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 “School improvement is an effort to determine and provide, from without and within, conditions under which the adults and youngsters who inhabit school will promote and sustain learning among themselves.”

Roland Barth

Improving Schools from Within, 1990

Maine’s Quality Standards for Training and Development

Maine’s Learning Results, calling for improved learning for all Maine students, signal the end of “education as usual.”  The 1996 law compels educators to help all students achieve a common set of standards, a public policy goal that will require teachers to think in new ways about the work they do. No wonder, then, that experts see professional training and development—to support Maine’s educators as they rise to the challenges before us—as essential to the success of the Learning Results initiative. 

Traditionally, training and development has meant three or four inservice days a year during which teachers receive instruction on miscellaneous topics. Sessions are often unrelated, with little follow-up. And in some school systems, training and development has included graduate study related (more or less) to an educator’s professional role. 

Today, effective training and development looks very different. Far from attacking perceived inadequacies, it is, instead, a way to introduce new types of expertise and classroom practices required as a result of new information about teaching and learning. Miller, Lord, and Dorney assert that this new approach to training and development regards teachers as learners and supports collegiality and collaboration rather than separation. 

Research tells us that training and development must:

• include a clear purpose and well-defined, assessable goals that are anchored in student learning;

• be ongoing and grounded in each individual’s job;

• clearly demonstrate the connections between old and new educational methods;

• provide appropriate models including training, observation, inquiry, and mentoring;

• feature site-based activities that emphasize relevance and real-world applicability; and

• involve planning for the long-term, as the process must be seen as a long-term investment.

For all the insight research provides, there remains a gap between what we know about effective training and development and what we’ve been able to do, both locally and at the state level. When all is said and done, what are the essential characteristics of effective training and development? And how can we bring those characteristics to bear in our own schools and school districts?

Maine’s Quality Standards for Training and Development, outlined here, provide a starting point for discussion of these questions. The accompanying Profiles show how the standards, distinct in theory but inevitably overlapping in practice, are already at work in schools and school administrative units across Maine. 

Quality Standard 1: Continuous Improvement

The system of training and development is a cycle of continuous improvement.
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To bring about improved student performance,
 training and development must be never-ending. It’s a 
circular process, encompassing student assessment, 
program planning and design, implementation, evaluation, 
and revision. The programs’ purposes, goals, and activities are continuously assessed and refined in a process sometimes referred to as “planning backwards.” Moreover, efforts at training and development apply to all who teach—not only classroom teachers, but administrators, librarians, gym teachers, art and band instructors, ed techs, and others.

The majority of Maine’s educators learned to teach in a different time, with different expectations. Sixty-five percent of our teachers are over the age of 40; the average teacher in the state has 15 years of classroom experience. Training and development based on a cycle of continuous improvement are essential to help these dedicated, committed professionals move successfully into the kind of public education that the Learning Results demand. 

Quality Standard #2: Focus on Results

The system of training and development focuses on professional practices that improve the learning and growth of all students.

In successful schools, educators understand that their job is not to teach, but to make sure students learn It’s a radical shift that’s revolutionized the way we think about training and development. 

Indeed, more and more educators now believe that the ultimate goal of training and development is not to enhance teachers’ personal or professional lives, but to improve students’ learning and growth. The National Staff Development Council cites as the basis for its revised Standards for Staff Development the idea that “the primary purpose of staff development is to ensure high levels of learning for all students through improved professional learning experiences for every school employee who affects student learning.” And a study by Linda Darling Hammond and Deborah Ball showed a stunning 70 percent correlation between training and development and student performance. The connection between teachers’ learning and students’ learning is crystal clear.

In striving to improve education for children, training and development, programs must themselves rely on accepted principles of adult education. According to Malcom G. Knowles, in The Adult Learner: A Neglected Species, any educational program designed for adults must take into account five “major assumptions”:

• Adults are motivated to learn as they experience needs and interests.

• Adults’ orientation to learning is life-centered.

• Adults’ reservoir of experience constitutes a rich resource for learning.

• Adults have a deep need to self-direct.

• Because individual differences increase with age, adult education must allow for differences in learning style and pace. Thus, within a given school or school district, training and development offerings should include a variety of formats— coursework, workshops, action research, individual study, team projects, and learning networks—and afford opportunities for both participation and reflection. 

In Maine, improving students’ learning means ensuring that all students meet the standards set forth in the state’s Learning Results. For most school districts, the immediate challenge—and it’s both difficult and time-consuming—is to develop their own Comprehensive Local Assessment Systems. At the same time, however, educators at both state and local levels must begin to identify the professional practices that will bring about the “Results” we seek.

