inadequate.  No stakeholders articulated 
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knowledge of any formal structures beyond surveys being used to attempt to track the 

impact of the program. 

Limitations 

 Several assumptions underpin the case study design.  First, it was assumed that 

the district would not withdraw permission for the study to be conducted, and would help 

generate and disseminate findings in a meaningful format.  It was assumed that there 

would be enough willing participants to conduct interviews and a focus group in a timely 

fashion.  It was assumed that participants would be open and honest in the interviews and 

the focus group.  It was also assumed that the case study would provide rich descriptions 

that adequately represent a variety of perspectives.  In order to address these limitations, 

participants at different levels of the school system were involved in the study and 

reviewed its findings for accuracy (Briggs & Coleman, 2007; Gillies, 1995; Killion 2008; 

Merriam et al., 2002; Mertens, 2005).   

 Researcher bias was also a potential limitation as the study was conducted by a 

researcher participant (Creswell, 2007; Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  It might have been 

difficult to maintain objectivity because of the researcher’s role in the program as a past 

teacher-facilitator and current PDC co chair.  It might also have been difficult to prevent 

previous professional development experiences in the local setting from influencing 

interpretation of the current program.  To mitigate these limitations, triangulation of the 

document review, various interviews, and the focus group was used.  Member checking 

was also used at several points to ensure that bias did not pollute interpretation of the 

data.  
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Another potential limitation of the project was that this case study is the 

investigation of an on-going, iterative process.  The assumption that data, and 

conclusions will be valid over time is a potential limitation because this was an 

exploration of a process that is continuing.  The program under study and its various 

stakeholders will continue to evolve making it difficult to draw lasting conclusions.  It is 

assumed that findings will have ongoing relevancy despite the evolution of the program 

because the study will provide insights that can influence future program planning 

processes. 

Conclusion 

This case study used a qualitative, formative design to explore how the 

professional development program currently being implemented at ABC High School 

was conceptualized, designed and implemented as well as its intended impact and 

perceived strengths and weaknesses.  Section 2 detailed the case study which used 

interviews with a variety of stakeholders, and a focus group to develop a policy proposal 

to address the stated problem.  Inductive and deductive analysis was used to develop 

findings.  The research produced three consistent themes: the program under study was 

perceived as largely successful, knowledge, and understanding of the program varied 

widely among the various stakeholders, and accountability was a perceived weakness at 

every level.  The overarching question guiding this study was, “What is the history and 

intended impact of the current professional development program?”  The findings 

revealed that various stakeholders have widely differing knowledge, and understanding 

of how the program was initiated, designed, implemented, and evaluated.   
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Section 3: The Project 

Introduction 

This section provides a description of the proposed policy recommendation, the 

goals and rationale of the project, and a relevant literature review.  The qualitative case 

study this product is based upon was conducted July 2013–August 2013.  It consisted of a 

series of semistructured interviews, and a focus group with a total of 9 stakeholders from 

a high school in the United States, hereafter referred to as ABC High School 

(pseudonym).  All participants were employed by ABC School District (pseudonym) and 

either participated in or supervised the professional development program under study.  

I used a combination of inductive and deductive analysis to generate findings 

from the data.  Initial codes were derived from the literature review, and were 

supplemented by additional codes that emerged during data analysis.  Three consistent 

themes emerged from the data:  

1) The program under study was perceived as largely successful by stakeholders.   

2) Knowledge and understanding of the program varied widely among the various 

stakeholders with significant inconsistencies that could indicate a lack of 

transparency.   

3) Accountability was a perceived weakness at every level.  

These themes were used to inform the project detailed here. 

Brief Description of the Project 

This study addressed a problem at ABC High School consisting of its lack of a 

comprehensive, ongoing system for evaluating the effect of its professional development 
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program.  The project resulting from this research is a policy proposal entitled “Process 

for the Design, Implementation, and Evaluation of New Programs.”  This policy 

recommendation includes specific procedures and documents for each stage of program 

development, implementation, and tracking as well as instructions and questions for the 

consideration of all stakeholders (see Appendix A).  The policy proposal will include the 

following elements: 

• Policy statement 

• Policy goals 

• Handbook of policy related components including document templates 

• Role of stakeholders 

• Implementation plan 

• Implementation timeline 

• Expected outcomes 

• Policy evaluation 

These elements are consistent with research findings and literature concerning effective 

components of programs for adults in educational settings (Knight, 2007; Senge 2000).   

The policy statement for this project provides specific language intended to 

articulate the policy to stakeholders and/or be adopted by the ABC School District.  The 

goals of the policy state what the policy is expected to achieve.  The policy content 

details the steps and processes required for the instigation of any new program.  The 

expected outcomes define how the policy is anticipated to impact future program cycles.  

The role of stakeholders explains what responsibilities each stakeholder might potentially 
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incur.  The implementation plan specifies how the policy can be implemented in the 

district in question.  The implementation timeline defines how long it might take to put 

the new policy into action.  Lastly, the evaluation component denotes mechanisms 

through which the success of the policy can be judged over time.  

Project Goals 

The policy proposal’s long-term goal is to create a system for the program cycle 

that ensures the best possible programming for students and teachers.  Its goals are to 

1. create a consistent, transparent process for program initiation, design, 

implementation, and evaluation in the district in question;  

2. ensure consideration of all stakeholders in all stages of district programming, 

especially professional development programming;  

3. include evaluative mechanisms to ensure programs are relevant, beneficial, 

data-driven, and continuously improving; and 

4. document the development of programs so that they could be replicated in 

other settings.   

Data collected during the interviews and focus groups informed these goals.  

Goal #1 was influenced by wide differences in participants’ understanding and 

knowledge of how the high school’s differentiated professional development program 

came into existence, and by their lack of understanding of the process itself.  For 

example, the building principal at the time of the study stated, “A consistent process 

maybe in my head!” when asked if there was a procedure for new programs.  By contrast, 

a teacher participant responded to the same question with, “I’m not really sure.  Um, this 
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is just something that’s passed down to us.”  Goal #2 was developed in response to the 

same types of comments, because consideration of stakeholder viewpoints is not feasible 

if stakeholders are not aware of and part of a process.   

Goal #3 was written for several reasons.  First, comments from stakeholders 

revealed a relative consensus that accountability was a current weakness of the program 

with interviewee statements such as “We’re all taxed, but for a process or a system to 

really be effective, there have to be checks and balances.  And there’s no checks and 

balances.”   In addition to the theme of accountability in the research data, this goal also 

aligns with existing priorities established by the district in question.  The district has 

made a significant commitment to being data-driven and focusing on continuous 

improvement.  Third, this goal is supported by research on professional development, 

school improvement, and adult learning (Killion, 2008; Knight 2007; Senge, 2000).   

Goal #4 was written to move beyond the program in question, and provide enough 

detail such that this program and policy process could potentially be replicated in other 

settings. 

Rationale for Chosen Project Genre 

A policy proposal was chosen as the project genre based on the findings detailed 

in Section 2.  Analysis and triangulation of the interview and focus group data revealed a 

need for a consistent systematic, cyclic process for the conceptualization, design, 

implementation, and evaluation of professional development programs.  The choice of a 

policy proposal as the project genre was substantiated by two major reasons: the widely 
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differing knowledge of the various stakeholders and the stakeholders’ desire for 

accountability. 

 The first reason is that different stakeholders held widely variable knowledge and 

understanding of the process by which ABC High School’s professional development 

program emerged.  Teacher participants were unclear about how, why, by whom, and 

even when the program had developed.  One teacher participant stated, “My guess is that 

somebody looked at it and said ‘This isn’t working.’  Or I think there were probably a 

combination of factors, but Lord knows the order they happened in;” this comment is 

illustrative of the level of confusion and fuzzy understanding expressed by teacher 

participants in the program.   

Teacher facilitators were even less clear about how the program was developed, 

especially with regards to their own role in the program.  One facilitator recalled arriving 

at a meeting that their assistant principal had told then to attend when “The person next to 

me went, ‘You were supposed to volunteer for this!’”  Others were recruited by the 

professional development co chairs, leaders of other programs they participated in, or by 

their assistant principals.  The principal had a clear conception of how this program 

emerged and how others emerged under their tenure; however, the district’s director of 

professional development explained that though they encouraged change they also stated, 

“You know, I don’t know who carried it out.”  This wide disparity in understanding 

indicated an under articulated process for program development.  Without a clear, 

consistent process, maintaining a cycle of continuous improvement for this program or 

creating additional programs will not be feasible (Knight, 2011; Schmoker, 2006).   
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 The second reason for selecting a policy proposal as the project genre was the 

need for accountability expressed by stakeholders.  The district director of professional 

development summarized the need for additional accountability clearly when saying, “If 

you don’t have requirements to make people learn, you’re always going to have people 

that choose not to learn.”  The idea of accountability and the complexity of providing 

meaningful accountability was best expressed by the building principal at the time: “this 

work is too important for people just to go ‘I’m done.’  I think . . . there needs to be a 

level of follow-up from the administration.”  Teacher facilitators also communicated 

accountability as a weakness directly: “One of our weaknesses may be that administrators 

are not a part of the look of using accountability in a positive way.”  Accountability can 

be established by creating a transparent process for every stage of the program cycle.  

The policy proposal will provide the district with an opportunity to adopt such a process. 

Rationale of How the Project Addresses the Problem 

 The project addresses the problem of the lack of clarity in the program cycle in 

several ways.  First, the policy proposal will suggest a process for managing each stage of 

a program from conceptualization through evaluation.  Second, the project will provide 

procedures and materials stakeholders can access to initiate a new program.  Third, the 

project will support accountability through transparent and consistent practices.  

Additional details on how the project can address the problem will follow. 

 First, the project will address the lack of “why” and “how” in program 

development by detailing a process for managing each stage of the program including 

conceptualization, design, implementation, and evaluation.  The policy proposal should 
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be adopted as a district policy and system to guide all stakeholders throughout the 

district.  The series of steps outlined in the proposal will allow any stakeholder to initiate 

a program based on perceived need.  It will establish clear procedures and requirements 

to ensure that programs meet the needs of stakeholders and use resources effectively.  It 

will also foster shared leadership by encouraging stakeholders who do not hold 

administrative positions or other positions of authority to engage in the program 

development process.  Finally, it will provide documentation of all aspects of the 

program ensuring that the program can be evaluated and/or replicated readily. 

 The project will also provide stakeholders all the materials and guidance needed 

to successfully engage in the program development process.  The project will include step 

by step instructions and templates for each stage of the program cycle.  By providing 

directions that are easy to understand and templates to ensure required information is 

submitted, the project will support shared leadership because it will allow stakeholders 

without program development expertise to participate in initiating programs based on 

perceived need.  The proposal includes specific steps for each stage of program 

development to ensure that programs meet an identified need, have research support, 

have needed resources, and are adequately evaluated for continuous improvement. 

 Finally, the project addresses the problem by creating transparent and consistent 

processes for program development.  Transparency enables all stakeholders to have a 

clear understanding of how and why programs come into existence, and how they will be 

evaluated.  With this knowledge, stakeholders can feel ownership of programs in which 

they participate.  Transparency also increases the opportunities for replicating programs.  
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Without transparent systems, replication is a guessing game rather than an identifiable 

process.  Shared leadership is also supported by transparency because all stakeholders 

have access to the process and are able to participate in program development.  Several 

stakeholders expressed confusion about how the current professional development 

program evolved.  Consistency goes hand in hand with transparency and addresses the 

problem because a process that is consistent supports stakeholder access, replication, and 

understanding.   

The policy recommendation has been designed to support perceived strengths, 

address perceived weaknesses, and ensure consistent, transparent procedures in the 

design, implementation, and evaluation of school programs.  This supports the 

generalized findings reported in Section 2 because it address the themes that emerged 

from the data.  The program was perceived as largely successful so the policy proposal is 

appropriate because it creates a system that will allow for continuation and replication of 

successful programs.  The lack of clarity and differing knowledge among stakeholders 

indicates that the program was not implemented in a clear and consistent manner.  The 

policy proposal addresses this theme by providing for and requiring transparency and 

consistency.  Finally, stakeholders reported accountability as a weakness of the program.  

The policy proposal addresses this concern by creating a transparent, consistent process, 

and by ensuring that accountability measures are built into the design of future programs. 

Review of the Literature  

The research literature in this review was gathered using Boolean search terms 

such as teacher learning, professional development, adult learning, differentiation.  The 
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policy recommendation is focused on providing effective supports for professional 

development programs.  This review is focused on demonstrating the components of 

effective programs for adults in educational settings.  It is organized to reflect the 

essential elements that need consideration in professional development programs.  First 

there is a review of literature on how individuals best acquire new skills and knowledge.  

For professional development programs to be effective, they must be anchored in the 

needs of both students and adults as learners.  This is followed by an examination of 

instructional effectiveness from the classroom to the system level.  Professional 

Development programs must be able to help teachers translate their learning into 

effective instructional practices.  Next, there is a discussion of professional development 

that details the components of effective professional development programs.  Included 

are the elements of effective interaction and leadership associated with teacher 

professional change.  Finally, the review concludes with a section on evaluation and its 

role in the program cycle of professional development programs.  The goal of the project 

is to provide a policy recommendation that will provide procedures which ensure that all 

these components are included in every professional development program.  These areas 

informed the development of recommended procedures and guiding questions for each 

stage of the program cycle included in the policy proposal. 

A large body of research is emerging about how to promote differentiated 

professional development for teachers because “[p]rofessional development should 

respond to their needs as adult learners” (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009, p. 29). The principles 

that form the foundation of how students learn also inform effective instruction and 
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underlie emerging understandings of how adults, especially teachers, learn. To provide 

instruction that meets the needs of young learners, teachers need learning opportunities 

that allow them to develop theoretical, conceptual, and practical knowledge of how 

students learn. In professional development, the role of student is worn by teachers who 

have distinct learning attributes. They assume this role to promote increased student 

achievement, as teacher growth leads to student growth. 

Learning Theory 

The last century has produced a progressively deeper understanding of how 

learners acquire new knowledge, skills, and concepts. This understanding informs the 

project at each stage of the program cycle.  Social constructivism forms the bedrock of 

modern conceptions of learning, standing in opposition to long-held beliefs that people 

are born as empty vessels waiting to be filled with knowledge. Constructivism is defined 

as the process of generating new knowledge through exposure, practice, and experience, 

leading to increasingly complex understandings of concepts developed in the context of 

previous knowledge and social interactions in the learning environment (Dewey, 1916; 

Lambert et al., 2002; Vygotsky, 1997). Because constructivism is based on varied, and 

relevant experience, learners need to be motivated, and engaged in this process of 

knowledge construction for it to be effective (Dewey, 1916).  Learners learn best when 

the conditions of constructivism are honored in their learning environment. 

