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Enhancing collective efficacy through professional learning remains a 
challenge. Unfortunately, some school districts continue to rely heavily 
on models of professional development that neither meet the learning 
needs of educators nor provide efficacy shaping experiences. In addi-
tion, transfer to practice is unlikely given traditional professional devel-
opment designs.

Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) examined the nature of professional 
development opportunities available to teachers across the United States 
and abroad. A few of the key findings included that most teachers did not 
have access to effective professional development and collaboration that 
occurred tended to be weak and not focused on strengthening teaching 
and learning. Teachers also reported that much of the professional devel-
opment available to them was not useful and that they had limited influ-
ence in crucial areas of school decision making. In studying teacher 
perceptions of professional development, Knight (n.d.) reached similar 
conclusions noting that teachers believed that professional development 
was impractical, resented top-down decision making in their districts, and 
experienced anxiety about changes taking place in their schools.

SEVEN CHARACTERISTICS OF  
EFFECTIVE PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

Enriching educators’ professional learning experiences is critical if we are 
going to realize better outcomes for all students. Seven characteristics of 
effective professional learning (see Figure 4.1) are outlined in the section 
that follows.

Effective professional learning takes place over a period of time. It is not 
a one-shot workshop. Participants are offered opportunities to  consider new 
teaching approaches, test them over time, and determine how they might 
be improved in practice. Second, effective professional learning reinforces 

Figure 4.1 Seven Characteristics of Effective Professional Learning

1. Ongoing
2. Reinforces meaningful collaboration
3. Grounded in educator’s practice
4. Involves reflection based on evidence of student outcomes
5. Increases teacher influence
6. Builds capacity for leadership
7. Taps into sources of efficacy 




