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allows teachers to hear a common message, 
have a common experience, and establish 
common expectations.  This usually occurs 
during in-service training and is great for 
launching a new initiative.  A shortcoming 
of this mode is that implementation is low 
and misunderstandings or misconceptions 
may occur.  However, if the topic of the 
whole group professional learning is narrow 
and ongoing, then it may be revisited during 
other modes of professional learning (small 
group and individual), which will improve 
the likelihood of changing teacher practice 
and implementation.

Small group professional learning 
allows teachers to connect their learning 
to their own context and provides an 
opportunity to differentiate and scaffold 
the learning for teachers.  This increases 
the probability that we may change teacher 
practice.

Individual professional learning may 
occur in many ways, such as a feedback 
session with an instructional coach or after 
a Learning Walk with a principal.  It allows 
for professional learning to be personalized 
and closely connected to the needs of the 
individual teacher; therefore, it is most 
effective in changing teacher practice.

It is important to have all three modes 
of professional learning aligned to the 
same and narrow focus.  We know that 
whole group professional learning has low 
implementation; therefore, if we use that 
mode in isolation we should expect to create 
a knowing-doing gap.

How do we improve teacher practice 
by actually changing teacher practice? As a 
Director of Professional Development, I ask 
this question all the time.  The current state 
of educational reform is like drinking from a 
fire hose—too many changes too fast—and 
teachers cannot keep up.  The implications 
of recent reforms, such as the Common 
Core State Standards and Smarter Balanced 
Assessment, are not limited to establishing 
and assessing higher standards for student 
learning; they also include a demand for 
new instructional practices and instructional 
materials for teachers. District leaders are 
expected to change teacher practice within 
existing and limited resources.  The sense 
of urgency to have professional learning 
manifest itself in improved teaching and 
learning is paramount.  To achieve this 
end, we must work strategically to close 
the knowing-doing gap with professional 
learning.

Strategy 1: Know the Core Elements of 
Professional Learning

In 2011, Learning Forward revised 
their Standards for Professional Learning, 
the only professional learning standards 
designed to achieve the desired outcome of 
improved student learning.  Their standards 
establish that we must engage teachers in 
professional learning that is ongoing, job-
embedded, and has a narrow focus.

 Professional learning that is job-
embedded supports collaborative and 
collegial learning in their own context.  It 

honors teachers’ experiences and prior 
knowledge, which aligns with best practices 
of teaching and learning. It also increases 
accountability for improved levels of 
implementation.

Ongoing professional learning includes 
sustaining the same narrow focus for 3 to 
5 years.  A minimum of 3 years is required 
because it takes approximately 50 hours of 
practice before a new strategy will be fully 
integrated into practice (Andree, Darling-
Hammond, Richardson, & Wei, 2009).  
Limited resources, changes in standards and 
assessments, and competing initiatives make 
this a challenge.  Regardless, this has to be a 
priority. Any less commitment will result in 
low fidelity of implementation.

In a school district, many initiatives 
simultaneously exist; yet we must maintain 
a narrow focus.  Teachers can only change 
approximately 10% of their pedagogy in 
any given school year; therefore, expecting 
them to concurrently change standards, 
curriculum, instruction, and assessment will 
potentially result in no change. 

Strategy 2: Understand the Modes of 
Professional Learning

To change teacher practice we must 
engage all teachers in three modes of 
professional learning: (a) whole group, (b) 
small group, and (c) individual.  Each mode 
has a different purpose and works best when 
the modes are connected and aligned to a 
narrow focus. 

Whole group professional learning 
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public education.  In contrast, we deliver 
on the promise of improving principals as 
instructional leaders and teacher practice.  
In addition, principals may collaborate with 
their colleagues to overcome barriers or 
obstacles to achieve implementation with 
fidelity. Finally, the knowing and doing of 
teachers may become the same and not a 
gap perpetuated by professional learning.
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Strategy 3: Teachers and Principals 
Engage in Professional Learning

The core elements and modes of 
professional learning create the parameters 
for district-level professional learning.  
Within that context, we must support 
approximately 50 hours of learning while 
sustaining a narrow focus.  What does this 
mean and what does it look like?

The most effective strategy, and 
commonly over-looked, is the involvement 
of principals in the professional learning 
with teachers.  Hord and Summers 
(2008) report that “the role of principal 
is paramount in any endeavor to change 
pedagogical practice, adopt new curricula, 
reshape the school’s culture and climate, 
or take on other improvement targets” (p. 
6).  Nevertheless, it is common practice 
for school districts to gather only teachers 
(in either whole or small groups) to learn 
together.  The problem is teachers return 
to their classrooms and shut the door.  
Once the door is shut, the new learning 
becomes a variable that may or may not be 
implemented.

Needless to say, most teachers do 
implement new strategies for a while 
and they often like them.  The problem 
is not about believing in the strategy or 
understanding it—conversely, it is that it 
takes time, energy, and effort to do things 
a new way.  Although the new way may 
be better, and the teacher knows it, slowly 
energy and effort wanes to be regained 

by tried and true practices.  This scenario 
may include all of the core elements and 
modes of professional learning and yet the 
knowing-doing gap prevailed.

It doesn’t surprise me because I see it 
every day and everywhere.  The issue is that 
without ongoing feedback and support, 
the need to conserve time, energy, and 
effort becomes an issue of survival for the 
teacher.  Therefore, we need teachers and 
principals to engage in learning together.  
Since principals are the instructional leaders, 
it makes sense that their participation will 
enhance professional learning for teachers.  
Then, staff meetings, Learning Walks, 
observation debriefs, PLC meetings, and 
more can support and align with the narrow 
focus of professional learning.  Furthermore, 
principals can mitigate and manage 
district-level initiatives to meaningfully 
and intentionally connect with small group 
and individual professional learning at the 
building-level.

In many districts, the issue becomes 
how to include principals in professional 
learning with teachers.  If the school district 
honors a narrow focus, then time is no 
longer a competing interest for principals.  
In fact, if we sustain our narrow focus for 
3 to 5 years, then principals will actually 
recover time lost to learning a new focus 
each year.  Once a school district truly 
commits to the core elements and modes of 
professional learning, we stop perpetuating 
the PD du jour phenomenon that plagues 
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