Constructivism also honors the affective dimensions of learning by attending to the 

emotional impact of learning experiences and the ways in which students seek to protect 

their sense of self (Lazarus & Lazarus, 1994; Marzano, 2003). 
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The concept of constructivism has been enhanced by Gardner’s theory of multiple 

intelligences. Gardner (1991) expanded on the methods and paths an individual might 

take to construct new knowledge. He exploded the verbal-linguistic limitations of 

traditional learning and knowledge demonstration by arguing that new knowledge could 

be constructed through application using a variety of experiential methods ranging 

beyond written language. Multiple intelligence theory provided an enlarged vocabulary 

for designing learning tasks, organizing learning environments, and assessing learning 

(Gardner, 1991; Kossack, 2007; Sellars, 2008). As educators have implemented and 

researched multiple intelligences, Gardner’s original concepts have been further 

articulated; this has resulted in new understandings of the role culture can play in 

influencing learner construction of knowledge (Compton-Lily, 2008; Fecho & Botzakis, 

2007; Lindsey, Roberts & CampbellJones, 2005; McQuiston, O’Shea & McCollin, 2008).  

Research on improving student achievement implicitly or explicitly includes an 

emphasis on student motivation. Vygotsky (1926) posited that interest is the preeminent 

ingredient to allow for significant learning. Dewey (1916) also placed predominant 

importance on interest as the motivating catalyst for learning. According to these 

theorists, learning begins with one fundamental question: “Is it important to me?” 

(Marzano, 2003). This aspect of the self-system focuses on whether the learner is 

motivated to invest in learning. If genuine interest can be aroused, motivation can 

overcome negative pattern behaviors developed to protect the sense of self (Lazarus & 

Lazarus, 1994; Marzano, 2003; Vygotsky, 1926). Other authors reinforce this idea by 

maintaining that interest must be grounded in authentic experiences and a desire to learn 
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(Bartholomew, 2007; Dewey, 1916; Freire, 1970). Both students and teachers must 

develop a vested desire to obtain new knowledge for deep, lasting learning to transpire.  

   In concert with the importance of motivation to generate willingness to learn 

new concepts, metacognition also strengthens learning. Metacognition is defined as an 

awareness of one’s own thought processes (Chan, 1994; Desautel, 2009; Harmon, Wood, 

Hedrick & Gress, 2008). Several studies on student learning indicated that when explicit 

instruction in monitoring one’s own learning is incorporated into classroom 

environments, student achievement increases (Boling & Evans, 2008; Pitcher et al., 2010; 

Scharlach, 2008; Schoenbach, Braunger, Greenleaf & Litman, 2003). These authors 

demonstrated the need for students to gain an understanding of their cognitive processes 

and be able to consciously select cognitive operations that will help them complete a 

given task. Students will construct new knowledge best if they know and are in control of 

the tools of construction. Learner awareness of their strengths and weaknesses points to a 

need for educators to be more honest with students and involve them in the process of 

addressing their weaknesses. When learners are made aware of learning goals and given 

multiple paths and opportunities to reach those goals, they demonstrate increased positive 

affect towards their learning environments (Fisher, Frey & Williams, 2002; Ironsmith & 

Eppler, 2007). All learners, students and teachers alike, learn best when they are involved 

in evaluating their process and progress.  

Though teachers take the role of student in professional development settings, 

teachers have specific and varied needs, strengths, weaknesses, and preferences as adult 

learners that make them unique (Hawley & Rollie, 2007; Hindin, Morocco, Mott & 
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Anguilar, 2007; Hord, 2004). The need to involve individuals in their own learning and to 

provide learning that is practical, relevant, and immediately implementable is more 

pronounced when teachers are being taught. In order to achieve improved practice, 

teachers must experience professional growth that focuses on reflective practice. 

Teachers must feel that their professional knowledge and judgment is respected before 

risk-taking and sharing can take place (Chung & Higbee, 2005; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 

2003; Irvin, Meltzer, Mickler, Philips & Dean, 2009; Ness, 2008; Servage, 2008; Smyth, 

2007a). They must have the opportunity to develop questions and themes to pursue to 

improve practice (Irvin, Meltzer & Dukes, 2007; Theriot & Tice, 2009; Vacca & Gove, 

1984). They must be actively engaged in coconstructing knowledge situated in previous 

knowledge influenced by environmental and social factors (Desautel, 2009; Dewey, 

1916; Dunston 2007; Fisher 2001; Vygotsky, 1997). This process must have an emphasis 

on data collection and analysis, as well as teacher research and collegial dialogue to 

ensure a focus on legitimate, definable local problems (Fisher & Frey, 2008; Lipton & 

Wellman, 2007; Marzano, 2003; Smyth, 2007b). 

Because teachers are the primary agents of instruction for students, it is vitally 

important to understand how to promote effective, sustained teacher learning. 

Professional development is the primary mechanism used by schools to support teacher 

learning (Hutson, 1979). In recent research on best practices, there is a repeated call for 

extensive professional development, but details concerning what constitutes effective 

professional development are often defined only in general terms or are inadequately 

addressed (Clark & Graves, 2008; Dunston, 2007; Fisher, 2001; Fisher & Frey, 2008; 
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Gill, 2008; Triplett, 2007; Vacca & Gove, 1984). A deeper understanding of teacher 

learning, teacher growth, and sustainable instructional improvement is essential for 

increasing student achievement.  The project policy recommendation will provide 

suggested guidelines and procedures to ensure that teacher learning is carefully 

considered in all professional development programs. 

Instructional Effectiveness 

Instructional effectiveness should be at the heart of any professional development 

initiative.  The policy proposal is designed to ensure that professional development 

programs reflect this concept.  Many modern conceptions of effective instruction 

implicitly or explicitly honor social constructivist principals. Differentiation focuses on 

tailoring instruction to individual student needs, interests, learning preferences, and 

developmental readiness (Casey, 2008; Douglas, 2004; Poole, 2008; Tomlinson & 

McTighe, 2007). Systems such as the gradual release of responsibility model also 

actively work to create opportunities for students to construct knowledge in meaningful 

contexts (Fisher & Frey, 2003, 2008b; Laud & Patel, 2008; Lloyd, 2004; Nichols, 2006). 

Learning systems that focus on measuring student progress toward mastery of specific 

objectives also use constructivist principals by focusing on student acquisition and use of 

concepts (Block & Burns, 1976; Fuchs, Fuchs & Tindal, 1986; Ironsmith & Eppler, 2007; 

McTighe & Brown, n.d.; Postlethwaite & Haggarty, 1998; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). 

Models that focus on authentic activities, student choice, and individual needs are 

fundamentally constructivist in nature. To provide sophisticated, effective instruction, 

teachers must be supported in developing the ability to actively strive to create 
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opportunities for students to follow their interests while addressing their weaknesses and 

building on their strengths (Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006). 

Marzano’s instructional strategies. Many theories, including constructivism and 

multiple intelligences, have greatly increased understanding of how students learn. 

Recently, the work of Robert Marzano (2003) has expanded these ideas by drawing on 

educational research and providing more concrete frameworks for effective instruction. 

The use of educational research as a basis for selecting appropriate activities is also 

integrated into the policy proposal materials.  Challenging goals and educative feedback 

reflect the constructivist focus on individual methods and increased achievement through 

successive experiences (Reeves, 2001). Marzano (2003) defined learning at the level of 

the individual who needs genuine interest and experience combined with guidance from 

educators. He then defined instructional strategies unbounded by disciplinary divisions 

for use by educators across the curriculum.  

Marzano’s work aligned with constructivist theory and multiple intelligences, but 

also provided more concrete assistance for educators to instruct students effectively. 

Because Marzano’s research-based instructional strategies are generalized to the whole 

curriculum, these strategies provide a basis for designing meaningful and accessible 

instructional opportunities in every content area. These strategies implicitly require a high 

level of teacher knowledge and decision-making ability despite their concrete nature. In 

order for these strategies to be implemented effectively, teachers need extensive training, 

ongoing support, and opportunities for improvement because they must be able to assess 
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students, create multiple activities and assessments for objectives, and manage classroom 

environments where students are working on many different items.  

Marzano’s work aligned with constructivist theory and multiple intelligences, but 

also provided more concrete assistance for educators to instruct students effectively. 

Because Marzano’s research-based instructional strategies are generalized to the whole 

curriculum, these strategies provide a basis for designing meaningful and accessible 

instructional opportunities in every content area. These strategies implicitly require a high 

level of teacher knowledge and decision-making ability despite their concrete nature. In 

order for these strategies to be implemented effectively, teachers need extensive training, 

ongoing support, and opportunities for improvement because they must be able to assess 

students, create multiple activities and assessments for objectives, and manage classroom 

environments where students are working on many different items. 

Mastery learning. Mastery learning is another compelling idea because it 

encapsulates a method for conceptualizing and evaluating student learning by defining 

student achievement in a meaningful way. Mastery learning can be viewed as a method 

of lesson development based largely on independent student work where each child 

works through a series of learning activities until a high level of understanding has been 

developed (Postlethwaite & Haggarty, 1998). In other research, mastery has been 

expanded to focus on instruction where assessment is used to provide educative feedback 

rather than report failure (Ironsmith & Eppler, 2007; Zimmerman & Bandera, 1994). 

Educative feedback then forces the learner to take a more active role in the learning 

process and has implications for self-regulation and student attitudes towards learning 
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(Ironsmith & Eppler, 2007; Reeves, 2001; Zimmerman & Bandera, 1994). Mastery thus 

focuses on the connection between student understanding and meaningful continued 

instruction. It articulates a view of student achievement that focuses on the ability of 

students to understand and apply skills and concepts. To implement mastery learning 

successfully, teachers must have a deep understanding of objectives, training in providing 

educative feedback, and the ability to create multiple activities and assessments on 

objectives.  Mastery is also a valuable lens for examining professional development 

programs because teachers must master new strategies to successfully and consistently 

implement them in individual classrooms.  The policy proposal includes elements of 

feedback and recursive examination for continuous improvement reminiscent of the 

mastery learning cycle. 

Content area strategies. Content area strategies can have a positive impact on 

student achievement when they are thoroughly integrated into instruction and used on a 

consistent basis (Ambe 2007; Brozo & Flynt, 2008; Schoenbach, Braunger, Greenleaf & 

Litman, 2003). These strategies are tailored to address specific learning needs. This 

specificity can support teachers who have identified a consistent weakness in the learning 

of a subgroup of students, and by targeting identified weaknesses, students are effectively 

supported in meeting learning objectives. For these strategies to be effective, teachers 

must have the skills to accurately assess student strengths and weaknesses, select 

appropriate strategies, and implement those strategies in a timely fashion. Research in 

individual strategy development and use can also provide proven research-based 

approaches teachers can add to their arsenal of responsive teaching (Alfassi, 2004; 
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Boardman et al., 2008; Dantonio & Beisenherz, 2001; Dymock, 2007; Lapp, Fisher & 

Grant, 2008; Schorzman & Cheek, 2004; Szabo, 2006; Wilhelm, 2002). These strategies 

can strengthen effective instruction by providing teachers with specific mechanisms for 

addressing student needs; however they have limited potential when implemented by 

individual teachers in isolated classrooms. To increase the impact of content-areas 

strategies, teachers need assessment training, opportunities to collaborate in the use of 

these strategies, and time to reflect on strategy use.  Just as students need specific 

strategies and support in specific areas, so too do teachers.  The policy proposal suggests 

procedures that focus on differentiation for teachers such that their specific needs are met 

through the design of programs for identified problems. 

Conceptual frameworks. Conceptual frameworks expand upon the work of 

individual strategies by creating systems of interrelated strategies that can be used 

together across the curriculum. Gill (2008), for example, created a framework that 

divided the reading process into prereading, during reading, and postreading, while 

simultaneously addressing the reader, the text, and the situation (p. 107). In discussing 

teaching for understanding, Graves (1999) focused on the benefits of well-planned 

sequences of instruction that delve deeply into topics considered fundamental to a 

specific area. His premise was that overall student achievement benefited by deep 

engagement with these topics through significant reading and the development of strong 

skills.  

Conceptual frameworks can provide an avenue for this type of instruction because 

teachers re-conceptualize instruction to focus on creating opportunities for meaningful 
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interactions with domain-specific knowledge, usually in the form of content text (Boling 

& Evans, 2008; Brown & Lockyer, 2005/2006; Dowhower, 1999; Harmon, Wood, 

Hedrick & Gress, 2008; Harpaz, 2007; Liang & Dole, 2006). Most conceptual 

frameworks require extensive professional development as teachers learn how and when 

to implement complex systems of strategies (Gill, 2008; Moore & Whitfield, 2009; Ness, 

2008; Theriot & Tice, 2009). The depth of teacher understanding associated with 

effectively implementing conceptual frameworks means that using them is time 

consuming, especially in the initial stages of application. This need can jeopardize 

fidelity of implementation and potentially limit consistency of use in various classrooms. 

Teachers must receive appropriate, sustained professional development centered on their 

content knowledge and the framework being implemented to increase instructional 

effectiveness.  Conceptual frameworks are relevant to the project because those who wish 

to implement professional development programs will have access to existing programs 

to verify conceptual consistency.  In addition, the policy proposal contains elements that 

certify that proposed programs are grounded in relevant educational research. 

School-wide strategy programming. In response to the isolationist aspects of 

individual strategies and the complexity of conceptual frameworks, school-wide strategy 

programming has attempted to address adolescent achievement by combining research-

based strategy implementation with the needs of teachers as learners. School-wide 

programs focus on a small number of research-based strategies, usually literacy-related, 

that are implemented across the curriculum (Fisher & Frey, 2008; Fisher, Frey & 

Williams, 2002; Irvin, Meltzer & Duke, 2007; Rose, 2000). The most successful 
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documented programs begin with teacher input and data analysis and build gradually 

towards full implementation through extensive, long-term, site-based professional 

development. Because these programs use a small number of strategies, they can provide 

consistent implementation that promotes student transfer of skills. The strategies, 

however, can be prescriptive and limit instructional flexibility. To be effective, 

professional development must build teacher skill in the use of specific strategies to such 

a degree that teachers can seamlessly integrate them into their instructional routines.  The 

policy proposal seeks to capitalize on the benefits of simple, wide-spread, high leverage 

instructional strategies as the basis for professional development programs. 

