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CORE FUNCTION E F F E C T I V E  P R A C T I C E

Dimsension C

I N D I C AT O R

School districts exert a significant impact on student learning and achievement in both direct and indirect ways (Chingos 
et al., 2013; Leithwood & McCullough, 2016; Leithwood et al., 2019). A number of research reviews have identified char-
acteristics of high-performing districts that improve student learning (e.g., Anderson & Young, 2018a, 2018b; Leithwood, 
2010; Murphy & Hallinger, 1988; Trujillo, 2013). In their research-based framework for district effectiveness, Anderson 
and Young (2018a) note that effective districts implement professional development (PD) for leaders and teachers that is 
“align[ed] with district and school improvement initiatives, [while] ensuring that development opportunities reflect the 
needs of individual schools, administrators, and teachers” (p. 4). An abundance of research indicates that districts must 
provide coherent instructional guidance to districts, and this guidance includes dedicating time and money to PD that is 
comprehensive, job-embedded (within the on-the-job context), and aligned with the capacities needed for district and 
school improvement (Anderson & Young, 2018a; Leithwood et al., 2019; Leithwood & McCullough, 2016). This brief will 
review evidence-based professional development and ways that districts can develop PD plans that are focused on strat-
egies to enhance teaching and learning.

Evidence-Based Professional Development 

The challenge of providing effective PD can be a daunting one for district leaders given recent changes in education 
policy. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) defines high-quality PD as “sustained, intensive, collaborative, inclusive of 
other teachers, job-embedded, data-driven, and grounded in evidence-based practices” (Pak et al., 2020, p. 3). ESSA also 
increases expectations for the performance of students with disabilities (SWD) and English learners (Els), and educators 
are expected to prepare these students for college and/or careers. Most recently, standards emphasize college and/or 
career readiness in English Language Arts and mathematics, and provide guidance to educators in how to prepare all 
students for postsecondary education and 21st century careers (Pak et al., 2020). 

Achieving these college and/or career readiness for all students requires high-quality PD and supports, and ensuring 
that a district’s PD plans represent evidence-based practice has never been more important. The research literature 
provides evidence on five basic characteristics of professional development that allow teachers to build their knowl-
edge and skills in order to be able to implement new programs and strategies designed to improve student learning (see: 
Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone et al., 2013; Desimone & Garet, 2016; Fischer et al., 2018; Garet et al., 2001; 
Kennedy, 2016; Kraft et al., 2016 for additional details):

1. Coherence: Aligns with School Goals, State and District Standards and Assessment, and Other Professional Learning 
Activities

Alignment helps reduce confusion and uncertainty about what and how to teach, and can help build shared vocabulary 
and common goals that are essential to sustain instructional improvements (Archibald, et al, 2011). Teachers report 
greater increases in their knowledge and skills when PD activities 1) build on what teachers have previously learned in 
PD, 2) emphasize content and pedagogy aligned with national, state, and local standards and assessments, and 3) sup-
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port teachers in developing and sustaining ongoing communication with colleagues attempting similar teaching changes 
(Archibald et al., 2011). It is also important to note, however, that a coherent aligned system does not translate into 
teachers that will implement changes to instruction in uniform ways; teachers will differentiate and integrate strategies 
in ways consistent with their teaching style and classroom context (Archibald, et al., 2011).

2. Focuses on Core Content and Modeling of Teaching Strategies for the Content

A wealth of research evidence has documented that improved teacher knowledge, when followed by explicit changes in 
instructional practice, leads to improvement in student learning. Content-focused PD is effective when it is easily linked 
to teachers’ daily activities and coherently adapted to local needs (Allen & Penuel, 2015; Kennedy, 2016), and when it in-
cludes opportunities for collaborative knowledge sharing among teachers (Griffin et al., 2018). Research has also shown 
that modeling teaching strategies effectively can be accomplished through instructional coaching. Coaching is most ef-
fective when it is conducted by an experienced teacher educator, includes observation of instruction followed by discus-
sions with a coach, and involves teachers collaborating around what they are learning from a coach (DeMonte, 2013). 

3. Includes Opportunities for Active Learning of New Teaching Strategies

Not surprisingly, active participation and engagement with PD activities leads to larger changes in instructional practice. 
Active learning strategies include practicing learned strategies in the classroom, observing other teachers, conducting 
demonstration lessons, and reviewing student work with colleagues. Other examples include teachers developing curric-
ular products aligned to standards, and district staff modeling standards-based instruction while teachers act as students 
(Pak et al., 2020). These active learning methods typically take longer than passive learning activities such as seminars, 
lectures and workshops, but are more likely to result in improved instruction and student learning (Blank & de las Alas, 
2009; Pak et al., 2020).

