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Introduction 
 

Professional Development and the Achievement Gap 

The primary goal of the preschool through third grade (PreK-3) model is to address the achievement 
gap where it starts: in early education. One of the core elements of this model is high quality 
instruction in language and literacy, supported by professional development (PD). But what 
constitutes effective professional development? How does PD provide teachers with the skills to 
facilitate academic achievement among all students? The answer lies in the design and content of the 
training teachers receive, as well as the systems that support implementation and sustainability.  
 

Professional Development Objectives 

Most PreK-3 classrooms include students who 
are performing at, above, and below grade-level. 
In order to close these gaps in achievement, 
teachers must learn how to differentiate 
teaching strategies to meet the needs of each 
student. This means creating a classroom 
environment in which they can provide targeted 
interventions to students who are falling 
behind, while continuing to engage and 
challenge students learning at or above grade 
level.  
 
Teachers are best able to differentiate teaching 
strategies when they have a strong grasp of 
their subject content. However, it is also critical 
that teachers have the skills to facilitate student 
learning of that material, which requires knowledge of the many ways in which students learn and 
understand content. Student learning is also mitigated by the relationship between teachers and 
students, which means that teachers must also develop the skills to work effectively with diverse 
groups of students. This includes creating a safe and supportive learning environment that builds on 
students’ strengths and celebrates their differences.2 
 

Professional Development Structure and Approach 

A growing body of research suggests that the effectiveness of professional development relies not 
only on the content of the training teachers receive, but also the ways in which the information is 
presented, and the structures and practices that support teachers in implementing what they have 
learned.3 

Professional development for teachers often involves single workshops provided offsite with little 
opportunity for follow-up, alignment with school priorities, or guidance for application in the 
classroom setting.4 However, current research finds that this approach rarely supports  

                                                                      
1
 Adapted from: National Education Association. (2006). Professional Community and Professional Development. Atlanta, GA: Judith Warren 

Little.   
2
 National Education Association. (2006). Professional Community and Professional Development. Atlanta, GA: Judith Warren Little.   

3
 National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality. (2012). Generating Teacher Effectiveness: The Role of Job-Embedded Professional 

Learning in Teacher Evaluation. Washington DC ; National Education Association. (2006). Professional Community and Professional 
Development. Atlanta, GA: Judith Warren Little.; Kauerz, K. & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating 
PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: College of Education, University of Washington. 
4
 National Education Association. (2006). Professional Community and Professional Development. Atlanta, GA: Judith Warren Little.   
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improvements in teaching or students’ 
learning. Instead, professional development 
needs to align with district and school goals, 
and presented in a way that allows for active, 
hands-on learning of new teaching 
strategies.6 
 
In order for professional development to be 
effective, then, it must be understood as 
more than just a one-off “in-service” training. 
Instead, professional development should  
include training, ongoing coaching and 
support, opportunities for peer collaboration 
and observation, and time for teachers to 
reflect on what they have learned. An 
approach informed by these principles 
requires schools to create systems in which 
professional development is embedded into the work day, and supported by ongoing opportunities to 
practice, strengthen, and align teaching strategies.   
 

About this Learning Brief  

Across school sites, teachers indicate that 
AGSI has greatly enriched their professional 
development, providing them with access to 
high-quality training, coaching, and other 
supports that were previously unavailable to 
them.7 Furthermore, teachers find that these 
opportunities have significantly improved the 
quality of their teaching. While teachers and 
administrators are grateful for this 
professional development, they face a 
common challenge: how to select the PD 
opportunities that will best meet the needs of their school communities. With limited time and 
resources, schools must choose carefully to avoid overwhelming their staff and to ensure that they 
are able to reap the full benefits of the models they adopt. So how can schools working to close the 
achievement gap ensure that their teachers receive the right professional development? There is 
extensive literature on the characteristics of high-quality professional development, and a growing 
body of research suggesting practices to support teachers’ learning. But there is little documentation 
of how these concepts come together in practice from the perspective of school administrators, 
teachers, and the professional development providers they work with.  
 