Professional Development 

Instructional effectiveness is dependent on teachers who have the conceptual and 

procedural knowledge to implement research-based strategies effectively. Teachers can 

acquire such knowledge from effective professional development. According to the 

NCTE (2006), to be effective, professional development must be sustained, engaging, 

include evaluation, create a professional community, and result in increased student 

learning. This description correlates with a constructivist view of learning focused on the 

interaction between the individual and his or her environment to create deep working 

knowledge based on relevant experiences (Ahlfeld, 2010; Buysse, Sparkman & Wesley, 

2003; Colbert, Brown, Choi & Thomas, 2008; Dewey, 1916; Fazio & Gallagher, 2009; 

Levine, 2010; Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002; Watson, 2005). Teachers, like students, need 

opportunities for situated, sustained learning in an environment that fosters high 

expectations under leadership that respects and promotes teacher growth (Glassett, n.d.; 
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Kose, 2007; Lambert, et al., 2002; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010).  The aim of 

the policy proposal is to make certain professional development programs meet the needs 

of teachers, have the highest rate of success, include valid measures of success, and are 

sustainable, manageable enterprises. 

Too often, calls for accountability and innovative teaching neglect to adequately 

address professional development as a fundamental component of effective reform. 

Defining the concept of professional development as a multifaceted, in-depth, long-term 

program based on relevant research and customized to meet local needs can positively 

influence student achievement and allow the development of successful site-based 

innovations. The project uses this conceptualization of professional development as its 

basis.  Additionally, each teacher, like each student, is unique and “staff development that 

models the beliefs, attitudes, and practices that differentiation commends for their 

students provides powerful images of what the practice looks like and how it benefits 

individual human beings” (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 12).  Focusing on providing 

differentiated professional development opportunities for teachers ensures that the needs 

of teachers are met in a respectful manner that improves practice and promotes increased 

student achievement (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005). 

 Professional growth. Before delving deeper into an exploration of the 

components of effective professional development, it is important to make a distinction 

about what is meant by the concept of professional growth. According to Clarke and 

Hollingsworth (2002) “professional growth is represented as an inevitable and continuing 

process of learning” (p. 947).  Rather than taking a deficit approach to teacher learning, 
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notions of teacher change or growth are built around the constructivist principle that 

learning is an ongoing, situated process, though the exact conceptions of this process vary 

(Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Dewey, 1916). In conjunction with the concept of 

growth, artisan communities elaborate on the connection between growth and relational 

interactions: “Teachers who collaborate on instruction are more likely to hold high 

expectations for students and for their colleagues, to innovate in their classrooms, and to 

have strong commitments to the teaching profession” (Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002, p. 

327). The concept of professional growth in a strong community setting is at the heart of 

moving professional development to new levels of effectiveness. The policy proposal 

attempts to address the concept of professional growth by allowing all stakeholders the 

opportunity to propose programs that meet a perceived need.  In addition, the underlying 

assumption of the proposal is that teachers continue learning over time and in 

collaboration with others.    

Dialogue. Dialogue is a key element in successfully fostering positive change and 

teacher growth in any professional development structure (Boydell & Blantern; Buysse et 

al., 2003; Clarke & Hollingsworth, 2002; Conderman, Johnston, Rodriguez & Hartman, 

2009; Levine, 2010; Lipton & Wellman, 2007; Nelson & Slavit, 2008; Nelson, Deuel, 

Slavit & Kennedy, 2010; Richardson, 2005). The policy proposal is a model built around 

continuous dialogue amongst stakeholders and between teachers.  Dialogue can be 

defined as “the visible manifestation of constructivist leadership, thereby encompassing 

the reciprocal relationships that make meaning and community possible” because “the 

more we are together, the more we talk about what matters; and the more we follow 
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through on our commitments to each other; the more our capacity for truth is 

strengthened” (Lambert et al., 2002, p. 64-65). Through dialogue, members of the school 

community uncover and examine their underlying belief systems, create a culture of trust 

and safety, and encourage creative problem solving. Though not always explicit, the role 

of dialogue, or intentional conversation, seems to be a key factor in successful change 

initiatives and models of differentiated professional development (Hirsh & Killion, 2008; 

Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Lieberman & Miller, 2001, 2007; Mullen & Huntinger, 

2008; Smyth, 2007b; Theriot & Tice, 2009).  

 Meaningful dialogue focused on teacher learning and school improvement should 

be characterized by “the penetrating use of data and evidence to discover problems of 

practice and make sense of the work of teaching and learning” (Lambert et al., 2002, p. 

71). Information or training alone is unlikely to lead to transformed classroom practice 

(Guskey, 1982, 1985,1991; Laksov, Nikkola & Lonka, 2008); to transform classroom 

practice, teachers should be honored for their efforts and build strong relationships with 

each other (Smyth, 2007b). If teachers are not provided with follow-up opportunities for 

application, reflection, evaluation, and collegial dialogue, traditional professional 

development is unlikely to transform into improved instructional practice (Guskey, 1991; 

Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Anguilar, 2007; Laksov, Nikkola & Lonka, 2008; Theriot & 

Tice, 2009).  By building the policy proposal on a program cycle nature, the project 

explicitly focuses on the recursive and continuous nature of effective teacher learning. 

 Servage (2008) posited that “to encourage communicative learning in teachers 

thus requires at least a partial change in the focus of collaborative time toward more 
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open-ended dialogue” (p. 70), thereby directly addressing the role of dialogue in teacher 

improvement.  Servage (2008) goes on to explain the role of transformative learning 

theory in moving dialogue past the details of day-to-day teaching to address deeper issues 

of social justice in schools and society at large. Coulter (2001), in his discussion of 

Habermas, also elaborated on the vital need for dialogue in changing and sustaining 

views of ourselves, others, and society. Research and theory are converging to support 

the idea that dialogue is one essential catalyst for sustainable school transformation 

focused on offering each child and each teacher appropriate, engaging, rigorous, learning 

experiences (DuFour, 2004; Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Guskey, 1991; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; 

Hutson, 1979; Lee, 2010).  The opportunity to dialogue is inherent in the policy proposal 

as stakeholders clarify perceived needs and develop unique mechanisms to address those 

needs. 

Leadership. School leaders and teacher leaders can begin this process by 

listening, collaborating, consulting, and coaching based on the needs of the teachers 

involved (Lipton & Wellman, 2007). By taking a stance that silences inner talk to listen 

without bias (Lambert et al., 2002), school communities and leaders can develop an 

understanding of the primacy of positive relationships to effective learning for teachers 

and students (Ahlfeld, 2010; Boydell & Blantern, 2007; Greene, Kim & Marioni, 2007; 

Smyth, 2007b; Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002). This understanding can lead to a focus on 

how school leaders frame conversations and craft interactions with members of the 

school community (Albers, 2008; Conderman, Johnston-Rodriguez & Hartman, 2009; 

Lambert et al., 2002).  Such an understanding can help school leaders develop 
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professional development structures that are differentiated to meet the needs of teachers 

at a variety of skill and knowledge levels (Ahlfeld, 2010; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; 

Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005). 

 In order to implement and sustain successful change initiatives, schools must 

establish a community of trust, risk taking, and innovation (Donaldson, 2006; Hord, 

2004; Lieberman & Miller, 2001; Smyth, 2007b). A strong school community is based on 

networks of respectful relationships that can be maintained even as members confront 

difficult truths (Donaldson, 2006; Smyth, 2007a). Establishing a positive school culture 

requires strong relationships amongst community members, where every community 

member is seen as collectively responsible for the learning success of each student (Deal 

& Peterson, 1999; Donaldson, 2006; Hawley, 2007; Hord, 2004). Where this does not 

happen, the learning community often suffers, and student success also suffers as a result. 

Principals are prime agents in rehabilitating damaged school cultures and establishing 

trust by sharing leadership and decision-making responsibilities in meaningful ways 

(Deal & Peterson, 1999; Hirsh & Killion, 2008; Hord, 2004; Kose, 2007; Mullen & 

Huntinger, 2008;). Teacher leaders can also support this process by carefully crafting 

conversations that facilitate student and teacher learning by encouraging active 

participation in school reform (Lambert et al., 2002; Little & Houston, 2003; Mullen & 

Huntinger, 2008). One mechanism for fostering positive relationships and learning 

opportunities among teachers is to offer professional development opportunities that are 

differentiated to meet their needs (Ahlfeld, 2010; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Tomlinson, 

2005). Several models of collaborative professional development can be used by school 
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leaders to design responsive, collegial instruction for teachers.  The policy proposal 

focuses on the potential contribution of any stakeholder.  This focus supports shared 

leadership, shared decision-making, trust, and respect of all stakeholders in the school 

community.  

 Professional learning communities. Teachers need to feel safe and supported to 

attempt implementation of new teaching strategies, as “creating trusting and respectful 

relationships in schools and classrooms is the indispensable and single most crucial 

element to learning” (Smyth, 2007a, p. 228). One structure that begins to provide an 

organizational structure for teachers to develop relationships with other teachers that are 

supportive, challenging, and promote risk taking are professional learning communities 

(PLCs). PLCs are small groups that foster relationships and allow different groups of 

teachers to pursue improved practice using unique, self-described paths (Hawley, 2007; 

Hord, 2004; Theriot & Tice, 2009). The PLC structure focuses learning and teaching as a 

collaborative effort based on reflection, practice, and data-driven decision-making 

(Hawley, 2007; Hord, 2004; Theriot & Tice, 2009). However, if PLCs are not encouraged 

to move past management and curricular tasks, they cannot reach their potential as a 

model of significant collegial interaction (Aubusson, Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; 

Conderman et al., 2009; Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit 

&Kennedy, 2010; Servage, 2008; Smyth, 2007a). Because of pressing time constraints, a 

narrow focus on immediate curricular concerns, and the assigned nature of membership, 

PLCs are often constrained in their potential to foster deep and meaningful learning for 

teachers (Aubusson, Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007).  Though not explicitly addressed in 
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the policy proposal, the need for teachers to work together is supported by the program 

cycle components of the proposal.  

Teacher inquiry. Integrating collaborative inquiry or action research into PLCs 

or other existing collaborative structures can move past some PLC limitations by 

providing a vehicle for teachers to examine their instructional practices and experiment 

with innovative practices (Albers, 2008; Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders & Goldenberg, 

2009; Nelson & Slavit, 2008; Rimanoczy & Brown, 2008; Talbert & McLaughlin, 2002). 

Inquiry fosters the development and investigation of important questions that impact 

student learning because “collaborative inquiry is the process by which colleagues gather 

in groups to pursue, over time, the questions about teaching and learning that the group 

members identify as important” (Weinbaum et al., 2004, p. 72) . The structure of teacher 

inquiry allows teachers to investigate these questions in a systematic way focused on 

improvement of practice throughout the school community (Cole & Knowles, 2000; 

Dana & Yendol-Hoppy, 2009; Lieberman & Miller, 2001; Mohr et al., 2004). Teacher 

inquiry can be integrated into the PLC model to develop and share skills and knowledge 

embedded effectively into the daily life of a school (Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Hawley, 2007; 

Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Lieberman & Miller, 2001).  The project supports 

inquiry by focusing on stakeholder initiated professional development programs that are 

constantly self-monitoring progress towards established goals. 

One form of inquiry that has great potential for teachers is action research. Action 

research uses an inquiry cycle to investigate important questions, attempt implementation 

of new instructional techniques, and share the results to build successively improved 
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instruction (Albers, 2008; Aubusson, Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; Boydell & 

Blantern, 2007; Rimanoczy & Brown, 2008). Action research allows teachers to 

experience autonomy in a supportive and collaborative environment, yet teachers are 

often untrained or unprepared to engage in inquiry effectively.  Protocols such as the 

critical friends and tuning protocols can support teachers in learning to manage the 

intricacies of inquiry. Both protocols include systematic forms of interaction that help 

teachers ask for and receive specific feedback on lessons, student work, and other 

instruction-related issues. These protocols help teachers engage in supportive dialogue 

because teachers are given a safe format for presenting ideas, asking questions, 

responding to new ideas, and making suggestions for improvement (Hudson & Gray, 

handout, n. d.). This allows schools to build communities that promote risk-taking and 

mutual learning, two factors crucial to effective professional development. 

 By integrating PLCs and teacher inquiry, schools can take steps towards creating 

a system of differentiated professional development that underpin relational networks and 

shared leadership responsibilities (Albers, 2008; Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Gallimore, 

Ermeling, Saunders & Goldenberg, 2009; Kose, 2007; Nelson & Slavit, 2008; 

Tomlinson, 2005). Without this step, PLCs can become trapped in a limited conception of 

the collaborative process that fails to explore deep questions of purpose and 

effectiveness. Servage (2008) contended that “professional learning communities focus 

their efforts on the means of teaching and not its ends” (p. 65). The phenomenon of 

learning together while failing to delve below surface concerns has been documented by 

research and prompted exploration of how to deepen professional development (Hindin, 
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Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Servage, 2008; Smyth, 2007a, 2007b). Despite its value, 

adding a component of inquiry is not enough to mitigate the limitations of the PLC model 

without additional support.  

 PLCs can, however, serve as a structure for fostering inquiry. Teacher research 

fosters meaningful teacher learning when it is supported by structures like PLCs with 

differentiated learning opportunities, adequate time, shared leadership, and the 

development of cultural proficiency (Aubusson, Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; Mohr et 

al., 2004; Wilson & Demetriou, 2007). Without adequate time to move past relational 

interactions and curricular concerns, teachers will have limited opportunities to find 

personally meaningful ways to integrate research and practice effectively (Davies & 

Dunhill, 2008; Little & Houston, 2003; Meo, 2008; Mullen & Huntinger, 2008). On the 

other hand, without the opportunity to develop strong interpersonal relationships, teachers 

will often engage in superficial collegiality rather than meaningful dialogue (Aubusson, 

Steele, Dinham & Brady, 2007; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit & Kennedy, 2010).  

Communities of practice. Communities of practice encompass many of the 

components demonstrated by research to support teacher learning effectively by 

providing self-directed, safe, differentiated professional development opportunities 

(Buysse, Sparkman & Wesley, 2003). A community of practice devoted to improving 

specific aspects of instructional practice is situated to discover how specific instructional 

strategies can “serve as a lever for school reform” so that “the ultimate goal of literacy 

improvement is student motivation, engagement, and achievement” (Irvin, Meltzer & 

Dukes, 2007, p. 25). Communities of practice, however, are conceived without the level 
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of detail that would make explicitly replicating their functioning possible (Levine, 2010). 

Though the conceptual basis of communities of practice seems to move forward towards 

a structure that adequately supports teacher learning, more explication of the functioning 

of these groups would be needed for implementation in other settings (Levine, 2010). 

Shared leadership. Shared leadership is one method of increasing ownership that 

allows teachers to collaboratively determine avenues of exploration that can replace one-

shot seminars given by experts as the primary vehicle of professional development 

(Ahlfeld, 2010; Colbert, Brown, Choi & Thomas, 2008; Guskey & Peterson, 1996). 

