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Introduction 

Since 2011, America’s K–12 educators have been deeply engaged in the transformation of curriculum, 
assessments, and instructional practices to align with rigorous college- and career-ready (CCR) 
standards. These changes have prompted a renewed sense of urgency regarding improvements in 
teacher learning that aim to result in improved educator practice and, in turn, student achievement. This 
PCG White Paper delineates an approach to comprehensive, differentiated, and sustained professional 
learning that maximizes educators’ engagement in the critical knowledge and skills needed to raise 
student achievement. The goal of professional learning is to strengthen and enhance aligned educator 
practice that, in turn, results in improved student proficiency. 

Current Challenges 

“The implicit theory of action behind professional learning is that if education leaders support teachers’ 
engagement in high-quality learning experiences, then teachers will improve their classroom practice, 
and in so doing, increase student learning and overall success. For this theory of action to be realized by 
school leaders…it must be tied to a pathway that maps out how these goals will be achieved” (Tooley 
and Connally, 2016, p.4). 

Most Professional Learning Is Not Aligned to CCR Standards 
Over the past decade, states, districts, and schools throughout the country have adopted more rigorous 
learning standards emphasizing critical thinking skills, deep conceptual understanding, and rigorous 
analysis of complex text. However, most professional learning does not align intently to CCR standards 
and, thus, does not contribute to improved teaching practice or student achievement. The National 
School Board Association’s Center for Public Education (CPE) found in its 2013 report that many current 
professional learning opportunities do not currently “emphasize practices that will turn students into 
critical thinkers and problem solvers.…While almost all of the participating teachers managed well-
behaved, on task classes, the following practices were rarely seen: students participating in meaning 
making and reasoning, investigation and 
problem-based approaches, questioning 
strategies, and student generation of 
ideas and questions—the exact kind of 
teaching the [CCR standards] called for” 
(Gulamhussein, 2013, p. 3-7). A 2016 
Harvard study confirmed these findings. Of the 1,500 teachers surveyed, the overwhelming majority 
(67%) “reported feeling only partially prepared to help students perform well on the new [CCR standards-
aligned] assessments” (Kane, Owens, Marinell, Thal, & Staiger, 2016, p. 13). 

Today, there continues to be a disconnect between CCR expectations and the work of many classrooms. 
“Research suggests that the paradigm of instruction needed to prepare students for college and 21st 
century careers is not the paradigm of instruction most teachers currently use in their practice” 
(Gulamhussein, 2013, p. 6). Professional learning, thus, is a critical tool for preparing teachers and, in turn, 
students, to meet the expectations of the CCR standards.  

“Most professional learning does not align intently 
to college and career ready standards and, thus, 

does not contribute to improved teaching practice 
or student achievement.” 
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Most Professional Learning Is Not Intensive or Sustained Over Time  
In addition to the lack of alignment to CCR standards, one of the foremost challenges of professional 
learning today is the lack of sustained opportunities for teachers to learn, try out, and ultimately adopt 

new instructional practices. In 2014, the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (p. 9) 
surveyed over 1,200 teachers and 
found that the vast majority of 
participants (80%) reported that 
“workshops” were the predominant 
format of professional learning they 

received (p. 9). Problematically, this format generally consists of a series of disconnected professional 
learning experiences, often detached from daily practice and with minimal expectation for application, 
observation and feedback. Less than half the teachers reported having participated in more rigorous and 
sustained formats for professional learning like courses, coaching, and intensive summer training. 
Indeed, as a brief by the New Teacher Center (NTC) highlights, “most teachers in the U.S. receive less 
than 30 hours of professional development in a school year, primarily in the form of conferences or single 
workshops, rarely within the school day, and often without opportunities to practice and discuss learning 
with other educators” (Mike and Kepp, 2014, p.4). Thus, the workshop, the predominant format for 
professional learning, is often ineffective due to its lack of relevance to everyday practice; lack of 
opportunities for collegial discussion and knowledge sharing; and its limited ability to actively engage 
teachers in adopting instructional practices that are sustained over time. 