This brief explores the promising practices that have emerged from AGSI elementary schools in their 
efforts to support the professional development of teachers. This includes the high-quality 
professional development opportunities they have engaged in, as well as the systems they have 
developed to support sustainable improvement for teachers and students.  In order to take a closer  

                                                                      
5
 National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality. (2011). High Quality Professional Development for All Teachers: Effectively 

Allocating Resources. Washington, DC: Archibald, S; Coggshall, J.G.; Croft, A; Goe, L.  
6
 National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality. (2011). High Quality Professional Development for All Teachers: Effectively 

Allocating Resources. Washington, DC: Archibald, S; Coggshall, J.G.; Croft, A; Goe, L. 
7
 Based on 2014 Learning Brief interviews and 2013 Staff Surveys conducted across AGSI schools 

 

Characteristics of High Quality  
Professional Development5 
 

 
 Alignment with school goals, state and district 

standards and assessments, and other 
professional learning activities  

 Focus on core content and modeling of 
teaching strategies for the content 

 Inclusion of opportunities for active learning 
of new teaching strategies 

 Provision of opportunities for collaboration 
among teachers 

 Inclusion of embedded follow-up and 
continuous feedback 

This learning brief is one of four briefs created  
as part of the Marin Community Foundation’s 
Achievement Gap Strategic Initiative  
to inform the ongoing development of a  
PreK-3 model in Marin County. 

 
Other learning briefs cover promising practices in 
Preschool Partnerships, Kindergarten Readiness , 
and Family Engagement. 
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look at these systems, this brief focuses 
primarily on the professional development 
activities of three AGSI schools: Loma Verde, 
San Pedro, and Venetia Valley (see textbox to 
the right for a complete list of school staff 
and PD providers interviewed for the 
purposes of this brief as well as a complete 
Methods section included in an Appendix at 
the end of this brief). 
 
To demonstrate the ways in which these 
schools are implementing effective 
professional development, we begin with a 
framework that draws upon the previously 
discussed research, including several 
elements that the Kauerz-Coffman 
Framework for Planning, Implementing and 
Evaluating PreK-3 rd Grade Approaches (the 
PreK-3 Framework) identifies as essential to 
a successful and comprehensive PreK-3 
approach.8 Our framework focuses on these 
three components:  
 
 High Quality Professional Development Training: The characteristics of professional 

development training that allow teachers to grasp new concepts, material, and instructional 
strategies,   

 Shared Vision and Buy-in: The practices that create a positive learning environment for 
teachers and administrators, and 

 Ongoing Collaboration and Support: The systems and practices that allow teachers to 
successfully implement new strategies, and promote the sustainability of PD efforts.  

 
This brief is organized into the following sections: 
 
 Key Components of Effective Professional Development: This section introduces a framework 

highlighting the importance of the key components and critical factors that have served as the 
building blocks for effective professional development in Marin County. 

 Spotlight on Success: Here, we highlight the promising practices that have helped to support 
successful professional development for the AGSI schools, and which embody the key 
component framework.  

 Integrating Key Components into School Culture: In this final section, we share evidence of the 
ways in which schools have institutionalized professional development, embedding this work into 
their school cultures and everyday practices.  

 
  

                                                                      
8
 Kauerz, K & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: College of 

Education, University of Washington.  

 

Stakeholders Informing this Brief 

 
This brief draws upon previous research from the 
field as well as interviews with several Marin 
County PreK-3 stakeholders, including: 
 
School Staff from: 
 Loma Verde Elementary School (Novato USD) 
 Venetia Valley K-8 School (San Rafael City 

Schools) 
 San Pedro Elementary School (San Rafael City 

Schools) 
 

Professional Development Providers: 
 Bremerton School District Team from 

Bremerton, Washington 
 The National Equity Project (NEP) 
 Project GLAD (Guided Language Acquisition 

Design) 
 Sobrato Early Academic Language (SEAL) 
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Key Components of Effective Professional 
Development 
 
From the literature on professional development, we know that the effectiveness of professional 
development for teachers depends not only on components of the training teachers receive, but also 
the systems that schools and districts create to support continued learning and implementation. 
Interviews with PreK-3 stakeholders echoed these findings. This section describes the 
characteristics of (1) high quality professional development training models, as well as the school-
based systems and practices that (2) create shared vision and buy-in as a foundation for learning, and 
(3) provide opportunities for ongoing collaboration and support to ensure effective implementation 
and sustainability.  
 

 

High Quality Professional Development Training 

Effective training is a cornerstone of high quality professional development. There are several 
aspects of this training that play an integral role in helping teachers effectively learn new approaches 
to teaching and engaging with students: 
 

The Key Components and Critical Factors of Effective Professional Development 
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 Research based – Effective professional development models are based on up-to-date cognitive 
and developmental research about how students learn best. Furthermore, including this research 
when introducing new teaching strategies helps teachers understand how and why these 
strategies will meet the needs of their students.  