School administrators, formal teacher leaders, and informal teacher leaders all play 

important roles in changing the cultures of schools to value genuine learning and promote 

an inquiry stance (Lipton & Wellman, 2007; Mullen & Huntinger, 2008; Smyth, 2007a, 

2007b; Spencer & Guillaume, 2006). Teachers and other school leaders, however, often 

need explicit training in how to act as leaders, coaches, facilitators, collaborators, and 

consultants in appropriate and responsive ways (DuFour, 2004; Guskey & Peterson, 

1996; Lee, 2010; Levine, 2010; Lipton & Wellman, 2007; Maurer, 2010; Nelson, Deuel, 

Slavit & Kennedy, 2010).  Differentiating professional development can build an 

expectation that teachers will also function as leaders and that it is the responsibility of 

the school to provide meaningful learning experiences to promote and sustain leadership 

capacity within the school (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Johnson, Kahle & Fargo, 2007; 

Kose, 2007; Tomlinson, 2005; Watson, 2005).   

Some promising results have been obtained in programs that are locally 

developed and implemented, beginning with volunteer teachers in the school building 
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(Fisher, 2001; Fisher & Frey, 2008; Fisher, Frey & Williams, 2002; Manzo, 2006; Rose, 

2000). By allowing teachers to volunteer or self-select their learning opportunities, trust 

and empowerment are built into the experience. Further, teachers are granted the 

professional respect to identify areas of weakness and select appropriate learning 

opportunities to improve in those areas. By addressing the varied needs of teachers, 

students, and other constituents, school communities strengthen their ability to effectively 

improve many aspects of the educational community by fostering continuous 

improvement. Conceptualizing professional development as a set of differentiated 

opportunities to develop instructional expertise can help schools improve teacher and 

student learning.  Shared leadership is an important philosophical component of the 

policy proposal because it allows all stakeholders equal opportunity to participate in the 

conceptualization, design, initiation, implementation, and evaluation of professional 

development programs. 

Evaluation.  Evaluation in educational settings can be defined as “a systematic, 

purposeful process of studying, reviewing, and analyzing data gathered from multiple 

sources in order to make informed decisions about a program” (Killion, 2008, p. 8). 

There is a growing body of research literature supporting the importance of effective 

evaluation as part of program design and implementation in educational settings to 

support clear articulation of program elements and assumptions, as well as ensuring that a 

program is evaluable (Bernhardt, 2009; Gillies, 1995; Goldie, 2006; Killion, 2008; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Sanders & Sullins, 2006). According to Sanders and Sullins 

(2006), “evaluation is an essential part of the improvement of school programs” (p. 2) 
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because “Data alone are not useful unless they are placed within the context of a 

systematic investigation of programs and processes” (Killion, 2008, p. 1). In addition, 

evidence exists suggesting that evaluations produce more reliable and valid data, and are 

more likely to be utilized when stakeholders have a significant role in evaluative 

activities (Bryson, Patton, & Bowman, 2011; Poth & Shulha, 2008; Ryan, 1987; 

Sherwood, 2010). 

Incorporating evaluative mechanisms into schools as part of data-driven decision-

making is gaining traction as an appropriate strategy to drive school improvement 

(Baggett, 2009; Gillies, 1995; Goldie, 2006; Hoole & Patterson, 2008; Killion, 2008; 

Sanders & Sullins, 2006). Staff development is an area with growing support for the use 

of evaluative procedures to focus programming on meaningful results, but the benefits of 

such evaluative strategies on staff development programs are still emerging (Baggett, 

2009; Desimone, 2009; Hoole & Patterson,  2008; Killion, 2008; McDonald, 2009).  The 

cyclical nature of the program cycle includes evaluative measures as an essential 

component necessary for professional development program.  The policy proposal 

supports this through an evaluative component requirement for all professional 

development programs. 

Though the overall goal of any school related program is student-oriented, 

evaluation of professional development provided to teachers has historically been limited 

to measures of teacher satisfaction (Bernhardt, 2009; Killion, 2008). Professional 

development in this district and elsewhere has centered on individual workshops with 

limited opportunities for practice or follow-up (Ahlfeld, 2010; Desimone, 2009; DuFour, 
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2004; Hirsh & Killion, 2008; Hutson, 1979). Recent research has begun to identify 

components of professional development that are most likely to impact teacher beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviors that lead to increased student achievement; these components 

include sustained professional development (at least 40 hours), collaboration, relevance, 

ongoing support, and opportunities differentiated or responsive to individual teacher 

needs (Amau, 2009; Cantrell, Burns, & Callaway, 2009; Fisher, 2001; Fleming, Shire, 

Jones, Pill, & McNamee, 2004; Fogarty & Pete, 2010; Kose, 2007; Lee, 2010; Little & 

Houston, 2003; Theriot & Tice, 2009). (Bernhardt, 2009; Killion 2008). 

Conclusion 

Developing an understanding of the needs of learners is fundamental to 

developing effective instruction; this understanding applies to both students and teachers. 

Just as classrooms are the primary environment for formal student learning, professional 

development is the primary mechanism for formal teacher learning. Effective instruction 

for students and teachers includes opportunities to collaboratively construct knowledge, 

multiple paths to demonstrate learning, opportunities to metacognitively practice new 

learning, safe and respectful environments, supportive leadership, ownership of relevant 

and meaningful learning experiences, opportunities to reflect on new learning, and a 

strong system of assessment to pinpoint and address strengths and weaknesses. To 

increase the success of students, teachers must also experience effective instruction 

through professional development.  The policy proposal is designed to support the 

creation of professional development programs that support research-based best practices 

for learners, professional development programs, and school improvement. 
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In order to ascertain the exact relationship between student achievement and 

professional development, schools must begin integrating evaluative procedures into 

professional development programs. Beyond exploring the impact of professional 

development programs on student achievement, evaluation can function as an assessment 

tool and as a tool for ongoing reflection; aspects of evaluation might be used to assess 

student and teacher strengths and weaknesses, thus allowing for targeted learning 

experiences. It might also be used to create ongoing assessment procedures to determine 

teacher growth and continuing needs. It might be used to explore the impact of 

professional development programs on teacher perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs, 

especially in schools with a history of negativity towards traditional professional 

development. In an age of increased accountability, integrating evaluative procedures into 

all aspects of professional development programs is one way to generate meaningful data 

to drive decision-making and positively impact school cultures and student achievement. 

Description of the Policy Recommendation  

The policy recommendation is designed as a systematic process for the 

conceptualization, design, implementation, and evaluation of professional development 

programs in schools.  The recommendation provides protocols and documents for all 

stages of program development.  If utilized, any stakeholder could use the proposed 

process to propose, initiate, and monitor a program.  Included are documents to conduct a 

needs assessment, determine feasibility, identify resources needed, create timelines for 

implementation and create mechanisms for on-going evaluation (Appendix A). The 

documents could be made available through the district website. 
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Supports and Barriers 

In order to access the documents, stakeholders would need a computer with 

internet access and a printer. Stakeholders would also need to be familiar with district 

resources and have access to relevant district personnel.  The district website, email, and 

interoffice mail are structures in place and would support implementation of the policy 

recommendation.  Existing policy, which outlines state requirements for professional 

development, would also support stakeholders in understanding how and why 

professional development must be conducted in the district.  Barriers to implementation 

of this process include lack of knowledge or skill about various aspects of programming 

on the part of stakeholders interested in initiating programs and limited access to 

technology or district personnel. The first barrier can be addressed by using the 

documents included in the policy recommendation as well as links to additional 

information about effective professional development. The second barrier can be 

addressed by including clear articulation of the roles and responsibilities in the hierarchy 

of personnel for the district in question.  The existing policies are non-specific and do not 

include specific roles and responsibilities, functions or procedures guiding the 

establishment of new professional development initiatives.  Any individual interested in 

creating a program to address a perceived need would have to take responsibility for 

undergoing the process outlined in the policy recommendation. 

Policy Proposal Components 

The policy proposal consists of eight sections.  The entirety of the proposal can be 

formatted as a paper or electronic manual or as a website, depending on district 
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preferences.  A detailed description of the policy proposal follows.  Each of the eight 

sections is based on the research presented in the literature review so that professional 

development programs support the needs of adult learners, are focused on instruction and 

student achievement, are built around research-based best practices, are grounded in 

research on effective professional development, and include adequate evaluative 

measures. 

Policy statement.  This policy statement is composed of specific language that 

articulates the policy using formal language consistent with the language used in other 

district policies.  This policy could augment the existing district policies regarding staff 

development and professional development programs.  It adds the component of 

systematic accountability and clear documentation of all programs.  The statement would 

provide the district’s view of the purpose of the policy as well as how it should be 

administered and implemented.  The suggested policy statement reads: 

The program policy contained herein outlines the procedure for adopting new 

programs and for administering continuing programs the district has already 

adopted.  The District is committed to continuous improvement based on 

research-based best practices, student achievement, and professional learning.  

The District is responsible for creating and maintaining appropriate systems to 

oversee the creation, replication, and continuation of successful educational 

programs for students and teachers.  Likewise, the District is responsible for 

clarifying the program development process to ensure stakeholders equitable 

opportunities to propose programs based on perceived need.  The District accepts 
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responsibility for reviewing submitted program proposals in a reasonable 

timeframe (not to exceed six months).  The District will dedicate appropriate 

resources and supports to accepted program proposals within budgetary 

constraints and is responsible for supporting such programs that meet stated goals 

and outcomes. 

This statement provides an overview of the district’s position towards new programs that 

can be used to guide decision-making throughout the program proposal process. 

 Policy goals.  The goals of the policy section states the broad achievements the 

policy is designed to support.  Goals are defined as broad statements of intent and can be 

used to guide decision making processes (Killion, 2008).  The suggested goals of the 

policy are (a) to provide a consistent, transparent process for program initiation, 

development, implementation, and evaluation throughout the district; (b) to provide 

equitable access to the program proposal process to all stakeholders; (c) to ensure 

programs are well-developed and have adequate support before implementation; (d) to 

provide documentation of programs over time; and (e) to support data-driven decision-

making and shared leadership throughout the district.  These goals align with the themes 

that emerged from the research and the expressed priorities of the district in question.  

They also align with research-based best practices in organizational and adult learning 

(Aderu & Shariff, 2010; Fixson, Blasé, Wallace, & Wallace 2009; Killion, 2008; Knight, 

2011; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit, & Kennedy, 2010). 

Policy implementation.  The section identifies each step required for new 

program proposals.  The implementation phase of the policy contains eight sections and 
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will include guiding questions and document templates where appropriate.  This section 

provides the portions of the policy proposal that would be used by stakeholders.   

1. Problem Statement.  This section articulates the perceived problem.  It will 

include guiding questions.  

2. Needs Assessment.  In this section, a detailed account of data relevant to the 

problem is gathered, analyzed, and presented to demonstrate the significance of the 

problem.  A template with guiding questions will be provided for this section. 

3. Feasibility.  This section delineates the existing supports and potential barriers 

to the proposed program.  Guiding questions will be supplied.  

4. Resources.  Here, the needed resources including personnel, time, supplies, and 

budget for the proposed program will be outlined.  A template and guiding questions will 

be included for this section. 

5. Goals and Outcomes.  This section will include both goals and expected 

outcomes.  Goals will be defined as broad statements of intended purpose while expected 

outcomes will be determined by specific, measurable objectives.  Potential benefits 

should also be explored in this section.  A template will be provided for this section. 

6. Program Details.  This section will detail the overall program.  Here, the day to 

day functioning of the program will be specified.  The functioning of the proposed 

program will be outlined such that its impact on existing structures is clear.   

7. Timeline.  An implementation timeline should indicate how long and in what 

stages implementation will occur, when outcomes can be expected to appear, and how 

long the program will run.  Guiding questions and a template will be provided. 
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8. Evaluation.  The final section will explicate how the program will be 

monitored and assessed over time.  This will include evaluation materials and identify 

who will evaluate the program and when the program will be evaluated.  Guiding 

questions and suggested websites that provide guidance in this area will be provided. 

Expected outcomes. How the policy is anticipated to impact future program cycles 

will be explicated.  Expected outcomes are defined as specific, measurable outcomes 

anticipated as a result of the program (Killion, 2008).  For this policy proposal, the 

criteria for measuring the expected outcomes must be specified by the district as part of 

adopting the policy.  Recommended criteria for stating outcomes include but are not 

limited to: 

• Clear documentation of program components will be available to stakeholders 

for all future programs. 

• Programs will have clear criteria and mechanisms for evaluation over time.   

• Programs will identify and secure required resources prior to implementation. 

• Subsequent to adoption of this policy, more programs will be initiated by 

stakeholders who do not hold positions of authority. 

• The number of programs with documented successes will be greater than before 

adoption of this policy. 

Other outcomes and additional specificity may be established at the discretion of the 

district. 

Implementation plan.  Adoption of the policy will include implementation steps 

as follows.  It is anticipated that the policy will initially be implemented with new 
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programs and then later be applied to existing programs.  Before implementation, 

materials will need to be made available on the district website.  The duty of reviewing 

submitted proposals and determining if resources can be secured must be assigned to one 

or more individuals.  In addition, a district staff member will conduct introductory 

sessions explaining the policy to various stakeholders.  These sessions would most likely 

take place during existing professional development times or during building faculty 

meetings.  Sessions for other stakeholders would be voluntary and held in the evening.  

After the policy has been introduced to the district, anyone who has suggestions for new 

programming will be asked to complete the process outlined in the proposal.  Once the 

policy is in place for new programs, components of the policy can be retroactively 

applied to existing programs.  Additional sessions about specific portions of the process 

will be scheduled on an as needed basis.  Beginning with programs in individual schools, 

programs will be required to establish evaluative activities and submit analyzed data for 

program continuation.  Once existing programs have implemented an evaluation cycle, 

those programs will also document the other portions of the program cycle for future 

reference.  When the policy has been fully implemented, every program in the district 

will have, retroactively or at the time of initiation, completed documentation of all 

aspects of the program cycle and will be using the policy components for continuous 

improvement. 

Implementation timeline. This section outlines the anticipated timeline needed 

to fully implement the procedures delineated by the policy should the district choose to 

adopt it.  The overall timeline from adoption to complete implementation of all the 
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procedures encompassed by the policy is approximately three years.  Making materials 

available and assigning associated duties is estimated to take no more than two months.  

