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Introduction

Districts are making significant investments in professional 
development, yet those investments rarely pay off in improved 
teaching and learning. We know that teachers and leaders have 
more to learn but we also know that getting professional 
development right – and making sure it has an impact on actions 
and improves student learning – is hard to do. 

In this month’s roundup, we examine which professional 
development characteristics are more likely to lead to positive 
benefits based on leading research, analyze what the research 
means for districts, and provide actionable resources to help 
districts evaluate their current PD structures and plan for future 
programming.

Sources
§ TNTP (2015)
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Professional development refers to 
the activities in which teachers 
engage to improve their practice, 
build their knowledge and skills, and 
foster personal growth.
Overall, research on teacher 
professional development shows 
mixed results on its ability to 
change teacher knowledge and 
practice or to improve student 
outcomes. 

Professional Development Overview
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Professional Development Overview

A growing body of research demonstrates that certain 
characteristics of PD are more likely to lead to positive benefits, 
including PD that:

§ Is job-embedded/focused on curriculum
§ Occurs throughout the year
§ Is tied to standards, assessments, and school 

improvement goals
§ Provides opportunities for active learning and feedback 

cycles
§ Promotes peer collaboration and mutual trust 
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“No improvement effort has ever succeeded in the absence of 
thoughtfully planned and well-implemented professional 

development…Educators at all levels need just-in-time, job-
embedded assistance as they struggle to adapt new curricula 

and new instructional practices to their unique 
classroom contexts.”

Gusky & Yoon (2009)
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Best Practices

Job-embedded ¡ Connect professional development to classroom practice, with a 
focus on content and curriculum.

Ongoing ¡ Ensure teachers have consistent time throughout the semester to 
engage in job-embedded learning.

¡ Leading research recommends at least 20 hours per semester.

Aligned ¡ Align professional development with the standards, assessments and 
overall school improvement efforts.

¡ Ensure alignment between successive professional development 
sessions.

Feedback Cycles ¡ Build in time for teachers to engage in active learning through 
frequent cycles of feedback and observation with coaches and peers.

Collaboration ¡ Create frequent opportunities for teachers to collaborate in subject 
or grade level teams. 

Research Takeaways on Best Practices
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Professional development should be connected to 
practice with a focus on content and curriculum.
Studies show that the most effective professional development programs provide consistent, 
job-embedded training that explicitly connects the learnings from professional development 
experiences to everyday teaching practice in specific grade levels and content areas. This 
includes addressing the specific challenges teachers face in understanding  or explaining 
content to students. Isolated workshops that are not connected to practice have little impact 
on instruction or student outcomes.

Sources
§ Miles, Rosenberg, & Green 

(2017)
§ Desimone et al. (2002)
§ Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2009)
§ Guskey & Yoon (2009)
§ Desimone (2011) 
§ Wiener & Pimentel (2017)

Implications for Districts:
§ Explicitly plan how to link new learning to teachers’ 

daily work. Examples include: 

§ Engage in activities that build teacher content 
knowledge.

§ Teach new ways to adapt and use instructional 
materials.

§ Foster a better understanding of how students 
best learn content.
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Ongoing professional development leads to 
higher student achievement outcomes.

Research shows that high performing school systems – both internationally and within 
the U.S. – prioritize time for professional development strategically throughout the school 
year, leading to improved student outcomes.

Implications for Districts:
§ Ensure time for regular professional 

development throughout the school year. 

§ Studies consistently show that at least 20 
hours of professional development per 
semester is necessary to lead to improved 
student outcomes.

Sources
§ Miles, Rosenberg, & 

Green (2017)
§ Wiener & Pimentel (2017)
§ Yoon et al. (2007)
§ Jensen et al. (2016)
§ Desimone (2011) 
§ Desimone et al. (2002)
§ Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2009)
§ Guskey & Yoon (2009)
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Professional development is more effective when 
it is aligned with other schoolwide initiatives.
Leading experts recommend strong alignment between the professional 
development sessions teachers receive, statewide standards and assessments, and 
districtwide school improvement efforts. 

Implications for Districts:
§ Develop professional development sessions 

and materials that are aligned to district goals 
and priorities as well as statewide standards 
and assessments.

§ Professional development sessions should  be 
connected to and build on previous learning.

Sources
§ Desimone (2011) 
§ Desimone et al. (2002)
§ Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2009)
§ Miles, Rosenberg, & Green 

(2017)
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Professional development should include 
opportunities for active learning.

Implications for Districts:
§ Build in consistent opportunities for teachers to 

give and receive feedback on their instructional 
practice.

§ During observation cycles, include time for 
teachers to reflect on the feedback.

§ Create structures and protocols for teachers to 
analyze student work.

Teachers in high performing schools and districts often have more professional 
development opportunities that are focused on active learning, or opportunities for 
teachers to actively actively engage in meaningful analysis of their practice and student 
learning. Active learning through consistent observation and feedback cycles tends to be 
most effective.

Sources
§ Desimone (2011) 
§ Desimone et al. (2002)
§ Darling-Hammond et al. 

(2009)
§ Miles, Rosenberg, & Green 

(2017)
§ Wiener & Pimentel (2017)
§ Yoon et al. (2007)
§ Jensen et al. (2016) 
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Professional development should include 
collaborative learning opportunities for teachers. 
Leading research points to collective learning and collaboration as an integral part of a 
successful professional development program. Collaborating in common subject or 
grade-level teams helps build mutual trust between peers, increases the efficacy of 
feedback loops, and fosters a sense of collective accountability for improved student 
results. 

Implications for Districts:
§ Structure time weekly for teachers to 

collaborate in their grade levels.

§ Create a culture that fosters mutual trust and 
connections between teachers through 
professional learning communities and peer 
observation opportunities.

Sources
§ Desimone (2011) 
§ Desimone et al. (2002)
§ Darling-Hammond et al. (2009)
§ Miles, Rosenberg, & Green (2017)
§ Wiener & Pimentel (2017)
§ Yoon et al. (2007)
§ Jensen et al. (2016) 



12

Professional Development Tools

As you reflect on professional development in your school or district, check out 
helpful tools to evaluate your current PD structures and plan for next year. 

§ Teacher Professional Learning Diagnostic Assessment: Take this Educational 
Resource Strategies diagnostic assessment to evaluate your professional 
learning program.

§ Educational Resource Strategies Professional Learning Toolkit: This toolkit 
has resources from leading districts who have revamped their professional 
development programs. Resources include student work protocol guides, 
sample modules and agendas, unit unpacking protocol guide, among many 
others.

§ TNTP Professional Development Resources: TNTP provides more resources 
from districts and schools that have worked hard to develop strong 
professional development structures, such as planning tools and templates 
and practical articles to assist in the planning process.
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