 Alignment with school strategies and goals – Professional development is most effective when 
providers are able to ground their work with teachers in an understanding of school goals, as well 
as in an awareness of the full range of school improvement and professional development 
activities taking place at the district or school site. When PD providers have this awareness, they 
are able to speak to the ways in which their models build on existing practices. Further, this 
alignment helps teachers to understand the purpose of their training in the context of school 
goals.  

 Use of modeling – Just as students learn best when engaged as active participants in their 
learning, so do teachers. Some professional development models introduce teaching strategies 
by using those very techniques in the training process. This approach creates an active and 
engaged learning environment, and allows teachers to become familiar with the strategies from 
both the educator and learner perspectives.  

 Guided lesson planning – After modeling new instructional strategies, PD providers spend time 
working directly with teachers to develop thematic units that use new strategies and address 
current educational standards comprehensively. This planning time is typically provided to grade-
level teams, which further supports consistency across classrooms, and builds collaborative 
working relationships among teachers.  

 Safe learning environment – Learning new 
content and skills can be overwhelming. 
However, effective providers are able to 
normalize the professional learning curve, and 
remind teachers that they are not expected to 
master new strategies immediately. This 
approach encourages teachers to stay engaged 
during initial training, and to ask for any 
additional support they may need during 
implementation.  
 

Creating Shared Vision and Buy-in 

Professional development begins with high-quality training, but does not end there; the training must 
be embedded in a broader system of professional development that includes ongoing coaching, 
reflection, and dedicated practice to firmly embed the skills learned at the training. This ongoing work 
is especially important since professional development often requires teachers to change what they 
teach, how they teach, and – in some cases – to shift their beliefs about what their students are 
capable of. Teachers are most able to truly internalize and implement what they learn through 
professional development when they understand why new approaches are important – when they 
buy in to a shared vision of how to work with students. The following practices help create this 
understanding and buy-in: 
 
 School-wide agreements – The process of developing school-wide agreements helps staff 

develop shared understanding of where to focus their efforts. When professional development is 
aligned with these predetermined goals, teachers are able to understand how each activity 
contributes to a larger purpose, and connects to other school improvement efforts. Without this 
alignment, professional development activities can seem fragmented and overwhelming.   

 Distributed leadership – Instructional Leadership Teams (ILTs) and other systems for 
distributed leadership allow for increased collaboration and communication between 

I feel like [the PD providers] honor that 
we are still learning, and I’m not feeling 
rushed. And I’m feeling like it’s not taught 
and then forgotten about like some in-
services can be. It’s really effective, and 
we’re going to do it and they’re going to 
make sure we understand it and that 
we’re doing it right before we move on. 

Teacher 
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administration and staff.  Through regularly scheduled meetings with administration and their 
grade-level teams, ILT members are able to ensure that administrative decisions are informed by 
the classroom experiences of teachers. This in turn promotes teachers’ buy in for the decisions 
that are ultimately made, which include decisions related to professional development.  

 Administrative participation – 
Principals who participate in professional 
development training and activities send 
a clear message to their staff about the 
value of these activities through their  
willingness to invest their time in 
learning. When principals and teaching 
staff learn together, they develop a 
shared understanding of what effective 
implementation entails, including shared 
performance expectations. This prepares 
principals to serve as a resource to 
teachers, to assess the consistency of 
implementation, and to evaluate the success of professional development efforts.  In some cases, 
professional development also involves executive coaching, in which providers work directly with 
principals to build leadership skills and support systems that are aligned with the professional 
development that teachers received.  

 

Providing Opportunities for Ongoing Collaboration and Support 

Even the most motivated teachers may have difficulty implementing strategies after a single training. 
Opportunities for collaboration and ongoing support are critical to helping teachers fully understand 
new material and gain competence and confidence in using new skills. These include the following: 
 
 Ongoing coaching – Coaching serves as a 

critical resource for both educators and 
administrators in reinforcing their learning and 
providing ongoing feedback. Coaches design 
deliberate practice opportunities to support 
teachers in lesson planning and preparation. 
Coaches also help teachers develop their skills 
to assess student performance to analyze where 
understanding is breaking down when students 
fail to meet learning goals. Although coaching can be resource-intensive, it is widely recognized 
as a key component to effective implementation of new strategies.9 While coaches are usually 
field experts with extensive training in their model, coaching can also be provided by teachers and 
administrators who participate in intensive training and then serve as a resource to their peers.10 

 Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) – PLCs are regarded as a key resource to support 
teachers’ effectiveness and instruction in the classroom.11 They provide structured opportunities 
for teachers in common grade-levels and/or content areas to assess and improve their teaching 
practice through collaboration and peer support.  Many grade-level teams use PLCs to analyze  

                                                                      
9
 Kauerz, K. & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: 

College of Education, University of Washington.; High Quality Professional Development for All Teachers (2011) 
10

 When groups of teachers receive intensive training through a Training of Trainers (TOT) model, it is important to recognize that the 
material is often still relatively new to them. For this reason, TOT members often work in combination with field expert coaches to support 
implementation.  
11

 Kauerz, K. & Coffman, J. (2013). Framework for Planning, Implementing, and Evaluating PreK-3rd Grade Approaches. Seattle, WA: 
College of Education, University of Washington. 

Creating Buy-In for Cultural Proficiency-Focused 
Professional Development 

 
Buy-in can be particularly crucial when PD work 
requires participants to examine their personal 
values and beliefs. For this reason, one provider 
recommends starting with a small group of 
volunteers, rather than the full staff. The success 
and enthusiasm of these early adopters can peak 
genuine interest in their peers, allowing for more 
authentic engagement.  

Professional development needs follow 
up. It’s never enough for anyone to be 
exposed and expected to just go do it. 
That’s the coaching piece, the follow up, 
the chance for reflection.   

Professional Development Provider 



MCF PreK-3 Learning Brief: Professional Development  |  Learning for Action  |  September 2014 7 
 

student data and share strategies to support 
students who are falling behind. PLCs also 
provide a space for instructional teams to 
identify topics or areas where they collectively 
need more support, with the intention of later 
sharing this information with school leadership.  

 Observation of instruction – Another best 
practice supporting teacher effectiveness in the 
PreK-3 model is “visible practice:” opportunities 
to observe instructional strategies in the classroom.12 This can include observation by 
professional development trainers and coaches, administrators, and peers. These opportunities 
allow teachers to observe strategies or lessons that they have found challenging, and to have 
observers provide direct feedback.  Co-teaching can also allow teachers to plan lessons and 
practice new strategies together.  

 Dedicated time for planning and reflection – In order to implement what they have learned, 
teachers need dedicated time to reflect, and to plan how to integrate new strategies into their 
lessons.13 While some of this planning happens during PLCs and ongoing coaching, PreK-3 
stakeholders found it critical to provide teachers with additional lesson-planning time during the 
school day, or paid time outside of normal school hours. This planning time is also a critical 
support for differentiated learning: when teachers have time and space to review individual 
student data, they can identify areas where students need additional support, and plan targeted 
strategies accordingly.  

 

  

                                                                      
12

 Ibid.  
13

 National Comprehensive Center for Teacher Quality. (2012). Generating Teacher Effectiveness: The Role of Job-Embedded Professional 
Learning in Teacher Evaluation. Washington DC 

PLCs have changed my teaching 
dramatically….When I first started 
teaching I didn't use my assessments to 
figure out what I was going to teach next, 
and now that's just a given, now that's 
just obvious.  

Teacher 
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Spotlight on Success: Promising Practices in                     
Professional Development 
 
Four years into the Marin Community 
Foundation’s Achievement Gap Strategic 
Initiative (AGSI), there is evidence of many 
promising practices in professional 
development in grantee schools. These 
practices reflect the key components and 
critical factors outlined in the previous 
section.  
 
In the following sections, we provide (1) an 
overview of each of the professional 
development models that have had the 
greatest impact at Loma Verde, San Pedro, and Venetia Valley, and (2) an example of these practices 
in action, highlighting the success of this work as well as the ways in which the successes reflect each 
part of the key component framework.  
 