This would best be conducted over a summer vacation in June and July.  Introductory 

sessions to promote awareness of the policy would take place over the course of a 

semester to ensure that sessions were held during existing contracted hours and did not 

require extra meetings.  Sessions for other stakeholders could be held simultaneously in 

the evenings and after school.  During the second semester, all new programs would be 

subject to the policy guidelines, and persons responsible for existing programs would 

begin developing and implementing evaluative activities.  At the same time, additional in 

depth sessions would be held as needed for stakeholders.  It is anticipated it would take at 

least a year for all existing programs, beginning with those at the building level, to 

successfully develop evaluative activities and implement an evaluation cycle.  During the 

next year and a half, documentation of all aspects of the program cycle for each program 

would be required before renewal is approved. 

 Policy evaluation.  The final section of the policy proposal details how the 

policy’s procedures can be evaluated over time.  These procedures will be evaluated 

using formative measures on an on-going basis and summative measures as a formal 

annual review by the Board of Education for renewal.  Several formative measures will 

be used routinely including surveys of stakeholders at the end of information sessions, 

reflection on the process surveys completed by stakeholders who use the policy 

procedures to initiate a new program and those involved in evaluating or documenting 

existing programs, and additional stakeholder feedback on programs and the program 
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process.  The formal annual review will be a summative evaluation.  The summative 

evaluation will attempt to determine how well the goals and outcomes of the policy 

procedures have been met, and will also include a review of evaluation results of 

programs throughout the district.  The policy is a set of procedures and guidelines that 

provide more explicit direction for the initiation, design, development, implementation, 

and evaluation of professional development programming in the local district. 

 Formative evaluation is designed to allow programs to self-assess for continuous 

improvement (Lenthall, Wakerman, & Knowght, 2009).  The policy’s procedures can be 

evaluated using the same strategies as those applied to specific programs because it is a 

set of actions with intended outcomes that can be judged over time.  Using surveys at the 

end of each informational session will allow immediate adjustments to better serve the 

stakeholders.  Reflection on the process surveys will provide additional information about 

how the policy components and procedures are functioning, and whether the policy is 

meeting its intended goals.  While bias is a challenge in the wording of any survey, the 

advantages are immediate feedback, low cost, anonymity, and comparable longitudinal 

data (Fink, 2006).   Additional feedback from stakeholders will triangulate survey data to 

ensure that any concerns are surfaced an addressed.  The formative evaluation process 

used to assess the policy’s procedures will also serve as model to specific professional 

development programs in the local district. 

 By contrast, summative evaluation is designed to determine the overall 

effectiveness of a program by comparing results to stated goals and outcomes.  Again, 

because the policy is comprised of a series of procedures that guide a program from 
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inception to evaluation, the same evaluative measures can be used to determine its 

success as are used with individual programs.  In this case, the summative evaluation will 

have two components.  The first component will be a meta-analysis of all formative 

measures and submitted documentation related to the functioning of the policy’s 

procedures.  This component will provide a summary of the on-going formative 

assessment to determine overall alignment with stated goals and outcomes.  The second 

component will be a review of all professional development programs in the district and 

the evaluation documentation provided by each.  Each program will have its own 

evaluative measures, but this review will provide a comparative view of all current 

professional development programs.  By reviewing the results of all district programs, the 

district can identify positive or negative trends in program performance.  The district can 

also assess how effectively programs are being conceptualized, designed, implemented 

and evaluated.  This summative data will allow the district to make a decision about 

whether to renew, modify, or discontinue the policy and its procedures. 

 The overall evaluation goals are to determine if the policy’s procedures have had 

the intended impact on program process, to identify strengths and weaknesses to increase 

the effectiveness of the policy’s procedures, and to verify the results of the project with 

data.  The annual review combined with ongoing formative measures should provide 

evidence to determine if the policy proposal addressed the needs revealed by the data.  If 

this project is successful, new programs should be successfully conceptualized, designed, 

implemented, and evaluated using the policy procedures.  The programs using the policy 

procedures should be engaged in the program cycle with more transparency, stakeholder 
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involvement, and evaluative data than was previously available.  Rather than the 

haphazard and often unclear mechanisms currently in place, professional development 

programs should have clear guidelines for all stages of the program cycle.  The second 

goal of the evaluation is to identify strengths and weaknesses of the policy procedures.  

Identifying strengths and weaknesses of policy components will allow adjustments to be 

made to improve the procedures which support the district’s commitment to continuous 

improvement.  The third evaluation goal is to use data to verify the results of this project 

and provide that data to stakeholders.  Making formative and summative data available to 

stakeholders will enable them to participate in determining how to improve the policy 

procedures in the future. 

Strategy for Stakeholder Inclusion 

 Several groups of stakeholders will be impacted by the project.  Those directly 

impacted as participants include the district board of education and administrators, 

building level administrators, and teachers.  Adoption of the policy’s procedures will 

change how new programs come into existence and how existing programs are continued 

and evaluated.  In addition, those who are responsible for overseeing programs or who 

are assigned to monitor portions of the policy’s procedures will potentially experience 

additional work load, altered expectations, or modified paperwork.  Indirectly, parents, 

community members and students will also be impacted by the project because they have 

a vested interest in the success of all programs implemented to positively impact student 

achievement.  These stakeholders will have more access to information about 



134 

 

 

professional development programs and will have clear documentation of the strengths 

and weaknesses of specific professional development programs.     

 Stakeholders will be informed of the evaluation results of specific professional 

development programs and of the policy’s procedures in two ways.  First, evaluation 

results for individual programs using the policy procedures will be publicly available 

through the district website.  This will ensure transparency for programs throughout the 

district and provide an opportunity for all stakeholders to review program results.  

Second, an annual policy review will be prepared for the Board of Education.  This 

policy review will include a meta-analysis of all summative and formative evaluation 

results.  The policy review will be presented to the Board of Education at a public 

meeting with the opportunity for public comment.  It will include an executive summary 

with an explanation of the project’s goals, an overview of the data, and recommendations 

for improvement.  This report will be posted on the district website as well as presented 

to the board.  It will be used by the board to determine if the policy and/or specific 

professional development programs should be continued, modified, or discontinued. 

Project Implications 

Social Change Implications 

 The implications for social change for this project include a policy with step by 

step procedures for each stage of the professional development program cycle from 

conceptualization to evaluation that can impact program quality and transparency in 

schools.  Through this policy, all stakeholders will have the opportunity to identify areas 

of need, create programs, implement programs, and evaluate programs.  The project can 
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be used for new programs and existing programs.  It promotes quality programming by 

ensuring transparency, continuous improvement, and appropriate evaluation.  This project 

can positively impact instructional quality, student achievement, transparency, and 

consistency.   

 The proposed policy proposal could potentially improve a variety of programs 

throughout the district through detailed procedures for all stages of the program cycle.  It 

could improve program quality through an emphasis on needs assessment, effective 

program design, appropriate resource allocation, fidelitous implementation, transparent 

evaluation, and continuous improvement.  The goal of all school improvement is to 

provide students with quality education.  School improvement is accomplished largely 

through the implementation of professional development, and other programs that 

address specific student needs and ensure teacher effectiveness.  Many programs 

implemented in schools lack clarity, resources, fidelity, and effective evaluation.  They 

also suffer from a phenomenon referred to as the “black box” where so much of the 

program cycle is obscured, a program can neither be evaluated nor replicated.  The 

proposed policy proposal will clarify the program cycle to alleviate these problems.   A 

potential result of this project is that there will be better professional development 

programs in schools which can lead to increased student achievement. 

Importance of the Project to Local Stakeholders and the Larger Context 

 This project is important to local stakeholders and the larger context.  It is 

important to local stakeholders because it will address the problem supported by the 

research findings outlined in Section 2.  Local stakeholders, including administrators at 
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all levels, teacher, parents, and other community members could benefit from the project 

because it creates a consistent, transparent program cycle.  This is a benefit because all 

stakeholders can have the opportunity to participate in the program process to meet the 

needs of students.   Programs can be more effective with a clear and consistent process 

that supports stakeholder involvement, fidelitous implementation, effective evaluation, 

and continuous improvement.   

 Through there is considerable research identifying the components of effective 

programs and determining what effective evaluation looks like, there is limited research 

on how to create systems that implement components of effective programs and 

evaluation effectively.  Results from this study could influence how programs in schools 

are conceptualized, designed, implemented and evaluated.  The project details procedures 

for each stage of the program cycle that districts could use to ensure that programs in 

schools are effective.  Studies such as this can help districts and organizations implement 

systems that promote effective programming.  Districts could create long-lasting 

improvement in student achievement through more effective programs. 

Conclusion 

Section 3 began with an overview of the project, the project goals, and a relevant 

literature review.  The project was designed to address the research findings by creating a 

system to ensure transparent, consistent, effective program conceptualization, design, 

implementation, and evaluation.  The project goals were composed in response to the 

research findings presented in Section 2.  The literature review provides support for the 

policy proposal by examining research on effective adult learning, professional 
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development, and evaluation.  Included in this section were needed resources, existing 

supports, potential barriers, time line, roles and responsibilities, evaluation plan, and 

implications for social change.   
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the history and intended impact of a 

differentiated professional development program on teachers and students at a public 

high school in the United States. This section is focused on my process, growth, and the 

potential of this project to have lasting social change.  First, I will explore the strengths 

and limitations of the project, and delineate alternate ways to address the problem.  I will 

then discuss the learning, scholarship, and project development I engaged in, as well as 

how this doctoral process might influence leadership and change.  This will be followed 

by a three-part self-reflection about myself as a scholar, practitioner, and project 

developer.  Next, I will discuss the potential impact and social change that might be 

derived from this doctoral study and the resulting project.  The section will conclude with 

an overview of the implications, applications, and directions for future research. 

Project Strengths 

Professional development programs that are systematically initiated, developed, 

implemented and evaluated have an increased likelihood of success, sustainability, and 

replication (Crowther, 2009; Killion, 2008; Schmocker, 2006).  In addition, a clear 

process for instigating new programs allows all stakeholders to participate in the 

development of programs tailored to meet local needs (Donaldson, 2006; Hord, 2004; 

Senge, 2001).  Uncovering the details of how a program emerged can inform the 

development of a process that supports the creation of effective professional development 

programs.  This project study had several strengths: it addresses a lack of clarity about 
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professional development at the study site, it is based on a solid research foundation, and 

it can be applied to new and existing programs. 

 One strength of the project study is that it addresses a lack of clarity about how 

professional development programs in the parent school district of the study site, 

hereafter referred to as ABC School District and ABC High School (pseudonyms), 

respectively. This lack of clarity emerged in the interviews and focus group, in which 

teacher participants, teacher facilitators, and administrators all expressed different 

understandings of how the program was developed.  Teachers at ABC High School stated 

that they wanted to continue the program and improve it, but were unsure how to engage 

in the process.  This revealed a need for additional information about program function.  

The lack of clarity was also discernible through many teachers stating a need for more 

time in learning teams, and through their stating that they were uncertain about how 

leaders or topics were selected and expressed a desire to participate more actively in the 

decision-making process.  The project addresses this lack of clarity by providing a clear 

process for program initiation, development, implementation, and evaluation that can be 

applied to new and existing programs.  If the district chooses to adopt the project 

proposal, the project materials are available to clarify aspects of ABC High School’s 

professional development program.  The project is also designed to clarify how various 

stakeholders can participate in program improvement.     

 Another strength of the project is that is it based on a solid foundation of research 

in program development, program evaluation, and teacher leadership.  Research in all 

three areas was used to ensure that the project aligns with research-based best practices as 
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well as allowing the active participation of all stakeholders.  Each of the eight stages of 

the project were created using research on best practices in professional development for 

teachers (Knight, 2011; Schmoker, 2006; Senge, 2005).  This approach was designed to 

provide transparency and enable programs to improve over time.   

Program development research has shown a need for participation of all 

stakeholders, the need for adequate planning, and flexibility to meet local needs 

(Daugherty, 2009; Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris, & Shuster, 2010).  Research on 

program evaluation consistently reveals the difficulty of adequately assessing program 

impact on student achievement and thus stresses the importance of multiple formative 

and summative measures to determine program progress towards established goals 

(Brainard, 1996; Caracelli, 2006; Gillies, 1995; Poth & Shulha, 2008; Sherwood, 2010).  

Teacher leadership research has focused on shared decision-making, transparency, and 

differentiation as components of effective programs (Donaldson, 2006; Hord, 2004; 

Schmoker, 2006).  The project is designed to reflect the research base.  

An additional strength of the project is that it can be applied to both new and 

existing programs.  The policy can be applied to existing programs as a tool for 

clarifying, evaluating, and improving existing programs.  Any program can benefit from 

ensuring that it will address an established problem through feasible goals and outcomes 

that can be reached within a reasonable timeframe.  The data gathered from the research 

indicated a clear lack of procedures for programs; by providing clear procedures for all 

aspects of program development, the project enables stakeholders at every level to 

understand and can participate.  New programs will also benefit from clear procedures 
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throughout the program life cycle.  No matter the age or stage of a program, the 

procedures specified in the project will enhance the program’s continued development 

and clarity.   Implementing the project procedures will allow for systematic evaluative 

data collection over time that could strengthen the evidence supporting the link between 

effective professional development programs and increased student achievement. 

Project Limitations 

The policy procedures recommended in the project have several limitations that 

may impact implementation in the local district or outside districts it is intended to serve.  

These limitations are the requirement of long-term staff commitments, the need for 

support and training for stakeholders to participate effectively, and a perspective limited 

to a secondary school environment. 

 One limitation is that the proposed policy outlines procedures that need 

significant long-term staff commitments in order to have the consistent oversight 

necessary for success.  The project outlines a series of procedures that cover all stages of 

program development from conception through evaluation.  For each stage, oversight and 

input from district and/or school administration will be needed to ascertain that the 

program in question meets the needs of the district and/or school in question.  Oversight 

will also be needed to ensure a faithful program implementation, appropriate evaluative 

measures, and data analysis to interpret program success.  This is especially important 

because research on effective professional development programs has identified sustained 

support over time as an important component (Crowther, 2009; Killion 2008; Knight, 

2011).   
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The project is designed to address this component by creating mechanisms for 

ensuring stakeholders at various levels are involved in all stages of program 

development.  If ABC School District does not already have personnel with expertise in 

program development, such an individual or individuals will need to be trained.  In 

addition, the project specifies that programs must publish multiple components over time 

to ensure transparency and both oversight and expertise will be needed to support this 

process.  The project does not address the overwhelming job requirements that school 

personnel already have, so the district in question will probably need to shift job 

responsibilities or acquire additional personnel to manage the policy procedures so it can 

be used with all relevant current and future programs.  This has the potential to impact 

the likelihood of adopting the project because the district is facing some financial 

hardships due to the changing demographic. 