Solutions: What the Research Tells Us About Impactful Professional Learning 

High-Quality Sustained Professional Learning Positively Impacts Student Achievement  
Even with the challenges of today’s educational landscape, professional learning nonetheless has the 
potential to significantly impact teaching and learning. Research has shown that high-quality, sustained 
professional learning can both strengthen teacher practice and positively impact student achievement. In 
its review of over 1,300 studies on professional learning, Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
researchers found when teachers 
engaged in well-designed professional 
development for an average of 49 hours 
spread over six to 12 months, they 
increased student achievement by as 
much as 21 percentile points (Yoon, 
Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 
2007, p. iv). Conversely, professional learning experiences lasting 14 hours or less over the course of a 
year—a much more common time allocation among single workshops— “showed no statistically 
significant effect on student achievement” (Yoon et al., 2007, p. iv). Thus, for professional learning to be 
impactful it must be sustained over time.  

Coaching Is Essential to Improving Teacher Practice  
In addition to involving sustained support, for professional learning to impact teaching practice, it also 
requires that it contain opportunities for application and feedback, and be applicable to specific content 
or pedagogy. To this end, coaching—the process of learning a skill or content, practicing and applying it, 
and receiving substantive feedback in structured cycles—is essential to improving teaching practice and, 

“Most teachers receive less than 30 hours of 
professional development…primarily in... a single 
workshop...and often without opportunities to 
practice and discuss learning with other 
educators.” (Mike & Kepp, 2014) 

“When teachers engaged in well-designed 
professional development for an average of 49 

hours spread over six to 12 months, they 
increased student achievement by as much as 21 

percentile points.” (Yoon, et. al, 2007) 
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in turn, student outcomes. (Lewis & Hurd, 2011; Matsumura, Garnier, & Spybrook, 2012; Showers, 1984; 
Sailors & Price, 2010). A recent Gates study reaffirmed this finding, concluding that “coaching has been 
shown to improve teachers’ abilities to adopt and implement new teaching practices” (Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, 2014, p. 14).  

Not only does coaching have the potential to strengthen student outcomes, it also provides the means to 
make good practice stick. Since a primary goal of professional learning is to provide teachers with new 
knowledge and skills, teachers need substantial support as they practice applying in their classrooms the 
new skills learned in professional development. In examining a study that compared teachers who 
received coaching support to those that did not after attending an initial workshop, researchers found 
that those who received coaching were more likely to use their learning and transfer it to their teaching 
practice. Those who only attended the workshop without coaching were more likely to “lose interest” and 
“not continue to use [the skill] in their classrooms” (Gulamhussein, 2013, p. 16). 

Blended Learning Provides Added Flexibility 
The advent of blended professional learning (leveraging both independent online work and in-person 
experiences), has provided educators with new found flexibility to meet their individual time needs, and in 
the case of most districts, cost constraints. Moreover, research indicates that when it is executed well, 
blended professional learning can be just as impactful as face-to-face experiences, particularly when 
supported with coaching. A 2013 study in the Journal of Teacher Education highlighted the advantages 
of blended professional learning: “It can accommodate teachers’ busy schedules, it can draw on powerful 
resources that are not available locally, and it holds the promise of creating a “path toward providing real-
time, work-embedded support” (Fishman, Konstantopoulos, Kubitskey, Vath, Park, Johnson, & Edelson, 
p. 3). Additionally, researchers found no significant differences in the impact of blended and face-to-face 
professional learning delivery models. That is, when high-quality sustained professional learning 
experiences were provided to teachers via different modalities (e.g. face-to-face or through an online 
blended format supplemented with online coaching), the impact on teacher knowledge and beliefs, 
teacher classroom practice, and student learning outcomes were similarly positive regardless of delivery 
format (Fishman, et al., p. 2).  

PCG’s Approach to Professional Learning 

The research is clear: high-quality, sustained professional learning improves teaching practice and 
student achievement. Given the potential of professional learning to significantly improve teaching and 
learning, PCG has developed an approach to professional learning intended to maximize schools’ and 
districts’ impact and investment in adult learning.  

PCG’s approach to professional learning addresses the pervasive challenges of sustaining high-quality, 
rigorous professional learning that results in improved teaching practice and, in turn, student 
achievement. PCG customizes professional learning to vary in scale, intensity, and delivery model to 
meet each client’s unique needs.  
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Regardless of delivery model (i.e., in-person or blended), the following six elements are foundational to 
PCG’s approach to effective and impactful professional learning: 

 

Sustained and Continuous 
Teachers need time to learn and apply new knowledge 
and skills before they become rooted in instructional 
practice. In order for professional learning to create 
sustained impact, teachers need to engage in regular 
professional learning over the course of most of the 
school year or longer. Spacing professional learning 
hours out over weeks or months, as opposed to 
learning in a compressed time period, can help 
teachers retain and apply what they learn.  