Overview of Practices Supporting Professional Development to 
Close the Achievement Gap  

Through the Marin County Office of Education, the 
Marin Community Foundation, and their own District 
Offices, AGSI schools have access to a broad range of 
professional development opportunities. In many cases, 
initial trainings help teachers and administrators to 
recognize models that would benefit their schools, 
leading to more in-depth, site-based engagements. 
When asked to discuss the professional development 
models or providers that have been most effective in 
their schools, PreK-3 stakeholders focused on the 
following.14 
 
Bremerton: Located in Washington, the Bremerton School District has successfully developed a 
PreK-3 model through their work with the field expert Kristie Kauerz. After presenting an initial 
training to all AGSI grantee schools, the Bremerton training team continued working with individual 
school sites through executive coaching and Training of Trainers (TOT). Through executive coaching, 
Bremerton trainers worked directly with school administrators to build the leadership skills and 
systems to promote alignment from PreK-3 grade 
levels. In their TOT work, Bremerton provided 
intensive training to teams of teachers from several 
school sites, including San Pedro. This training 
included guidance on how to use their Strengths-
Based Inventory tool as an empowering resource 
for teacher assessment, as well as Learning Walks, a 

                                                                      
14

 Interviewees also shared information about Creating a Balanced Math Program, Doc of the Day, Inside Out, Shelter Instructional 
Observational Protocol (SIOP) and The Daily Five. For the sake of brevity, this brief focuses on the models for which the most information 
was available.  

Promising Practices Supporting Successful  
Professional Development in Marin County 

 
 

This section highlights the following practices: 
 Bremerton PreK-3 Model 
 Guided Language  Acquisition Design 
 The National Equity Project 
 Sobrato Early Academic Language 
 Tribes Learning Community 

 

We saw the learning walks as a huge 
opportunity to share best practices, to 
help each other be more accountable, and 
really to make excellence more universal. 

School Administrator 
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guided approach to peer observation. At San Pedro, Bremerton coaches also provided on-site 
support to help teachers deepen their understanding of the Bremerton strategies and tools.15  
 
Guided Language Acquisition Design (GLAD): 
Implemented in many AGSI schools, GLAD 
introduces a broad collection of strategies that work 
to promote language acquisition and literacy. These 
strategies are also designed to promote 
differentiated learning. The GLAD model includes a 
two-day training on the research and theory behind 
GLAD, followed by an onsite demonstration where 
teachers are able to observe the GLAD strategies in 
practice and then work with their GLAD coach to 
plan and prepare instructional materials. Finally, GLAD includes ongoing coaching to support 
continued implementation of strategies. Trainers from Project GLAD have worked with each of the 
highlighted schools, and most recently with Loma Verde. At Loma Verde, one teacher is in the 
process of becoming a certified GLAD trainer, and is now able to provide ongoing coaching to her 
colleagues.16 
 
The National Equity Project (NEP): NEP has also 
worked with numerous AGSI schools. NEP’s work is 
focused on helping teachers and administrators 
develop an “equity lens,” as well as systems for 
distributed leadership. NEP coaches work directly 
with administrators, Instructional Leadership Teams 
(ILTs), and Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs). At San Pedro, NEP’s approach has included 
executive coaching for the principal, training 
through Leading for Equity Institute retreats, and 
ongoing coaching with PLCs and ILTs. Initial work 
focused on building systems of distributed 
leadership and a shared language and 
understanding of systemic inequity. Work in 
subsequent years has helped teachers to build 
stronger and more supportive relationships with their students, through the “Partnerships for 
Equity” process. NEP has also worked with staff at San Pedro to develop a Focal Student Inquiry 
process. This process includes a standardized protocol to help teachers recognize and address the 
underlying causes of students’ academic and behavioral challenges in the classroom. More recently, 
the NEP coach has worked with PLCs to develop practices for analyzing student data across grade 
levels, and with the ILT on building facilitation skills. The arc of this work is designed to build the 
capacity of school staff to facilitate the processes 
that have historically been led by their NEP coach.   
 
Sobrato Early Academic Language (SEAL): Based 
on much of the same research as GLAD, SEAL was 
developed to address the specific needs of English 
Language Learner (ELL) students. The model  

                                                                      
15 To learn more about Learning Walks, please see Promising Practices in PreK-3 Partnerships. 
16

 To learn more about GLAD as related to shared professional development between preschool and kindergarten teachers, please see 
Promising Practices in PreK-3 Partnerships. 

What GLAD enabled us to do was to take 
multiple standards and teach them 
through one lesson, and also assess them. 
So we can constantly assess kids’ levels 
of performance and understanding, what 
they’re able to produce and what they’re 
able to retain at the same time.  

Teacher 

[Based on our work with NEP] teachers 
are talking about the children differently. 
Not that they were mean-spirited before, 
but I think it gave us a new vocabulary 
and lens. The biggest thing is the lens, 
many people didn't know how to do that, 
how to think about how are my biases or 
upbringing affecting how I see these 
children, and how much of that is even 
reality or truth? Because that has definite 
ramifications for how you tackle what 
these children are struggling with. 