 Another limitation of the project is the need for substantial support or training to 

ensure it can be fully accessible to all stakeholders.  These procedures are specifically 

designed for ease of use, but still require a certain level of knowledge about programming 

and public schooling.  Stakeholders such as administrators, teachers, and other school 

personnel are likely to have the requisite knowledge to utilize the policy’s procedures 

effectively.  However, other stakeholders such as parents and community members are 

less likely to possess the background knowledge or academic capacity to effectively 

participate in the program cycle without support.  These necessary competencies include: 

literacy, basic computer skills, ready computer access, ability to comprehend data and 

data collection procedures, and research based best practices for both student instruction 
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and teacher professional development.  The project does not provide mechanisms to 

address supporting stakeholders without the requisite skills and knowledge.  Stakeholders 

who need help to participate will need to seek that help from volunteers in the district or 

personally available outsiders. The expected impact of this is that it has the potential to 

reduce the effective participation of stakeholders who are uncomfortable asking for help, 

have limited time available to participate, or who are unable to locate the help they need.  

 Finally, the project has been designed for the district, but from a secondary 

perspective.  It is possible that the realities and needs of elementary and middle schools 

differ substantively from those of secondary schools and are therefore not adequately 

addressed by the project.  The size and complexity of the high school environment have 

impacted the design of the project.  Since this is the case, it is possible that the project 

may not apply to programming at other levels.  To address this limitation, the district in 

questions would need to have the procedures outlined in the project reviewed, and 

potentially modified to meet the needs of other levels.  The district would also need to 

ensure that personnel at all schools have equitable access and knowledge of the project 

procedures.  This might be accomplished through professional development opportunities 

or having an individual highly trained available to each school to support the project. 

Alternate Ways to Address the Problem 

One challenge in many schools is how to develop and sustain effective 

professional development that leads to increased student achievement (Killion, 2008; 

Knight, 2011; Schmoker, 2006).  This qualitative case study was designed to explore how 

the current professional development program evolved from a variety of perspectives.  
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The results of the interviews and focus groups showed a distinct lack of clarity in 

understanding how programs evolved and how it was evaluated over time.  Clear 

procedures for all stages of the program cycle emerged repeatedly as an area for 

improvement.  The project was designed to focus on procedural clarity and consistent 

evaluative procedures in response to the research results.    

 One alternative to a policy proposal would be to create a handbook of procedures 

that could be recommended for adoption in the district.  This model would require the 

creation of a written tool that provided background and instructions on how to effectively 

conceive, develop, implement, sustain, and evaluate effective programs.  It could be 

provided once to members of the district and then referred to by individuals on an as 

needed basis year after year. 

 A second alternative to the policy proposal would be the creation of a professional 

development series on how to design effective professional development programs.  A 

series of sessions that would train various stakeholders on the program cycle, and how to 

create and maintain effective programs could be implemented.  Individuals and groups 

would receive in depth training on program development so they could participate more 

actively in all stages of the program cycle.  Real time training might be effective because 

it would ensure continuity of understanding.    

A third alternative to the policy proposal would be to design its components to be 

part of an interactive website.  An interactive website would allow any stakeholder to 

participate in the program cycle by completing the initial components electronically.  

This system would eliminate the need for personal contact and might create a shorter 
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turnaround time for feedback from designated district personnel.  Accessibility would be 

increased by handling the program process electronically.  Lack of transparency was an 

issue identified by several stakeholders directly and indirectly.  An interactive website 

could also increase transparency by publically documenting the program cycle and its 

requirements. 

Analysis of Learning 

Academic research is a rich and complex field with which I had very limited 

experience prior to my tenure as a doctoral student at Walden University.  I earned a 

Bachelor’s degree in English which focused on scholarship of a contemplative nature 

almost exclusively based on previous writings and personal responses to literature.  My 

Master’s program was a Master’s in the Arts of Teaching and as such focused on the 

practical aspects of becoming an effective teacher and did not require me to conduct 

substantive independent academic research.  It was not until I began my course work at 

Walden University that I began to understand the complex knowledge and skills needed 

to undertake a doctoral study.  My coursework provided me with an opportunity to 

practice implementing skills and knowledge to become a competent researcher.  

Exploring various topics of interest and then writing my proposal helped me hone my 

ability to conduct academic research.  The feedback from my committee allowed me to 

grow through continuous reflection and improvement. 

My course work provided me the opportunity to explore real educational 

problems that mattered to me and my local setting.  I was allowed to pursue literature on 

topics that intrigued me to determine the direction of my eventual doctoral inquiry.  The 
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requirements to read deeply in a variety of areas, to learn about different types of 

research, to understand the value of different data collection and analysis methods, to 

create an annotated bibliography all helped me grow my capacity to complete a doctoral 

study.  In addition to learning how to research and why to pursue research, I also learned 

to persevere when I got stuck and approach my courses with both patience and 

persistence.  I learned the process of academic research.  I learned how to conduct 

academic research.  I also learned to consider the value and purpose of academic 

research.  Ultimately, the value of a doctoral study lies in the contribution it makes to 

field of study or professional community to which it is relevant.  I feel confident that my 

contribution of a systematic method of initiation, development, implementation and 

evaluation for professional development programs will positively impact both teachers 

and students. 

Scholarship 

When I began my doctoral journey, my primary goal was personal and 

professional growth.  I wanted to engage in research that would increase my effectiveness 

as a teacher.  As I underwent my Walden coursework and engaged in self-reflection, I 

began to recognize that my true interests related to professional development rather than 

direct instruction of students.  Walden provided the circumstances that allowed me to 

develop my interested in professional development and hence my project study on the 

professional development program in my local school.  The eventual doctoral study 

qualifies as an example of scholarship because it has the potential to actively contribute 
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to improved professional development program in schools which can lead to increased 

teacher effectiveness and thus student achievement. 

 During my tenure as a Walden student, I reviewed an enormous quantity of peer-

reviewed literature with publication dates primarily between 2006-2010 and supported by 

earlier relevant scholarship.  The study was built on a foundation of supportive literature 

that revealed the elements of effective professional development.  The qualitative data 

that I collected supported the concerns identified by current academic research in 

providing teachers with professional development that improves teaching.  In order to 

justify the study and subsequent project, saturation of relevant peer-reviewed literature 

was required. 

The standard for scholarly work requires that the work be applicable beyond the 

local setting.  This project was designed to address the perceived need for increased 

clarity and consistency at all stages of the program cycle.  Interviewees at all levels from 

district administration to classroom teachers concurred on the need for consistent 

procedures for the initiation, design, implementation, and evaluation of professional 

development programs.  In response to this theme a policy recommendation was created 

to establish procedures for each stage of program development.  The use of the policy and 

its procedures is not limited to the district under study.  Creating and sustaining effective 

professional development programs for teachers that positively impact student 

achievement is a common concern (Killion, 2008; Knight, 2011; Schmoker, 2006; Senge, 

2001). 
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Project Development 

This project emerged from personal observations and concerns about professional 

development in the local setting, to extensive reading of professional development and 

adult learning theory, to formal scholarly qualitative research, to a policy 

recommendation project with potential ramifications for professional development 

programs and other programs.  The policy recommendation project developed from 

interviews conducted with a variety of stakeholders including district and building 

administrators, teacher facilitators, and teacher participants.  I discovered that elements of 

effective programming, adult learning theory, and professional development needed to be 

incorporated to service and improve how programs are initiated, conceptualized, 

developed, implemented and evaluated.  After a thorough literature review, multiple 

interviews, and relevant feedback, the project: Policy and Procedures for the Program 

Cycle, was developed.  The project encompassed the following components: 

• A clear and concise policy statement aligned with existing policies. 

• Step by step instructions for program initiation, conceptualization, 

development, implementation, and evaluation. 

• Guiding instructions, forms, and/or external resources to support each 

stage in the process. 

• Designated district approvals to ensure programs are feasible and 

necessary. 

• Opportunities for stakeholder participation. 
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These elements were supported by the research findings derived from the 

interview and focus group data as well as the literature review that addresses how 

programs can be conceptualized, initiated, designed, implemented, and evaluated by a 

variety of stakeholders to produce relevant, sustainable programs designed to meet 

specific, locally identified needs (Kee, Anderson, Dearing, Harris & Shuster 2010; 

Killion, 2008; Knight, 2011; Schmoker, 2006; Senge, 2001). 

I have realized I enjoy creating policies and procedures to assist stakeholders in 

participating effectively in the program cycle to support teacher learning and student 

achievement.  The opportunity to create this project has strengthened my desire to pursue 

career opportunities focused on professional development for teachers such Instructional 

Facilitator or Subject Area Coordinator or Professional Development Director.  I relish 

the challenge of school improvement through effective professional development and 

other targeted school programs.  As a Systems Thinker, I have learned to recognize the 

need for more effective, coordinated efforts to improve schools in my local setting at the 

individual, classroom, building, and district level.  This process has helped me recognize 

my strengths and weaknesses, pursue additional leadership opportunities, and seek career 

moves that will allow me to focus on professional development full time. 

Leadership and Change 

As I have pursued my doctorate, my awareness of leadership in education as a 

multi-faceted, complex challenge has increased significantly.  Educational leaders must 

be knowledgeable, innovative, realistic, focused, and determined to implement change 

that leads to demonstrable improvement in student achievement (Schmoker, 2006).  To 
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be an effective leader, the needs and best interests of students must be unswervingly 

preserved as the primary goal of every effort, program, reform, change and challenge.  In 

my career, and in my doctoral studies, I have focused heavily on professional 

development.  Keeping the focus on students when working primarily with adults can be 

challenging, but this dichotomy is necessary because proactive adult choices lead to 

student achievement.  My continued growth as a leader will depend on my ability to keep 

students at the center of every effort.  I will need to continue to grow my capacity to work 

with adults.  I will also need to educate members of my local district and support efforts 

to implement the policy proposal for program development I created as a result of my 

doctoral research.  Though not a member of the administrative team, I will strive to 

support implementation of all stages of program development through the policy proposal 

by acting as a mentor to both those who want to initiate new programs and those who are 

tasked with approving new programs.  As the policy is implemented and becomes a part 

of district culture, change will be achieved because all district programs will be clearly 

conceived, designed, initiated, implemented, and evaluated with a focus on student 

achievement and student needs.  True social change will be achieved when the district 

culture has embraced the program cycle with a focus on students and has fully integrated 

the policy proposal into the functioning of the district. 

 My role as a project developer will be that of implementer, problem solver, 

mentor, and consultant in the adoption of the policy proposal.  All stakeholders will be 

able to depend on me for support. I will also be available to answer questions about how 

and why the policy proposal was established.  In addition, I will spearhead the evaluation 
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of the policy and any revisions that are needed to improve its functioning.  As time goes 

on, my goal is to ensure other district leaders will develop the capacity to facilitate 

various aspects of the program cycle. 

Self-Reflection 

 The doctoral process is inherently a learning process.  To truly take advantage of 

that learning, self-reflection concerning how I have grown personally and professionally 

is essential.  Through introspection, I have examined how I have matured as a scholar, 

practitioner, and project developer. 

Analysis of Self as a Scholar 

When I began my doctoral journey, I was extremely nervous about my ability to 

conduct scholarly research because I had no previous experience.  I expected to learn a 

great deal and to find the work challenging.  I was not fully prepared for how thoroughly 

unprepared I really was.  I discovered that perseverance, confidence, commitment, and a 

willingness to ask for help were as valuable as my initial research skills.  Teaching is an 

extremely rewarding and difficult profession.  It is easy to lose sight of how challenging 

it is to be a student.  Pursuing scholarship through the doctoral process afforded me the 

opportunity to be a teacher and a student simultaneously.  This process has helped me 

refocus on the challenges my students face.  In addition to reconnecting to the experience 

of being a student, developing my own scholarship has also improved my teaching by 

helping to more effectively connect research to my instructional decision making process.  

To me, scholarship is defined by proactively discovering ways to work smarter, not 
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harder to ensure that students and teachers find joy in learning (Silver, Berckemeyer & 

Baenen, 2015).   

 I have learned to identify leverage points where my scholarship can have the 

greatest impact.  I have learned to grapple with the complexities of applying research to 

real life settings.  I have discovered the joy of understanding a problem well enough to 

identify potential solutions.  I have recognized how I can share my scholarship effectively 

with others.  I have become a more impactful, strategic leader and teacher.  I am now 

confident in my ability to identify a problem, address it in a scholarly way, and help both 

propose and implement viable solutions.  

Analysis of Self as a Practitioner 

In my 14 years as an educational practitioner, I have had the opportunity to teach 

a variety of age groups in a variety of settings.  I have also had the privilege to serve as 

an informal and formal leader in multiple capacities.  I have taught middle and high 

school English classes.  I have taught in traditional schools and charter schools.  I have 

taught in financially stable school districts and distressed school districts.  I have taught 

established curriculums and written my own from nothing.  I have served as a 

professional learning community leader, a professional development leader, a member 

and/or chair of numerous committees, and a mentor for new and struggling teachers.  

Currently, I teach English to 9th graders in a traditional high school where I also serve as 

the professional development committee chair.  In my practice I strive to see the best in 

every child and every adult every day.  I have discovered that positivity and optimism are 

the best tools I possess to both utilize and share the knowledge I have gained.  Teachers 
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experience growth as instructional practitioners when they feel valued and appreciated.  

Students experience growth as learners when they feel valued and appreciated (Silver, 

Berckemeyer & Baenen, 2015).  When I can practice in such a way that my colleagues 

and students feel I value and appreciate them, we all have the best opportunities for 

achievement and new learning. 

 I am constantly seeking opportunities to grow into a more effective practitioner.  I 

try to conscientiously reflect on my practice to surface strengths and weaknesses and 

formulate specific goals for improvement.  I strive to practice new skills and model best 

practices for others.  I am relentlessly focused on the needs of students and the teachers 

who serve them.  I recognize that I am exceptional in my scholarship, dedication, desire 

to improve, and willingness to learn.  It is my desire to move into professional positions 

that allow me to leverage my strengths to impact a larger number of teachers and thus 

students.  New professional challenges will allow me to continue my own growth and 

support the growth of other educators.  

Analysis of Self as a Project Developer 

Creating the policy proposal project for this doctoral research has been a 

rewarding, challenging experience.  Though I have worked to improve school policies 

and procedures through committee work and informally in the past, this was my first 

foray into formal, comprehensive policy revision.  I persevered through numerous 

unexpected challenges and setbacks.  Successfully completing the project has been a 

huge, meaningful accomplishment for me.  I learned to rethink the project to ensure it 

was manageable, reasonable, and effective.  Through my research, I discovered that the 
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development of the current professional development in the local setting was unclear to a 

variety of stakeholders.  In order to increase transparency, accountability, and program 

effectiveness, I developed a policy proposal that will permit all stakeholders to 

effectively participate in the program cycle.  The project is intended to ensure that current 

and future programs avoid the concerns the research revealed.  The greatest challenge for 

me was to keep it simple and not let my desire to address every aspect of every potential 

pitfall clutter the creation of a meaningful policy proposal. 

