
The best staff development

is in the workplace,

not in a workshop

M
ost schools and districts have created an artifi-
cial distinction between working and learning.
They operate in a way that suggests teachers

work (teach) 180 or so days a year and learn (attend pro-
grams) on four or five days each year set aside for profes-
sional development. School leaders must end this distinc-
tion between working and learning and create conditions
that enable staff to grow and learn as part of their daily or
weekly work routines. 

The traditional notion that regarded staff development
as an occasional event that occurred off the school site has
gradually given way to the idea that the best staff develop-
ment happens in the workplace rather than in a workshop.
When teachers work together to develop curriculum that
delineates the essential knowledge and skills each student
is to acquire, when they create frequent common assess-
ments to monitor each student’s learning on a timely basis,
when they collectively analyze results from those assess-
ments to identify strengths and weaknesses, and when they
help each other develop and implement strategies to
improve current levels of student learning, they are
engaged in the kind of professional development that
builds teacher capacity and sustains school improvement.

Job-embedded staff development, by definition, will
move the focus of professional learning to the school site.
It is critical, however, that leaders understand that simply
shifting to site-based staff development does not ensure
improved learning for either adults or students. Site-based
staff development can be, and often is, ineffective.

Leaders can increase the likelihood that site-based staff
development will enhance the school ’s capacity to improve
student learning if they address four questions.
1. Does the professional development increase the

staff’s collective capacity to achieve the school’s

vision and goals?

Schools’ tradition of individual teacher autonomy has

worsened the traditional approach to staff development.
This approach is based on the premise that schools will
improve if individual teachers are encouraged to pursue
professional growth opportunities that reflect their person-
al interests. Thus, the goal becomes providing a potpourri
of options to reflect the diverse interests of a staff.

Developing individual teachers’ knowledge and skills is
important but not sufficient. The challenge facing schools
is expanding the ability of a team of teachers to achieve
goals for all their students and developing the ability of the
entire faculty to move the school toward its vision. Leaders
should insist that site-based professional development rep-
resent a focused, coherent effort to develop the collective
capacity of school personnel to solve problems and sustain
continuous improvement. 
2. Does the school’s approach to s taff

development challenge staff members

to act in new ways?

Effective professional development will do
more than help a staff acquire new knowledge
and skills. It will push the staff to act in new
ways. Teachers in professional learning com-
munities are expected to go beyond reading
the same article from a professional journal or
attending the same workshop. They are expect-
ed to work together to apply new knowledge in
the context of their school. They understand that
improving the school means improving the prac-
tices of the people within the school. Therefore,
they work together to implement and assess the
impact of new strategies for achieving their goals.
Building shared knowledge is a critical element in profes-
sional development, but shared knowledge will improve
schools only when people apply that knowledge.
Furthermore, it is only when a staff begins to apply new
learning that teachers will come to the deeper level of
understanding that enables them to adapt new practices to
their own setting.
3. Does the school’s approach to s taff development

focus on results rather than activities?

Many schools seem to approach staff development as if
t h e re is a prize for presenting the most new pro g r a m s .
When called on to provide evidence of the quality of their
site-based staff development initiatives, they point to the
number of topics cove red, the number of faculty who
attended workshops, or the level of satisfaction part i c i p a n t s
e x p ress. The real test of staff development, howe ve r, is
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whether “it alters instructional behavior and practices in
ways that benefit students” (Sp a rks, 1994). Leaders must
help schools shift their emphasis from amassing pro g r a m s
and projects to creating a collaborative culture in which
teachers work together to improve student learning. Leaders
who assess site-based staff development by asking how many
teachers have been trained in “whole language” or “c o n-
s t ructivist teaching” are asking the wrong question. The best
way for leaders to help schools focus on what matters is by
asking the question, “What evidence can you provide that
staff are helping more students achieve at higher leve l s ? ”
4. Does the school’s approach to staff development

demonstrate a sustained commitment to achiev-

ing important goals?

One of the challenges of leadership is to bring coher-
ence to the myriad pressures and initiatives bearing down
on schools. Leaders bring coherence to organizations when
they establish clear goals, coordinate efforts to achieve

those goals, and sustain the
effort over an extended period
of time. In her study of inno-
vation in the business world,
Rosabeth Moss Kanter
(1983) found one of the
most common causes of a
failed initiative was that lead-
ers had given up on it too

soon. Nearly 20 years later, Jim Collins (2001) arrived at a
similar conclusion in his study of successful companies.
He found that, inevitably, successful innovation was the
result of patient, persistent, sustained effort over time
rather than a short-term, groundbreaking program. 

The shortness of most staff development programs is
the opposite of the kind of sustained commitment needed
to embed change within the school’s culture. It takes time
for a change initiative to take root within the culture of
any organization, and until the initiative takes root, it is
extremely fragile and subject to regression. Dennis Sparks
advises that the key to school improvement is sustained
effort over three to five years in which the entire staff seeks
incremental annual improvements related to important
school goals.

Leaders who hope to foster powerful site-based staff
development in their schools may consider these tips:

• Recognize that you will never build a collabora-

tive culture simply by inviting or encouraging staff to

work together. Create structures that require teachers to
work together, and build time for that work into the
school day and annual calendar. The structures and culture
of the school should resonate with the message that collab-
oration is nondiscretionary; it is the way we do things
around here. 

• Ensure that teams focus on learning by calling

on them to respond to the following questions for

every unit of instruction: What is it we want all stu-
dents to know and be able to do as a result of this unit?
How will we know when each student has demonstrated
proficiency? What will we do to address the needs of stu-
dents who initially have difficulty mastering the intended
learning? If the team’s work does not address these critical
questions, there is little reason to anticipate the changes in
practice that lead to improved results.

• Insist that every team establish norms or proto-
cols to clarify their commitments for how they will work
together.

• Insist that every team develop and pursue a stu-
dent achievement goal that is measurable, attainable,
results-oriented, time-bound, and aligned with school
and/or district goals.

• Provide every team with timely, user-friendly, rele-
vant data and information that will allow its members to
assess the impact of their various improvement strategies. 

• Monitor the teams’ work by reviewing both the
products they generate at each step of the process and the
progress they make toward their student achievement
goals.

• Celebrate the teams’ progress and be prepared to
confront teams or individuals who are not honoring this
collaborative approach to continuous improvement.

• Solicit feedback from teams about the resources
and training they need to become more proficient in this
collaborative process.

It is clear that job-embedded, site-based professional
development offers the best venue for educators’ ongoing
learning. It is equally clear, however, that leaders can and
must play a pivotal role in ensuring that the staff develop-
ment program of any school is designed to achieve the
objective of higher levels of learning for both its adults and
its students.
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HE SAID

“Learning is always an on-the-job
phenomenon.”

— Peter Senge