School Administrator 

Fundamentally, SEAL is about powerful, 
intentional language development, [and] 
for English Learners, that is about dual 
language development.   

Professional Development Provider 



MCF PreK-3 Learning Brief: Professional Development  |  Learning for Action  |  September 2014 10 
 

emphasizes bi-literacy and teaches academic language in a 
way that strengthens students’ English as well as their home 
languages. SEAL coaches work intensively with two grade 
levels at a time to develop standards-based curricula, starting 
at Pre-K and Kindergarten. Following initial training,  
teachers receive a full day of training with a SEAL coach every 
six weeks, during which they learn and begin to implement 
new strategies. At Venetia Valley, SEAL creator Dr. Laurie 
Olsen has also worked with leadership to identify school goals 
and practices to support the development of a bilingual model. 
While this intensive work has been concentrated at Venetia 
Valley to date, the SEAL model is designed for use at the 
District level, and plans are underway to expand to other 
schools.   
 
Tribes Learning Community (Tribes): Tribes is focused on 
social-emotional learning, and on building skills for 
collaborative work. The model offers strategies to 
create school-wide culture and norms regarding 
how administrators, teachers, and students respond 
to one another. The purpose of these strategies is to 
develop a school community that is able to work 
effectively to achieve a common goal. These skills 
also allow students to work together effectively 
during differentiated instruction. Loma Verde 
teachers and administrators initially learned the 
model through a Tribes trainer. In more recent 
years, a Loma Verde teacher has been extensively 
trained in Tribes, and has trained new teachers in 
the model. To reinforce their understanding of the 
model, teachers use Tribes practices in their 
collaborative PLC work, as well as in their work with 
students and their work with parents through the 
PTA.    
 

  

 
Supporting bi-literacy: strengthening 
English and students’ home language   

Because of our diversity, we were having 
some issues of inclusion. Not just with 
children, but also parents. The Tribes 
activities are an effort to help teachers 
create classroom communities where 
everyone has a value and everyone brings 
something and we've also used Tribes 
activities with parents to get them to not 
see “them vs. us” or "those groups of 
parents" or "that family" but really trying 
to bridge that gap of understanding, of 
sympathy and empathy. 

Teacher 
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In Practice: The Key Components for Successful Professional 
Development 

This brief has outlined a framework to guide schools in their efforts to build a successful system of 
professional development, and to sustain new knowledge and skills. The following table provides 
examples of how the practices highlighted in this brief reflect this framework in action.  
 

Critical Factor for Success Spotlight on Success 

Key Component 1: High Quality Professional Development 

Alignment with school 
strategies and goals 

When teachers at Loma Verde ask to attend PD trainings, their principal ensures that they 
always have GLAD strategies and Common Core Standards with them, so that they can 
immediately begin making connections between the new strategies they are learning, and 
the practices that they currently implement. This helps teachers build on previous 
knowledge and understand the content of their PD in a cohesive rather than fragmented 
way.  
 

At San Pedro, NEP and Bremerton coaches communicated with each other about what 
they were each covering in their work with teachers. This allowed them to reinforce 
messages across professional development activities and connect their work to common 
objectives.  

Use of modeling 

To help them create a collaborative learning environment in the classroom, Loma Verde 
used the Tribes Learning Community model. Using the Tribes strategies in their PLCs 
gave teachers the opportunity to deepen their understanding of the approach. As a result, 
teachers now apply Tribes consistently in their work with students, parents, and each 
other to promote effective collaboration. 

Guided lesson planning 

At Venetia Valley, SEAL training and coaching are designed to help teachers develop 
standards-based thematic units, so that they have a consistent curriculum that is aligned 
with Common Core, ELD, and other standards, and incorporates strategies to support 
language development and literacy. As a result, teachers find that their work is aligned 
across grade levels, supporting consistent student achievement.  

Creating a safe learning 
environment  

The SEAL model covers a great deal of material over the course of two years. To ensure 
that teachers fully master this material, coaches create an environment in which teachers 
feel comfortable expressing any difficulties they encounter when implementing new 
strategies. One participating teacher finds that SEAL coaches create this comfort and 
safety by providing ample time for reflection and sharing, and by reminding teachers that 
the learning process takes time.  
  