Effective professional learning programs build upon the 
premise that learning doesn’t stop. Research suggests 
that teachers need to apply a skill more than 20 times 
in order to gain mastery (Joyce & Showers, 2002). 
Support, collaboration, community, peer feedback, and 
practice should remain ongoing. If teaching and 
student learning doesn’t stop, support for teachers 
shouldn’t stop either. 

Focused on Specific Content and Pedagogy  
Programs that focus on teachers’ knowledge of specific content, curriculum, and ways in which students 
learn that content demonstrate greater impact on student achievement than do programs that focus on 

generic instructional practices (e.g., 
collaborative learning). Moreover, 
teachers are most satisfied with 
professional development when they 
see it benefit their day-to-day work. The 

2014 Gates study found that the type of professional development teachers most often requested 
centered on practices directly applicable to their work in the classroom—planning, reflecting on 
instruction, and collaboration and knowledge sharing with colleagues (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 
2014). Key professional development activities that teachers found to be of most benefit were knowledge 
sharing and troubleshooting among colleagues, lesson and unit planning, developing teaching skills and 
content, reviewing student data, and aligning curriculum and expectations. Professional learning should 
thus align with teachers’ specific content and pedagogy and be tied to ongoing professional collaboration 
with colleagues in similar content areas. 

1. Sustained and continuous 
2. Focused on specific content and pedagogy 
3. Consistent with daily practice 
4. Supported by coaching with modeling, observation, and feedback 
5. Actively collegial and collaborative 
6. Differentiated to support a range of diverse and unique needs 

“Research suggests that teachers need to apply 
a skill more than 20 times in order to gain 
mastery” (Joyce & Showers, 2002) 

Figure 1. Six elements of impactful professional learning 
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Consistent with Daily Practice  
For professional learning to impact practice, it needs to be explicitly relevant to teachers’ professional 
lives and daily responsibilities. Adult learning theory posits that the most effective professional learning 
for teachers focuses on specific instructional strategies relevant to teachers’ content areas, grade 
level(s), college and career-ready standards, assessments, and specific problems of practice. While 
face-to-face professional learning provides rich opportunities for educators to meet together and gain 
new knowledge and skills, online and blended professional learning offerings provide teachers with 
greater flexibility in time management, as well as collaborative opportunities for teachers who are doing 
similar work. Additionally, online offerings can provide training in specific knowledge and skills that might 
not otherwise be practical for a district to offer. For example, online offerings can bring subject-specific 
learning and opportunities for collaboration to schools with small departmental faculties, as well as 
provide mentors to a new teacher in a remote rural school. 

Supported by Coaching with Modeling, Observation, and Feedback  
Professional learning that is most likely to improve teacher practice and student achievement includes 
modeling of strong instructional practices and provides opportunities for participants to apply learning, 
receive feedback, and refine their own practice accordingly. A meta-analysis conducted by the Council of 
Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) found that the most impactful professional learning programs 
included extended periods of content-focused learning followed by ample application and follow-up 
support (Blank & de las Alas, 2009). Through structures like these, teachers are more likely to feel 
supported to try new things and receive ongoing feedback grounded in data that reflect changes in 
practice and impact to student learning over time.  

Actively Collegial and Collaborative  
Effective professional learning programs not only allow for peer-to-peer learning and collaboration, they 
include it by design. Research has shown that teachers improve at greater rates when they work in 
schools with strong collaborative cultures (Jackson & Bruegmann, 2009; Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, & 
Grissom, 2015). Groups of teachers that share and critically interrogate their practices in an ongoing, 
reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, and growth-promoting environment mutually enhance 
teacher and student learning (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). Professional learning 
programs that rely on peer collaboration not only increase the human capital of teachers by helping to 
reinforce and institutionalize the content and pedagogy learned in workshops, but they also increase the 
social capital of schools by fostering a community that values peers’ experiences in classrooms and uses 
those experiences to continuously strengthen teaching practice and improve student learning.  

