Differentiating Professional Learning to Increase Instructional Impact

[bookmark: _GoBack]For the last several years, the Michelangelo Middle School in the Bronx has provided multiple opportunities for teacher professional learning (“PL”) throughout the year.  Teacher feedback revealed that these sessions often focused on areas of instructional practice where teachers already excelled at serving the school’s 828 students.  As he thought about how to link teacher development opportunities to student outcomes going forward and engage his teaching staff in Advance, the new teacher evaluation and development system, in 2013-14, Principal Jeremy Kabinoff determined that revamping the school’s PL menu would help start the year off on the right foot.

Creating a meaningful PL menu
Over the summer, Principal Kabinoff looked at observation data from the previous year to determine trends in teacher practice, instructional challenge areas, and opportunities for staff leadership and growth. He saw that, overall, the teaching staff could use additional support in implementing three specific Danielson Framework for Teaching components: 2d: Managing Student Behavior, 3b: Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques, and 3c: Engaging Students in Learning.  Further examining the data, he also was able to identify teachers who demonstrated consistently strong practice in one or more of those components, and realized he could engage those teachers by asking them to consider leading PL sessions that capitalized on their strengths.“PL design is very evidence-based. We look at student performance and teacher practice, which indicate teacher challenge areas, and provide a PL to address those skill gaps.”
–Social Studies teacher


Principal Kabinoff also wanted to be sure that PL responded to real time challenges. In addition to considering last year’s observation data, he determined that it would be helpful for administrators to have quarterly meetings with each teacher. These meetings would be a forum to discuss teacher strengths and challenge areas uncovered by observations (regardless of the teacher’s selected observation option) as well as an opportunity to identify supports for continued teacher growth. These quarterly meetings would then inform the topics offered in the PL menu. 

Scheduling support thoughtfully
Principal Kabinoff wanted to build regular PL opportunities around a packed schedule that already accommodated instructional time, preparation time, and existing grade and team meetings. By deciding to carve out dedicated weekly time for after school PL sessions, focusing on distinct topics each week, he knew he could ensure that teachers had the opportunity to take advantage of specific offerings as needed.  
As the beginning of the school year approached, Principal Kabinoff shared his PL plan with the entire school staff.  In an email, he asked teachers to think seriously about leading and participating in the weekly 60-90 minute afterschool sessions he was planning.  The range of topics that these PL sessions covered included “something for everyone,” and often provided a chance to learn directly from peers who had demonstrated expertise in particular instructional areas. At least two distinct workshops were offered on any given Monday. For example, the first week PL was offered, five teachers attended a session on I-Ready, a new student diagnostic software program that helps teachers use data more strategically, while ten other teachers attended a teacher-led training session on questioning technique to increase opportunities for student participation. “The culture change is much less like the teacher is on an island and more of a collaborative environment. The environment is much more open and comfortable.”
–Math teacher


Encouraging collaboration for additional support
Each planned PL session throughout the year was led by a school leader (Principal Kabinoff or one of the assistant principals), network support staff (including the talent coach), and/or teachers who had demonstrated effective practice in related instructional topic areas. Teachers also collaborated with administratorship to plan new PL opportunities.  For example, a sixth grade math teacher shared with Principal Kabinoff that she wanted support in setting high expectations in the classroom. Historical observation data indicated that setting high expectations has been a school-wide area for growth, so Principal Kabinoff agreed that it made sense to offer this topic as one of the regular Monday sessions. While planning and preparing to deliver the PL, he recalled that the seventh grade math teacher had substantial experience in providing training in this area; as a result, he asked her to lead a PL based on the “No Opt Out” technique from Teach Like a Champion, which provides teachers with tools to maximize student responsiveness.

In addition to being provided with the opportunity to sharpen their skills though PL workshops, teachers were encouraged to conduct frequent intervisitations, and to form “affinity groups” to maximize learning among peers.  Such collaboration between peers can provide valuable perspective on instructional strengths, areas for growth, and—perhaps most importantly—actionable next steps for improvement. In one instance, a math teacher at Michelangelo Middle School deepened her understanding of higher-order questioning through a PL, and then, with the help of a peer providing real-time feedback, effectively implemented these new skills in her classroom. 

Reflecting on impact
In previous years, teachers often were unable to attend all of their preferred in-house PL sessions due to schedule conflicts. Now, with dedicated PL time each Monday after school, teachers are able to focus more on specific areas of development that are relevant to their current teaching practice and desired areas of growth.  Both teachers and administrators report that the hands-on role of teachers in designing and delivering PL has increased the overall effectiveness of the PL program. Principal Kabinoff has noticed improvements in teacher performance over time, as measured by observation ratings and data supports this noticing. 

Michelangelo Middle School’s tailored approach to PL has also had a profound effect on school culture. By instituting quarterly conferences for discussions of professional growth, Principal Kabinoff has encouraged a school culture that empowers teachers to approach administrators on a more regular basis.  Additionally, because teachers receive personalized support based on their actual observation data, they have become much more tuned into “on the fly” development opportunities and have been more easily able to look beyond the evaluative aspects of Advance and focus on the development opportunities the system presents. As they prepare for school year 2014-15, Principal Kabinoff and his team have started looking at the data from their 2013-2014 Measures of Teaching Practice and Measures of Student Learning to inform designing what their PL menu may look like in the upcoming school year. 

Questions Principal Kabinoff and the APs considered throughout this project: 
	Considerations for differentiating PL to increase instructional impact

	Creating a meaningful PL menu

	· What teaching practice and student data could inform our planning?
· What are the overall trends in teacher practice?  
· How can we maximize our staff’s strengths and also address growth areas?

	Scheduling support thoughtfully

	· When is the best time to offer PL sessions – what are our options, and what are potential tradeoffs for each timeslot we consider?
· What is the standard length of time for each PL session?
· How should we organize our offerings?

	Encouraging collaboration for additional support
	· How can we structure PL sessions to encourage collaboration?
· What other systems or supports can we provide to encourage collaboration?

	Reflecting on impact

	· Was our approach successful? How do we know?
· Are there other “spillover” effects from our efforts to personalize PL?



School Background Information

School: J.H.S. 144 Michelangelo
Location: 2545 Gunther Avenue, Bronx, NY 10469
Grades Served: 6, 7, 8
Student enrollment: 828 students
Principal tenure: Jeremy Kabinoff, Ed.D. 
No. of APs: 3—Ellen Barrett, Theodore Rivera, Kerri Robertson
Demographics by ethnicity: 66.5% African-American; 26.5% Hispanic; 4.3% Asian; 1.9% White
% of students with disabilities: 21%
% of students that are English Language Learners: 7%
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