Bremerton trainers work with TOT members to establish feelings of trust and safety 
necessary for teachers to embrace Learning Walks. This includes setting up agreements 
and a standard protocol at the start of the process. Through this shared protocol, teachers 
know what to expect, and recognize that the purpose of the observation is shared 
learning, rather than evaluation of individual skills.   

Key Component 2: Shared Vision and Buy-in 

School-wide agreements 

Establishing a school-wide focus was a key component of San Pedro’s work with NEP. 
This has supported alignment of professional development activities and has served as a 
guide for teachers’ collaborative work in PLCs. 
 

At the beginning of each school year, staff at Loma Verde engage in a school-wide 
process to identify agreements and goals. This helps to focus and ensure alignment across 
school improvement efforts including professional development.  
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Critical Factor for Success Spotlight on Success 

Distributed leadership 

NEP helped San Pedro to institute an ILT composed of grade-level leaders. Through 
coaching from NEP, ILT members have learned how to help their colleagues see them as 
grade-level representatives advocating for their needs. ILT members participate in 
decision-making regarding professional development and other school policies. As a 
result, teachers understand that their needs and concerns have been taken into account, 
and are more willing to support these decisions.  

Administrative participation 

NEP’s work with San Pedro started when the district provided the principal with an NEP 
coach. The principal found NEP’s approach so beneficial that she invited a volunteer 
group of teachers to participate in NEP’s Leading for Equity retreat. Following the retreat, 
NEP worked with grade-level leaders and administration to develop systems for 
distributed leadership, and to provide coaching around best practices for developing 
relationships for students. Today, all staff at San Pedro have attended Leadership for 
Equity Institute retreats. As the scope of NEP’s work at San Pedro has expanded to reach 
all staff, the principal has remained actively involved. As a result, she and the staff have 
developed a school culture built around a shared understanding of what it means to be 
“equity-focused.”  
 

When teachers at Loma Verde were initially trained in GLAD, the principal noticed that 
implementation seemed inconsistent. She engaged the GLAD coach to work with her 
directly to build her understanding of the model. She also began to participate in his work 
with teachers, observing the type of coaching and support he provided. This enabled her 
to continue to support teachers in these ways when the GLAD coach was not on site.   

Key Component 3: Ongoing Collaboration and Support 

Ongoing coaching 

The SEAL model includes two years of intensive training and coaching. At Venetia Valley, 
this continued support has played a critical role in helping teachers transfer what they 
have learned to the classroom. Between training modules, if teachers have challenges 
implementing a new strategy, they can reach out to coaches who come to their 
classrooms and either demonstrate the strategy or observe them and provide feedback.   

Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) 

Grade-level PLCs meet regularly at each school site. At Venetia Valley, teachers use this 
time to review student data and set specific goals related to where students seem to need 
more support. Teachers worked together to select GLAD strategies they would use to 
meet these goals, and worked together to develop pre- and post- assessment tools for 
their students. After implementing strategies and assessing their students, the PLC 
reconvenes to compare and discuss which strategies were most effective, and to set a 
new goal based on current student data.  

Observation of instruction 

Bremerton’s Learning Walks have provided teachers with regular opportunities to 
observe best practices in their colleague’s classrooms. Teachers pick a focus for a learning 
walk, observe a series of classes, and then share feedback on what they observed. As a 
result, teachers find that their classrooms are more aligned in terms of what they teach. 
Further, their students are better able to benefit from the collective strengths of the 
grade-level team as the teachers learn from each other. Learning Walks have also 
promoted horizontal alignment, as teachers observe other grade-level classrooms and 
become more aware of what students learn in previous/following years.  

Dedicated time for Planning 
and Reflection 

At Venetia Valley, planning time is built into the SEAL model.  Every six weeks, teachers 
have two full days with SEAL coaches. One day is spent planning an entire unit. This has 
allowed teachers to plan six units in the last school year, including one unit planned the 
previous summer. This planning made it possible to begin the school year in alignment.  
 