4. Provides the Chance for Teachers to Collaborate

Teacher collaboration is a necessary feature to maximizing the benefits of PD, according to Hill et al (2010): “Teachers 
develop expertise not as isolated individuals but through job-embedded professional development, and as members of 
collaborative, interdisciplinary teams with common goals for student learning” (p. 10).  Professional learning communi-
ties (PLCs) offer a collaborative setting for teacher professional growth. PLCs are lauded as a positive reform in PD where 
“through collaborative inquiry, teachers explore new ideas, current practice, and evidence of student learning using pro-
cesses that respect them as experts on what is needed to improve their own practice and student learning” (Vescio et al., 
2008, p. 90).  PLCs provide an arena where teachers can elicit feedback on ways to improve their instruction, while acting 
within a safe and stable support structure for trying new teaching approaches (Archibald et al., 2011). Evidence suggests 
that PLCs can positively benefit instruction and student achievement at struggling schools (Saunders et al., 2009), and 
result in higher teacher efficacy levels (Ronfeldt et al., 2015). Furthermore, collaboration between general education 
teachers and intervention teachers (e.g., SWD/EL) has been shown to positively impact pedagogy, understanding of con-
tent, and beliefs about the learning capacities of students (Babinski et al., 2018; Griffin et al., 2018).

5. Includes sustained, embedded follow-up and continuous feedback 

PD that includes follow-up and feedback will be more likely to result in significant changes to teaching practices. In 
addition, longer-term PD programs that provide between 30 and 100 hours of contact are more likely to impact student 
achievement than those providing fewer hours (Yoon et al., 2007)). These longer-term programs likely provide more 
opportunities for teachers to practice what they have learned and receive continuous feedback on what is, and is not 
working. However, longer PD on its own does not guarantee positive learning outcomes; this increased duration must 
be used to integrate active, job-embedded learning activities into the extended PD time (Pak et al., 2020; Sun et al., 
2013). PD activities are considered to be job-embedded when they are authentically related to the work of the teachers 
involved and are informed by what teachers are doing and need to do (DeMonte, 2013).  Teacher work within PLCs and 
instructional coaching serve as examples of job-embedded contexts optimal for PD (Kraft et al., 2016).  

North Carolina has adopted the Learning Forward Standards for Professional Learning, that incorporate much of this 
research on evidence-based PD, and translate the research into PD standards for districts and schools. 

https://learningforward.org/standards-for-professional-learning/


©2020 ACADEMIC DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE3

School District Development of Evidence-Based Professional Development Plans

While districts play a significant role in providing PD to foster educator effectiveness, some research has suggested that 
this PD often fails to live up to its intentions of enhancing teaching and learning (Letithwood et al., 2019; Wei et al., 
2009). Leithwood’s (2019) most recent analysis of how school districts influence student achievement found that dis-
trict-provided PD, which often consumes significant resources, and in some cases represents a district’s primary improve-
ment strategy, had little to no effect on student achievement. Anderson and Young (2018b) found that district-provided 
PD only received moderate research support in their research-based framework of effective district practice. While the 
reasons for these findings vary across district context, a contributing factor may be that districts often struggle to pro-
vide coherent PD plans that reveal how PD efforts are connected to, and compatible with each other (Tooley & Connally, 
2016). Incoherent PD implementation is often due to: 1) an excess of competing PD priorities and 2) a failure to coordi-
nate PD locally so that educators are working within an integrated system with clear objectives and pathways to im-
provement (Connally & Tooley, 2016). Furthermore, districts often struggle to 1) identify PD needs adequately; 2) select 
approaches most likely to be effective; 3) implement PD with quality and fidelity; and 4) assess PD outcomes that inform 
about the quality and impact of PD (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

To assist with these challenges, districts are recommended to create PD plans to guide and support the teaching and 
learning process. PD plans are defined as “a set of purposeful, planned actions and the support system necessary to 
achieve the identified goals. Effective [PD] programs are ongoing, coherent, and linked to student achievement” (Killion, 
2008, p.1). High-quality PD plans help districts avoid an incoherent system composed of PD events that are occasion-
al and disconnected to one another within a logical framework (Killion, 2013). Developing an evidence-based PD plan 
includes the following key steps (see: Professional Learning Plans: A Workbook for States, Districts, and Schools by Killion, 
2013, for additional detail, and a questions and  tools to guide districts to develop, implement, and evaluate high-quality 
PD plans):

Step 1: Analyze student learning needs by gathering multiple sources of student data.