Potential Impact on Social Change 

 The potential impact on social change of this project includes improvement in 

local professional development programs, local level improvement in the program cycle 

for other programs, and improved programs in other educational settings.  Adaptive 

Schools and Systems Thinking were used as a basis for understanding professional 

development in schools and additional research on adult learning theory further informed 

the project to increase the potential impact.  The goal of the project is to provide a 

systemic method of effectively and transparently initiating, conceptualizing, designing, 

implementing, and evaluating programs in educational settings.  It will benefit all 

stakeholders by allowing all stakeholders to participate in the program cycle.  It will 

benefit teachers by improving professional development and other programs that promote 

instructional best practices.  It will also benefit students by improving the quality of 

instruction they receive from teachers who are better equipped to meet individual student 

needs.  It should also guarantee increased fidelity of program implementation as program 

purposes are clearer and evaluative measures are more consistent. This project will 
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promote positive social change through the use of research based best practices in 

professional development programming to increase the use of research based 

instructional best practices. 

 Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research  

 The implications of this study are related to improved program cycle 

implementation and transparency.  I suggest that the policy be evaluated annually and 

adjustments made based on this assessment as well as stakeholder feedback.  All 

programs should be based on identified teacher and student needs and should be 

implemented under a system of continuous improvement.  Initially, training and support 

for use of the policy proposal components will need to be provided on a continuous basis 

such that all staff and other local stakeholders are able to access the program cycle 

equitably.  As the district increases the capacity of a variety of stakeholders to effectively 

participate in all aspects of the program cycle, the policy can be updated and/or oversight 

and training for the policy proposal components could be reduced.  Revisions should be 

made based on annual evaluations, stakeholder needs, and emerging research on program 

development. 

 The policy proposal project can be used in several ways.  It can be applied to new 

professional development programs and existing professional development programs.  

The components of the policy proposal can be applied, extended, and/or revised based on 

the needs of the local district.  This project can serve as the guiding document for 

implementing professional development programs as part of a larger district commitment 
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to teacher and student achievement.  This policy proposal can ideally be used as a model 

for managing the program cycle of future professional development efforts. 

 The goal of professional development programming is to ensure teachers use 

instructional best practices to support increased student achievement.  Professional 

development programs that are conceptualized, designed, implemented, and evaluated 

using best practices of adult learning in educational settings and specific local needs have 

the greatest influence on teacher practice.  The components of effective professional 

development programs and the effective implementation of the program cycle are 

essential to creating effective future programs.  Identifying, understanding, and 

systematizing the components of the professional development program cycle was the 

goal of this project study.  The importance of the policy proposal to local stakeholders 

will be through the improvement of professional development programming and 

management of professional development programs.  Anticipated positive effects include 

better programming, more responsive programs, programs that improve teacher 

instruction, and stakeholder voice in professional development programming.  These 

effects should in turn positively impact student academic achievement. 

 The project I developed is indicative of how exploration of a local problem can 

lead to potential solutions that meet the needs of stakeholders.  Future research has the 

potential to utilize the policy proposal to improve professional development programs 

throughout the local district.  It could also be used in other settings with similar concerns 

about how professional development programs are initiated, designed, implemented and 

evaluated.  With future research, it could be revised to improve the professional 
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development program cycle further.  The design of the policy, which includes procedures 

to ensure that every step of the program cycle is fully developed, transparent, and based 

on research based best practice, could be use used as a model to replicate procedures for 

any type of educational program. 

Conclusion 

This project study culminated in a policy proposal with procedural components 

for all elements of the professional development program cycle.  It derived from research 

on adult learning theory, professional development programming, and program cycle 

management.  Findings from the research in the local setting suggested transparency, 

stakeholder involvement, respect for the needs of adult learners, adequate time, 

leadership, accountability, and evaluation were essential elements in effective 

professional development programs.  Section 4 pondered the strengths, limitations, and 

researcher recommendations of this project study.  I also engaged in a self-analysis of my 

learning as a scholar, a project developer, and a practitioner.  Lastly, a reflection on my 

doctoral journey from novice researcher to my successful completion of a project study is 

included.  In all my future endeavors, I will strive to apply what I learned from this 

journey to be an agent of positive social change by combining scholarly research, 

practice, and inquiry. 
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Introduction 

 My name is Riina Hirsch and I am an English teacher at Local High School.  One 

of my passions has always been teacher professional development.  This Policy Proposal 

is the culmination of seven years of doctoral studies pursuing a Doctorate of Education in 

Teacher Leadership with a focus on professional development.  My research has focused 

on uncovering the details of the professional development program at the high school and 

investigating research-based best practices for professional development programs.  

When I began this process, the high school had recently adopted a system of teacher-led, 

small group, self-selected, differentiated professional development known as Learning 

Teams.  The program is viewed as a significant improvement over previous professional 

development programming.  I became curious about how the program was developed.  In 

my research, I discovered that there was little available information about this program or 

how programs are initiated, conceptualized, designed, implemented, and evaluated in the 

district.  

To address the lack of information or specific procedures, this Policy 

Recommendation has been developed.  The purpose of this proposal is to clarify roles, 

responsibilities, and procedures to support successful professional development programs 

throughout the district.  It is hoped that clarifying procedures in this way will allow the 

district to remain a leader in innovative professional development programs that can be 

used as a model for other districts.  
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Definition of the Problem 

A system of professional learning opportunities designed to meet teacher needs, to 

provide ongoing support, to include time for reflection and refinement, and to respect the 

differences among teachers has been shown to help all teachers use best practices to 

effectively support student learning (Flannagan & Kelly, 2009; Fogarty & Pete, 2010; 

Guskey, 2003; Hutson, 1979; Lee, 2010; Maurer, 2010; Tomlinson, 2005; Wilson & 

Demetriou, 2007).  The current professional development program at the high school was 

designed to address these priorities.  The problem is the lack of systemic mechanisms to 

document how and why the program was implemented, what its intended impact was, 

and whether or not the goals of the program were met over time.  Currently, the school 

does not have adequate documentation of how and why the program was implemented or 

what its intended impact was, and has not established clear measures for evaluating the 

impact of this program over time.     

To move beyond general school data such as attendance and graduation rates, 

standardized test results, local assessment results, and student failure rates, administrators 

need consistent procedures to grow and evaluate programs tailored to local needs.  In the 

past, general data has helped identify areas in need of improvement, but it has not 

generated viable conclusions about which specific programs contributed to teacher and 

student success; it has been impossible to disaggregate the impact each program or 

initiative has had on teachers and students.  More specific mechanisms that support the 

design, tracking, and assessment of individual programs have the potential to increase 
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program effectiveness and student achievement.  (Baggett, 2009; Desimone, 2009; Fazio 

& Gallagher, 2009; Guskey, 2003; Guskey & Yoon, 2009; LomBombard, 2009). 

Existing Policy 

 The ABC School District has existing policies related to professional 

development aligned to state requirements.  These policies stipulate that professional 

development be provided by the district.  This professional development must meet a 

number of specific criteria including that it be differentiated to meet staff and student 

needs, be aligned to the Comprehensive School Improvement Plan (CSIP), encourage 

staff to pursue higher education opportunities through salary incentives, have designated 

time set aside in the district calendar, be based on a locally developed Professional 

Development Plan (PDP) and include a technology component.  In addition, the district 

policies specify annual evaluations that meet a number of criteria including alignment, 

impact, sustainability, and adequacy of resources.  Finally, the policies require 

professional development activities be managed by Professional Development 

Committees (PDCs) at the district and building levels.   

These policies provide guidelines for the content and outcomes of professional 

development, but do not address structures, procedures, roles, or responsibilities.  In other 

words, there is no guidance for how to ensure the policies are being upheld. 
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Suggested Policy Statement 

This policy statement is composed of specific language that articulates the policy 

using formal language consistent with the language used in other district policies.  It adds 

the component of systematic accountability and clear documentation of all programs.  

The statement would provide the district’s view of the purpose of the policy as well as 

how it should be administered and implemented.  The suggested policy statement reads: 

The program policy contained herein outlines the procedure for adopting new 

programs and for administering continuing programs the district has already 

adopted.  The District is committed to continuous improvement based on 

research-based best practices, student achievement, and professional learning.  

The District is responsible for creating and maintaining appropriate systems to 

oversee the creation, replication, and continuation of successful educational 

programs for students and teachers.  Likewise, the District is responsible for 

clarifying the program development process to ensure stakeholders equitable 

opportunities to propose programs based on perceived need.  The District accepts 

responsibility for reviewing submitted program proposals in a reasonable 

timeframe (not to exceed six months).  The District will dedicate appropriate 

resources and supports to accepted program proposals within budgetary 

constraints and is responsible for supporting such programs that meet stated goals 

and outcomes. 

This statement provides an overview of the district’s position towards new 

programs that can be used to guide decision-making throughout the program proposal 
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process.  The specific guidelines could be included in the policy or as a separate 

document members of the district must use with all professional development programs. 

Policy Goals 

 The suggested goals of the policy are  

(a) to provide a consistent, transparent process for program initiation, 

development, implementation, and evaluation throughout the district;  

(b) to provide equitable access to the program proposal process to all 

stakeholders;  

(c) to ensure programs are well-developed and have adequate support before 

implementation;  

(d) to provide documentation of programs over time; and  

(e) to support data-driven decision-making and shared leadership throughout the 

district.  These goals align with the themes that emerged from the research and the 

expressed priorities of the district in question.  They also align with research-based best 

practices in organizational and adult learning (Aderu & Shariff, 2010; Fixson, Blasé, 

Wallace, & Wallace 2009; Killion, 2008; Knight, 2011; Nelson, Deuel, Slavit, & 

Kennedy, 2010). 
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Policy Components 

Below are the guidelines and templates for use with professional development 

programs.  Anyone has the opportunity to propose a new program.  To initiate a new 

program, complete each section carefully and completely.  Use the chart below to ensure 

all components are included and have been submitted for approval. 

Component  Date Approval.  Each section should be approved by 

the designated district representative.  Sections 

1-5 may be submitted together.  Sections 6-8 

can be submitted together but will NOT be 

reviewed without approval of sections 1-5. 

1. Problem 

Statement 

 

  

2. Needs Assessment   

 

3. Feasibility   

 

4. Resources   

 

5. Goals and 

Outcomes 

 

  

 

6. Program Details   

 

7. Timeline   

 

8. Evaluation   
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1. Problem Statement.  This section articulates the perceived problem.  Write a concise 

statement of the problem you seek to address.   

Guiding Questions: 

-What is the problem? 

-Why should the problem be addressed?   

-How does it impact teachers or students? 
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2. Needs Assessment.  Provide a detailed account of data relevant to the problem.  The 

data needs to be gathered, analyzed, and presented to demonstrate the significance 

of the problem.  In other words, prove the problem matters.  In addition, at least 

two types of data must be included proving the existence of the problem.  

Acceptable forms of data include student achievement data, assessment results, 

state collected school improvement data, demographic data, surveys, interviews, 

and anecdotal data (when supported by other sources). 

Data Source: What information is 

available to show the problem and its 

importance? 

Data Analysis: What does the 

information tell you?  How does it show 

the problem?  How does it show why the 

problem matters? 

1. 

 

 

2. 

 

 

3. 

 

 

4. 

 

 

 

Summary: 
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3. Feasibility.  In this section, explain the feasibility of solving the problem you are 

presenting.  Describe what will help the program be successful and what might 

threaten the success of the program. 

Supports: Discuss what is happening in 

the district that will help the program 

you are proposing successful. 

How will you capitalize on these 

supports? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Obstacles: Discuss what is happening in 

the district that might prevent the 

program you are proposing from being 

successful. 

How will you overcome these obstacles? 

  

 

  

 

  

 

Summary:  Why is this program likely to succeed in solving the problem? 
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4. Resources.  The needed resources (including personnel, time, supplies, and budget for 

the proposed program) must be determined and approved before implementation 

can begin.  Be as specific as possible.   

Resource: 

What will be needed?  

Cost: 

How much will it 

cost?  Include 

tangible costs (costs $) 

and intangible costs 

(time, space etc.) 

Purpose: 

Why is this resource needed in 

this amount? 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

Summary: Why is this program worth these resources? 
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5. Goals and Outcomes.  This section will include both goals and expected outcomes.  

Goals will be defined as broad statements of intended purpose while expected 

outcomes will be determined by specific, measurable objectives.  Potential 

benefits should also be explored in this section.   

What are the overall goals of the program?  What is the ultimate impact of the 

program intended to be? 

 

 

Short term outcomes: What results 

can be expected in the short term?  

(weeks to months) 

When can these 

outcomes be 

expected? 

How will these 

outcomes be measured? 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

Medium term outcomes: What 

results can be expected in the 

medium term? (months) 

When can these 

outcomes be 

expected? 

How will these 

outcomes be measured? 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

Long-term outcomes:  What results 

can be expected in the long term? 

(months to years) 

When can these 

outcomes be 

expected? 

How will these 

outcomes be measured? 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

  

Potential Benefits:  Describe the benefits of the program?  Who will benefit?  In 

what ways?  Why does this matter? 
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6. Program Details.  This section will detail the overall program.  Here, the day to day 

functioning of the program will be specified.  The functioning of the proposed 

program must be outlined such that its impact on existing structures is clear.  This 

section may take any form.  Use these guiding questions below to ensure all 

required components are included. 

a) How will the program function?  How will it work? 

b) What will each day, week, month, time segment of the program look like? 

c) Who will be involved in/responsible administering the program? 

d) Who will participate in the program? 

e) When will the program occur?  How will this impact existing programs, 

structures, schedules etc.? 

7. Timeline.  An implementation timeline should indicate how long and in what stages 

implementation will occur, when outcomes can be expected to appear, and how 

long the program will run.  Guiding questions will be provided. 

a) How long will it take to implement the program?  Specify stages of 

implementation that will happen over time. 

b) Define each stage of implementation, its duration, who is responsible, 

and what will happen in that stage. 

c) When can outcomes be expected to appear?  How and why? 

d) How long is the program scheduled to run when it reaches full 

implementation before it is formally evaluated?  
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8. Evaluation.  The final section will explicate how the program will be monitored and 

assessed over time.  This will include evaluation materials and identify who will 

evaluate the program and when the program will be evaluated.  Guiding questions 

and suggested websites that provide guidance in this area will be provided. 

a) How will the district know if the program is successful? 

b) What evidence will be used to judge success? 

c) How and when will that evidence be collected? 

d) How will you make sure the data collected is valid and reliable? 

e) Who will be responsible for collecting and analyzing data? 

f) How often will data be collected?  Why?  