Differentiated  
Lastly, improving professional learning means recognizing that teachers learn in different ways, at 
different speeds, and using different modalities. Impactful professional learning provides high-quality 
options and is differentiated based on teacher need and interest. Effective use of technology not only 
provides teachers with more options to suit their interests and needs, but it also deepens and extends 
face-to-face learning experiences while significantly streamlining time and cost. The best programs 
accommodate for self-pacing and allow for questioning, reflection, and exploration. A recent report by 
Learning First found evidence that several other nations and provinces—British Columbia, Hong Kong, 
Shanghai, and Singapore, among others—have had success employing a combination of these elements 
(Jensen, Sonnemann, Roberts-Hull, & Amélie Hunter, 2016). Unfortunately, in the U.S. this is not the 
case. According to the recent study conducted by the Gates Foundation, only one out of every three 
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teachers (30%) reported the ability to explore or make choices regarding their own professional learning, 
and nearly one in five (18%) reported having no say at all. 

Just as in classroom teaching, effective professional development differentiates learning and moves 
between instruction, data-gathering, group work, independent practice, and collaborative problem solving 
to ensure that everyone is learning what they need. Technology can make such active, customized 
learning far easier, with more experts available, more videos, sample lessons and other learning objects 
accessible, and more styles of learning and interaction possible according to each learner’s preferences. 

Examples of PCG’s Professional Learning Delivery Models  

Using the principles described above, PCG designs and delivers high-quality face-to-face and online 
blended professional learning initiatives for states, districts, and schools. Below are several recent 
examples illustrating how PCG applied this approach to meet the diverse professional learning needs of 
educators across the country.  

Face-to-Face Professional Learning and Intensive 
Coaching for School Improvement 
New York City Department of Education   
PCG is in its fifth year of supporting New York City’s public high 
schools with Common Core State Standards implementation for 
English Language Arts (ELA) and Literacy. Most recently, PCG designed and delivered a yearlong face-
to-face professional learning program for NYCDOE renewal schools’ educators. (Renewal schools are 
designated most in need of improvement in the city.) Professional learning experiences supported 
renewal schools’ teachers, coaches, and leaders to effectively implement the EngageNY grades 9-12 
ELA curriculum and the Standards. 

To meet teachers’ varying needs, professional learning 
content was differentiated for novice and more 
experienced curriculum users. PCG provided team-based 
experiences to foster collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, develop teacher leadership, and spread strong 
practice. Over the course of the school year, PCG’s and 
NYCDOE’s expert coaches worked shoulder-to-shoulder 
with teachers to strengthen their daily planning and 
instruction. The work focused on supporting teachers to 
learn the curriculum’s content and to master pedagogical 
practices to ensure successful implementation. 
Additionally, the work provided a critical space for 
teachers to share their implementation experiences 
and resources collegially and professionally.  

To ensure impactful, continuous support for curriculum implementation, PCG provided intensive and 
sustained expert coaching to one of the participating schools. A PCG coach met monthly with teachers at 
one Renewal High School to observe instruction, provide modeling, feedback, and coaching to ensure 
effective curriculum implementation. Through the coaching process, PCG built trust and buy-in for the 
curriculum while delivering differentiated support consistent with teachers’ daily needs and practices.  

NYC Department of  
Education 

Figure 2. Change in student outcomes after one year 
of sustained, job-embedded professional learning  
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The results were staggering; after one year, New York State Regents ELA pass rates increased 17 
percentage points, from 32% passing in June 2015, to 49% passing in June 2016, representing a greater 
than 50% improvement. The impact was sustained, too. The following year 59% of students passed the 
January 2017 exam, compared to 35% in January 2016, representing a 69% increase. 

Perhaps most strikingly, teaching practice began to shift as a result of the coaching. By the end of the 
school year, instructional task complexity increased by up to four grade levels, and text complexity 
increased by multiple grade levels across classrooms as well. As teachers learned to incorporate the 
standards into their daily planning and instruction, student performance improved as students gained 
proficiency in skills aligned to grade-level standards. 

Blended Professional Learning Model  
Florida Department of Education 
PCG led a yearlong blended professional learning program for 
teachers, administrators, and leadership teams from both large, 
urban and rural school districts throughout the state of Florida. 
Professional learning was delivered to educators in day-long face-to-face sessions throughout the state, 
as well as in a series of e-learning courses. PCG’s Blended Learning Model paired completion of an online 
learning experience with customized onsite coaching. The goal of this project was to provide educators 
with the training and resources they needed to transition to full implementation of the new CCR 
standards in mathematics, ELA, and content literacy in grades K–12.  