Step 2: Analyze the data to pinpoint trends, patterns, and areas of needed improvement. Identify important 
features of the district context that influence student and educator learning, gather educator data, and write 
SMART goals for student learning.

Step 3: Develop improvement goals and specific desired student outcomes. Review research on evidence-based 
PD programs or practices, and identify PD of relevance to current goals and objectives.

Step 4: Identify educator learning needs and develop goals and objectives. Develop educator SMART objectives 
and educator KASABS (Knowledge, Attitudes, Skills, Aspirations, Behavior/Practices) that are aligned with what 
students are expected to know and be able to do.

Step 5: Study research on specific PD programs identified in Step 3, strategies, or interventions related to goal 
area(s) and district/school context features. Identify evidence-based practices (in part by ensuring that PD in-
cludes many of the components of effective practice noted above). The Observation Checklist for High-Quality 
Professional Development (Version 3) (Gaumer et al., 2020) helps PD observers/evaluators determine the inclu-
sion of evidence-based adult learning indicators of effective PD.

Step 6: Plan PD implementation and evaluation, including developing a logic model and/or theory of action for 
specific PD programs.

Step 7: Implement PD, monitor progress (adjusting as needed periodically), evaluate progress and results, and 
sustain support to achieve implementation to fidelity over time. 

Having a coherent and organized PD plan that monitors teaching and learning, analyzes the data, and determines next 
steps in supporting the teaching and learning process, contributes to strengthening district capacity in this area, as de-
scribed by Leithwood (2013):

https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/professional-learning-plans.pdf
http://www.researchcollaboration.org/uploads/HQPD-Checklist-V3.pdf
http://www.researchcollaboration.org/uploads/HQPD-Checklist-V3.pdf
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Strong districts approach PD as a key function of their improvement efforts and craft forms of PD for 
both teachers and administrators consistent with the best available evidence about PD. The close moni-
toring of progress toward improvement goals by strong districts creates an indirect but powerful means 
of holding staff accountable for actually applying the capacities acquired through PD; this goes some 
distance toward solving arguably the thorniest challenge facing PD: transferring learning into practice. (p. 
16)

Connecting the Research to Our Practice: Assessing Your District’s Needs Related to This Indicator

Assessing your district’s needs is a critical first step in identifying evidence-based practices appropriate for your district’s 
schools and planning for improvement. The suggested needs assessment questions below encompass three areas: data 
review; programs, policies and procedures; and implementation of programs, policies and procedures. You can adapt the 
questions to fit your district’s context as needed, and/or add or remove questions as desired. This tool may be useful as 
you identify supports in your district, determine where things are working, and what needs to be improved.

I. What Data are Currently Being Provided?
Questions to Consider Discussion of Data/Responses

1. What evidence does the district have about the effec-
tiveness of the current district-provided PD? Changes to 
instruction, improvements in student learning, and/or 
educator reports of satisfaction/usefulness?

2. What does this information say about the degree to 
which this PD is evidence-based (consistent with the 5 
basic characteristics of effective PD?

3. If data are lacking on PD effectiveness, what steps can 
be taken to acquire this data?

What needs can you identify based on the responses?
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II. What Programs, Policies, and Procedures Are Already Being Implemented Regarding Teacher Immediacy? How 
Well Are They Being Implemented?

Questions to Consider Responses
1. How well are district teaching and learning PD initiatives 
being implemented?

2. What is the current district process for identifying, im-
plementing, and evaluating educator PD?

3. If the district has a PD plan, to what degree is it con-
sistent with the 7 steps listed above? (see the Workbook 
referenced above by Killion, 2013) 
4. Identify the current plan’s strengths and challenge 
areas.

5. What is needed from #4 to make the district’s PD plan 
more consistent with evidence-based practice?

Consider the data and needs identified from Table I, and responses to these questions. What is needed for effective 
decision-making for instructional placement and differentiation? What gaps (if any) can be identified between what 

we’re implementing and evidence-based practice?

What actions, customized for your school’s needs, will ensure that this Success Indicator will be fully 
met? How will the team monitor implementation and success?

Begin Date End Date Action Monitoring Process/Data 
Collected

Desired Outcome/Need Met?
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