Quality Standard #3: Organizational Alignment

The system of training and development aligns with the other systems in the school administrative unit and integrates individual development with building goals and unit goals.

For students to learn more, adults must learn more. Thus, schools must provide a rich “growth medium” for adults as well as kids. The National Education Association and the Maine Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development recommend that school administrative units devote at least 10 percent of their budgets to staff development and that at least 25 percent of an educator’s work time be spent learning and collaborating with colleagues. Yet most school units fall far short of these goals. Why? Often, it’s because training and development exist in a complex environment in which budgeting, scheduling, curriculum development, technology, human resources, assessment, certification, and community relations—to name but a few of the most pressing demands—compete for time and resources. 

Factoring plans for training and development into budget discussions is particularly important. Inadequate funding dooms the best-laid plans. Yet all too often, training and development efforts wind up a budgetary afterthought, forced to operate on grant money or, at worst, scarcely any money at all. 

Integrating training and development planning into all of a school system’s yearly planning processes not only keeps training and development on the agenda; it also helps to make the programs that result more effective.

Ideally, training and development become central to the organization’s mission. The programs’ focus shifts from individual development toward organizational development. And the goals of the organization, individual educators, and the entire training and development effort come together in a single-minded commitment to continuous improvement.

Quality Standard #4: Use of Research Data

Decision-making in the system of training and development is driven by information from local, state, and national sources. 

In the past, decisions about professional development have too often been dictated by the latest educational fad. Eventually, enthusiasm for the “latest thing” fades—and the associated training and development efforts quickly seem little more than a waste of time and money.

The solution? Rivet every aspect of training and development to reliable research. The National Staff Development Council touts programs that are data driven, use multiple measures of progress, and employ proven educational practices. Data—vigorous and varied—are the fuel that keeps the cycle of continuous improvement turning.

Undeniably, training and development initiatives grounded in reliable research are more likely to produce lasting educational improvement, motivate teachers, and inspire public approval. What’s more, programs improve when planners draw data from varied sources. For example, information gleaned from local and standardized tests can help schools set improvement goals. Analysis of the results of a single test can highlight the assessment tool’s strengths and weaknesses. Regular, thoughtful analysis of students’ work samples can reveal the extent to which training and development efforts are “working.”  Data on teachers (turnover rates, etc.) and feedback from parents play an important role in maintaining continuous improvement. Peer visits give teachers important information about the effectiveness of changes in practice.

Most school administrative units rely on local data such as these in planning training and development initiatives, but it’s important to review scientifically rigorous national and regional studies as well. Such studies can spark dramatic changes in instruction and thus reshape the training and development agenda. 

Quality Standard #5: Participation

The system of training and development defines relevant roles for all stakeholders.

Our commitment to all Maine learners requires a shared vision—no small feat in a profession inclined toward individualism and isolation, but for training and development to fulfill their promise, everyone must play a part. Principals and superintendents must facilitate and empower, developing a culture that validates and celebrates training and development and ensures alignment with the organization’s goals. Teachers must support and learn from each other, providing the insights and information only they—from their position on education’s front lines—can give. School boards, voters, and town councils must insist on continuous improvement, but also deliver the resources such improvement demands. Curriculum coordinators, in many school administrative units, must convene planning groups, keep them focused, and spearhead implementation of the activities planned.

Students, too, can supply valuable insights. Many Maine school units, using surveys, exit interviews, and teacher evaluations, ask older students to evaluate changes in classroom methods. Teachers can then draw on this information to reflect upon and further refine their practice.

The best approaches to training and development honor and incorporate local strengths. Certainly, these initiatives underscore educators’ professional talents. They also invite the energy, intelligence, skills, and knowledge of board members, parents, businesspeople, retirees—indeed, everyone with a stake in the success of our schools. In some Maine communities, school board members attend training and development workshop similar to those offered for teachers. This can be an important step toward building community support.

In the final analysis, training and development are most effective when administrators, teachers, support staff, and school boards “own” the programs, accepting the concept of lifelong learning as a core value.
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Research shows that when schools and educators commit to continuous learning, student outcomes, both academic and developmental, improve. In fact, today’s most effective educators view continuous, ongoing training and development as an integral part of their job description, a routine part of every workday. The need to refocus teaching to meet the requirements of Maine’s Learning Results makes continuous learning more important than ever.
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