Suggested websites for evaluation information: 

(1) http://www.uwex.edu/ces/lmcourse/ 

(2) http://www.cdc.gov/eval/resources/ 

(3) http://www.ascd.org/publications/educational-

leadership/mar02/vol59/num06/Does-It-Make-a-Difference%C2%A2-Evaluating-

Professional-Development.aspx 

(4) http://learningforward.org/docs/pdf/evaluationguide.pdf?sfvrsn=0 

(5) http://www.updc.org/assets/files/professional_development/umtss/conf2013/hand

outs/Pre-Conference%20Materials%20/13Guskeys-Five-Levels-Matrix.pdf 

(6) http://www.hfrp.org/evaluation/the-evaluation-exchange/issue-

archive/professional-development/evaluating-the-impact-of-professional-

development-in-eight-steps 
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Expected Outcomes 

Expected outcomes are defined as specific, measurable outcomes anticipated as a 

result of the program (Killion, 2008).  For this policy proposal, the criteria for measuring 

the expected outcomes must be specified by the district as part of adopting the policy.  

Recommended criteria for stating outcomes include but are not limited to: 

• Clear documentation of program components will be available to stakeholders 

for all future programs. 

• Programs will have clear criteria and mechanisms for evaluation over time.   

• Programs will identify and secure required resources prior to implementation. 

• Subsequent to adoption of this policy, more programs will be initiated by 

stakeholders who do not hold positions of authority. 

• The number of programs with documented successes will be greater than before 

adoption of this policy. 

Other outcomes and additional specificity may be established at the discretion of the 

district.  
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Stakeholders Roles 

This section provides the potential responsibilities of each stakeholder group in 

the district.  By adopting the policy proposal, the district incurs the responsibility and 

right to set up and administer policy elements.  The district is expected to assign roles and 

responsibilities to ensure the policy’s procedures have adequate implementation and 

oversight. 

Parents, teachers, and other employees have the right and responsibility to try 

to initiate programs.  Teacher and other employees also have the right and responsibility 

to participate in assigned programs and their evaluation activities as part of regular 

employment.   

Site-based administrators and professional development leaders have the 

same rights and responsibilities.   

Administrators at the building and district level have the responsibility to 

facilitate programs at all stages.  Administrators should act as resources for other 

stakeholders who are trying to initiate a new program by providing access to relevant 

data, analyzing feasibility, and assessing resource availability (Knight, 2011).  

Additionally, administrators are responsible for overseeing program implementation and 

evaluation to ensure fidelity or designating that role to another member of the school 

community.  Further, building administrators have the right to advocate for programs that 

address identified problems and to participate in evaluative activities.   

District level personnel and board members have the responsibility to review 

submitted program proposals (as assigned), approve programs, designate appropriate 
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resources for approved programs, participate in evaluative activities as appropriate, and 

review evaluation results.  District level personnel and board members have the right to 

deny or discontinue programs that fail to meet expected outcomes.  

Implementation Plan 

Adoption of the policy will include implementation steps as follows.   

1. The policy will be implemented with new programs and later applied to existing 

programs.   

2. Materials will need to be made available on the district website.   

3. The duty of reviewing submitted proposals and determining if resources can be 

secured must be assigned to one or more individuals.   

4. Introductory sessions explaining the policy to various district employees such as 

teachers and administrators will be conducted.  These sessions could take place 

during professional development times or building faculty meetings.  They will need 

to be scheduled.   

5. Sessions for community stakeholders such as parents would be voluntary and held in 

the evening.  They will need to be scheduled. 

6. After the policy has been introduced to the district, anyone who has suggestions for 

new programming will be asked to complete the process outlined in the proposal. 

7. Once the policy is in place for new programs, components of the policy can be 

retroactively applied to existing programs.   

8. Additional sessions about specific portions of the process will be scheduled on an as 

needed basis.   
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9. All programs will eventually be required to establish evaluative activities and submit 

analyzed data for program continuation.   

10. All programs will also document the other portions of the program cycle for future 

reference.   

When the policy has been fully implemented, every program in the district will 

have, retroactively or at the time of initiation, completed documentation of all aspects of 

the program cycle and will be using the policy components for continuous improvement.  
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Implementation Timeline 

This section outlines the anticipated timeline needed to fully implement the 

procedures delineated by the policy should the district choose to adopt it.  The overall 

timeline from adoption to complete implementation of all the procedures encompassed by 

the policy is approximately three years.   

Time Task 

1. Two months (June and July) Making materials available and 

assigning associated duties 

2. One school semester during 

contracted hours (fall) 

Introductory sessions to promote 

awareness of the policy 

3. One school semester after school 

or evenings (fall) 

Sessions for other stakeholders 

4. One school semester (ongoing 

after initiation in spring) 

New programs subject to policy 

guidelines 

5. One school semester (ongoing 

after initiation in spring) 

Existing programs begin developing and 

implementing evaluative activities 

6. Ongoing Additional in depth sessions on policy’s 

procedures 

7. One school year All programs implement a full 

evaluation cycle and submit data for 

review 

8. One and one half school years Documentation of all aspects of the 

program cycle for each program would 

be developed and used to determine if 

renewal is approved. 
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Policy Evaluation 

The policy’s procedures can be evaluated over time using formative measures on 

an on-going basis and summative measures as a formal annual review by the Board of 

Education for renewal.     

Formative evaluation is designed to allow programs to self-assess for continuous 

improvement (Lenthall, Wakerman, & Knowght, 2009).  The policy’s procedures can be 

evaluated using the same strategies as those applied to specific programs because it is a 

set of actions with intended outcomes that can be judged over time.  Using surveys at the 

end of each informational session will allow immediate adjustments to better serve the 

stakeholders.  Reflection on the process surveys will provide additional information about 

how the policy components and procedures are functioning and meeting its intended 

goals.  While bias is a challenge in the wording of any survey, the advantages are 

immediate feedback, low cost, anonymity, and comparable longitudinal data (Fink, 

2006).     The formative evaluation process used to assess the policy’s procedures will 

also serve as model to specific professional development programs in the local district. 

The formal annual review will be a summative evaluation.  The summative 

evaluation will attempt to determine how well the goals and outcomes of the policy 

procedures have been met. Again, because the policy is comprised of a series of 

procedures that guide a program from inception to evaluation, the same evaluative 

measures can be used to determine its success as are used with individual programs.  The 

summative evaluation will have two components.  The first component will be a meta-

analysis of all formative measures and submitted documentation related to the 
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functioning of the policy’s procedures.  This component will provide a summary of the 

on-going formative assessment to determine overall alignment with stated goals and 

outcomes.  The second component will be a review of all professional development 

programs in the district and the evaluation documentation provided by each.  Each 

program will have its own evaluative measures, but this review will provide a 

comprehensive view of all current professional development programs.  By reviewing the 

results of all district professional development programs, the district can identify positive 

or negative trends in program performance.  The district can also assess how effectively 

programs are being conceptualized, designed, implemented and evaluated.  This 

summative data will allow the district to make a decision about whether to renew, 

modify, or discontinue the policy and its procedures. 

The overall evaluation goals are to determine if the policy’s procedures have had 

the intended impact on program process, to identify strengths and weaknesses to increase 

the effectiveness of the policy’s procedures, and to verify the results of the project with 

data.  The annual review combined with ongoing formative measures should provide 

evidence to determine if the policy proposal addressed the needs revealed by the data.  If 

this project is successful, new programs should be successfully conceptualized, designed, 

implemented, and evaluated using the policy procedures.  The programs using the policy 

procedures should be engaged in the program cycle with more transparency, stakeholder 

involvement, and evaluative data than was previously available.  Rather than the 

haphazard and often unclear mechanisms currently in place, professional development 

programs should have clear guidelines for all stages of the program cycle.  The second 
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goal of the evaluation is to identify strengths and weaknesses of the policy procedures.  

Identifying strengths and weaknesses of policy components will allow adjustments to be 

made to improve the procedures which support the district’s commitment to continuous 

improvement.  The third evaluation goal is to use data to verify the results of this project 

and provide that data to stakeholders.  Making formative and summative data available to 

stakeholders will enable them to participate in determining how to improve the policy 

procedures in the future. 
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 Appendix B: Administrator Interview Guide 

Interview Questions  Participant Responses 

Introduction Review of informed consent by stating the purpose of the 

study, length of this interview, confidentiality, and 

strategies for protecting privacy.  Participants will then 

review the signed consent form and be reminded that the 

interview will be recorded. 

Q1: Previous Professional 

Development  

 

-Please describe previous professional development 

experiences provided by the school or district. 

-How effective were those professional development 

experiences at improving instructional practices and 

student achievement? 

-How is the current professional development program 

different from previous professional development 

provided by the school or district? 

a. Please elaborate on specific changes you have 

noticed. 

Q2: Program Cycle 

 

-Who or what inspired this program?  

-How was this program developed? 

Sub-question topics might include: 

a. Needs assessment 

b. Specific established procedure for new ideas 

c. Paperwork 

d. Best practice research 

e. Timeframe 

f. Transparency   

g. Stakeholder involvement 

-Who was involved in the process of conceptualizing, 

creating, and implementing this program? 

Q3: Program Outcomes 

 

-What specific programs, systems, or protocols have you 

seen used or used yourself to conduct professional 

development? 

-What results do you expect from the current 

professional development program? 

-How will the program and its impact be evaluated? 

-What do you believe are the strengths and weaknesses 

of the current professional development program? 

-How could the program be improved? 
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Thanks for your 

participation. 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add about the 

program that was not addressed in my questions? 

Do you have any questions or concerns you would like to 

share? 

The transcript of this interview will be provided to you to 

review as soon as it is available.  Initial interpretations of 

interview data will also be provided to you for comment. 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Interview Guide 

Interview Questions  Participant Responses 

Introduction Review of informed consent by stating the purpose of the 

study, length of this interview, confidentiality, and 

strategies for protecting privacy.  Participants will then 

review the signed consent form and be reminded that the 

interview will be recorded. 

Q1: Previous Professional 

Development  

 

-Please describe previous professional development 

experiences provided by the school or district. 

-How effective were those professional development 

experiences at improving instructional practices and 

student achievement? 

-How is the current professional development program 

different from previous professional development 

provided by the school or district? 

a. Please elaborate on specific changes you 

have noticed. 

Q2: Program Cycle 

 

-How did you become a facilitator in the current program? 

-How has this role developed for you? 

-What changes in teachers do you see as a result of your 

experiences in the current professional development 

program? 

-What changes in students do you see as a result of your 

experiences in the current professional development 

program? 

Q3: Program Outcomes 

 

-How has the current professional development program 

influenced your thinking, your relationships with 

colleagues and/or your instruction? 

-What do you believe are the strengths and weaknesses of 

the current professional development program? 

-How do you believe the program could be improved? 

Thanks for your 

participation. 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add about the 

program that was not addressed in my questions? 

Do you have any questions or concerns you would like to 

share? 

The transcript of this interview will be provided to you to 

review as soon as it is available.  Initial interpretations of 

interview data will also be provided to you for comment. 
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Appendix D: Teacher Participant Interview Guide 

Interview Questions  Participant Responses 

Introduction Review of informed consent by stating the purpose of the 

study, length of this interview, confidentiality, and 

strategies for protecting privacy.  Participants will then 

review the signed consent form and be reminded that the 

interview will be recorded. 

Q1: Previous Professional 

Development  

 

-Please describe previous professional development 

experiences provided by the school or district. 

-How effective were those professional development 

experiences at improving instructional practices and 

student achievement? 

-How is the current professional development program 

different from previous professional development 

provided by the school or district? 

a. Please elaborate on specific changes you 

have noticed. 

Q2: Program Cycle 

 

-What information do you have about how the current 

program came into being and/or has been developed? 

-What specific programs, systems, or protocols have you 

noticed being used in professional development settings? 

-What specific programs, systems, or protocols have you 

received training in as part of the current professional 

development program? 

-What changes in yourself do you see as a result of your 

experiences in the current professional development 

program? 

-What changes in students do you see as a result of your 

experiences in the current professional development 

program? 

Q3: Program Outcomes 

 

-How has the current professional development program 

influenced your thinking, your relationships with 

colleagues and/or your instruction? 

-What do you believe are the strengths and weaknesses 

of the current professional development program? 

-What do you believe is the intended impact of the 

program? 

-How do you believe the program could be improved? 
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Thanks for your 

participation. 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add about the 

program that was not addressed in my questions? 

Do you have any questions or concerns you would like to 

share? 

The transcript of this interview will be provided to you to 

review as soon as it is available.  Initial interpretations of 

interview data will also be provided to you for comment. 
 



212 

 

 

Appendix E: Director of Professional Development Interview Guide 

Interview Questions  Participant Responses 

Introduction Review of informed consent by stating the purpose of the 

study, length of this interview, confidentiality, and 

strategies for protecting privacy.  Participants will then 

review the signed consent form and be reminded that the 

interview will be recorded. 

Q1: Previous Professional 

Development  

 

-Please describe previous professional development 

experiences provided by the school or district. 

-How effective were those professional development 

experiences at improving instructional practices and 

student achievement? 

-How is the current professional development program 

different from previous professional development 

provided by the school or district? 

b. Please elaborate on specific changes you have 

noticed. 

Q2: Program Cycle 

 

-Who or what inspired this program?  

-How was this program developed? 

Sub-question topics might include: 

h. Needs assessment 

i. Specific established procedure for new ideas 

j. Paperwork 

k. Best practice research 

l. Timeframe 

m. Transparency   

n. Stakeholder involvement 

-Who was involved in the process of conceptualizing, 

creating, and implementing this program? 

Q3: Program Outcomes 

 

-What specific programs, systems, or protocols have you 

seen used or used yourself to conduct professional 

development? 

-What results do you expect from the current 

professional development program? 

-How will the program and its impact be evaluated? 

-What do you believe are the strengths and weaknesses 

of the current professional development program? 

-How could the program be improved? 

Thanks for your 

participation. 

 

Is there anything else you would like to add about the 

program that was not addressed in my questions? 

Do you have any questions or concerns you would like to 
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share? 

The transcript of this interview will be provided to you to 

review as soon as it is available.  Initial interpretations of 

interview data will also be provided to you for comment. 

 

 


	Walden University
	ScholarWorks
	2015

	The Design, Implementation, and Evaluation of a Professional Development Program
	Ellen Riina Hirsch

	