PCG’s blended professional learning model consisted of professional learning modules in both e-learning 
and face-to-face formats. Content and delivery format were differentiated to provide teachers and school 
leaders with flexibility in scheduling as well as tailored content for educators’ individualized roles and 
learning needs. Ongoing implementation support throughout the year provided sustained technical 
assistance, feedback, and coaching as well as opportunities for both face-to-face and technology-based 
collaboration.  

A comprehensive evaluation study was conducted to examine the impact of professional learning on 
student achievement, teaching practice, and school culture (Ohlson, Donis-Keller, 2017). Schools in the 
study showed noteworthy gains in student achievement and documented changes in practice. In 93% of 
schools in the study, student achievement gains were higher than the state average across all subject 
areas. Engagement in professional learning was also associated with improvements among the most 
struggling students: 63% of participating schools demonstrated gains in reading for the lowest quartile 
students; 38% of schools showed growth of 17 points or more in mathematics for the lowest quartile 
students. Attendance also improved in almost all schools (75%) participating in the study (p. 14).  

Qualitative results demonstrated substantive changes in teaching practice resulting from the professional 
learning. Participants spoke clearly to the importance of the face-to-face coaching sessions as well as 
the flexibility inherent in the blended model. More specifically, participants felt that the customized 
approach and the regularity of the visits played a particularly important role in supporting the growth in 
their schools’ collaborative cultures, their understanding of the standards, and in taking a strategic 
approach to implementation of the state standards. Participants also emphasized the impact of multiple 
encounters with the same professional learning coaches: repeated onsite sessions with the same PCG 
coaches enabled school staff to reflect and build on work initiated in previous sessions together and then 
apply that work immediately in their classrooms.  

Florida Department of  
Education 
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Teachers also reported an increase in student engagement and improved writing instruction because of 
the professional learning. Teachers across the study schools reported teaching writing differently—requiring 
students to work with complex text, looking for specific evidence, and learning how to integrate that into 
their writing—attributable, in part, to support from professional learning, coaching, and resource sharing. 

Blended Professional Learning Model 
Connecticut State Department of Education  
PCG partnered with the Connecticut State Department of 
Education to create a rigorous and sustained professional 
learning program for educators across the state to increase 
their expertise in teaching foundational reading skills, identifying student skill gaps, and monitoring 
students’ progress toward proficient reading by the end of third grade.  

PCG staff applied their expertise in the Standards to create a blended professional learning initiative that 
resulted in a coherent, ongoing and supported adult learning experience. PCG developed a blended 
program of online modules and in-person experiences for a cohort of approximately 80 teams including 
teachers, literacy leaders, and administrators. Key components of PCG’s blended professional learning 
program included: 

• Regional team-based convenings focused on critical components of foundational reading, oral 
language development, fluency, academic language, and reading comprehension. Additionally, 
the regional convenings provided the opportunity for school-based teams to collaboratively 
problem solve implementation challenges to ensure success for all students. 

• Online modules offered participants opportunities to study in depth the content introduced in the 
in-person regional convenings. Some teams leveraged these modules in collaborative professional 
learning community meetings, while others worked at their own pace and met in PLCs to share 
their learning and gain feedback on their efforts to try techniques in the classroom. 

• Virtual collaboration guided literacy leaders’ support of teachers as they implemented 
classroom practices consistent with the content of the modules. This included synchronous and 
asynchronous virtual team meetings with literacy leaders from several schools as well as a 
specialist. Collaboration among this group was designed to support teachers’ daily implementation as 
well as to support the literacy leaders’ growth and development as instructional coaches. 

• Principal webinars ensured that school leaders are knowledgeable about the instructional 
practices that were the focus of the regional convenings and online modules. 

Conclusion 

Teacher development plays a critical role in ensuring current and future generations of students are 
adequately prepared for 21st century economic and civic life. Now that nearly every state in the nation 
has adopted more rigorous learning standards, the work of preparing teachers to teach to those 
standards has only just begun. As districts and schools seek to ready students for college and careers, 
professional learning, too, must keep pace. Teachers require ongoing, sustained, high-quality support 
aligned to CCR standards, delivered in ways that are consistent with their daily lives and teaching 
practices. The professional learning approach presented here, the six research-based principles, create 
dynamic adult learning experiences that deeply transform teaching and learning. When professional 
learning is sustained, collaborative, differentiated, and supported by coaching, teachers are empowered, 
students succeed, and education systems benefit from impactful, lasting change. 

Connecticut State 
Department of Education 
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