At San Pedro, teachers requested dedicated planning time to help implement what they 
had learned from Bremerton and other PD opportunities. Administrators were able to 
arrange additional release time by hiring substitute teachers, and offered stipends to 
teachers who wanted to do further planning beyond school hours. These efforts have 
meant that instruction is more aligned and consistently implemented than ever before.  
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Integrating Key Components into School Culture 
 
It is clear that there are many emerging success stories from the professional development made 
possible by MCF’s Achievement Gap Strategic Initiative. To institutionalize this work means to 
ensure that these practices become “business-as-usual,” and central to the core way in which 
schools operate. Past studies have identified this type of change as second-order change, 
warning that such transformations in systems and culture can face “‘the quiet but persistent 
resistance of teachers and administrators’ who may not immediately see value in abandoning 
deeply held, and culturally reinforced, traditions.”17 This concern can be particularly relevant to 
professional development.  As educational standards evolve and the field learns more about the 
social-emotional and learning needs of students, developing the “right” knowledge and skill set can 
appear to be a moving target. Understandably, teachers and administrators often feel overwhelmed 
by the steady stream of tools and strategies offered to them through professional development.  
While each of the highlighted schools has grappled with these challenges, there is evidence that they 
have adopted practices that exemplify second-order change. The examples below demonstrate that 
effective professional development practices are indeed becoming a part of the fabric and future of 
Marin County schools. 
 

Loma Verde 

 School Agreements – The collective process of 
developing school agreements has been in place 
for four years, and has helped staff hold 
themselves and each other accountable to 
implementation of the strategies they learn 
through professional development.  

 Workshop Periods – In order to support 
differentiated learning, Loma Verde’s school 
schedule now includes “workshop:” a longer period in which students work in small groups while 
teachers provide targeted instruction and interventions to one group at a time. Building this 
period into the school schedule indicates a commitment to differentiated learning. Tribes and 
GLAD have provided teachers with the skills to use this time effectively, and to ensure that their 
students have the skills to engage in collaborative and meaningful learning opportunities.   

 Shared Expectations of Student Behavior – The Tribes model has provided Loma Verde with a 
shared language regarding how students are expected to interact with each other at school. 
Because the Tribes strategies have been universally adopted across the school, students know 
that there are consistent behavioral expectations whether in the classroom, in the hallways, or on 
the playground. This consistency creates a supportive learning environment, as respect and 
collaborative learning are accepted school cultural norms.   

 

San Pedro 

 Increased Facilitation Skills – Over the course of their work at San Pedro, NEP has gradually 
facilitated fewer components of their work with ILTs and PLCs, as staff develop the skills to take 
on these responsibilities.  

 Focal Student Inquiry Process – Through their work with NEP, teachers and administrators at 
San Pedro now have a standardized process to help them recognize and address the underlying  

                                                                      
17 Charland, W. (2011). Art integration as school culture change: A cultural ecosystem approach to faculty development. 
International Journal of Education & the Arts, 12(8). Retrieved 3/12/14 from http://www.ijea.org/v12n8/.  

I think the only way we finally got it to be 
systematic was by forming those 
agreements and publicizing them, and 
holding people accountable, and 
providing people time to reflect on them. 

School Administrator 

http://www.ijea.org/v12n8/
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causes of students’ academic and behavioral 
challenges. The protocol is understood and used 
by all staff, and has become a standard school-
wide practice.  

 Shared Understanding of Inequity – Through 
their work with NEP and the Leading for Equity 
Institutes, staff have developed a shared 
understanding of systemic inequity that has 
transformed their work with students. As new 
staff are hired, administration has them attend  
Leadership for Equity Institutes to ensure the 
continuity of this shared understanding and 
language.  

 

Venetia Valley 

While Venetia Valley is still at the beginning of their work with SEAL, several widespread and 
potentially lasting changes are already evident: 
 
 Alignment Within and Across Grade Levels – 

Following their work with SEAL and Bremerton, 
teachers at Venetia Valley find that they are 
more aligned than ever before with their grade-
level colleagues as well as those in grades above 
and below them. The development of a 
consistent curriculum aligned with current 
educational standards has helped them to 
develop a shared understanding of what 
students need to learn at their grade level. 
Cross-grade collaboration through activities 
such as Learning Walks has allowed them to also 
understand what students know coming into 
their classrooms, and what they must be 
prepared to learn the following year. The 
established curriculum, as well as ongoing PLCs and Learning Walks support the sustainability of 
this alignment.  

 Universal Block Periods – In order to support differentiated learning, the school schedule now 
includes “Universal Block.” Similar to “Workshop” at Loma Verde, this is a time when teachers are 
able to provide targeted instruction to small groups of students, while other students work 
collaboratively in small groups. This schedule also provides an opportunity for students who are 
struggling academically to receive more intensive interventions outside of the classroom without 
missing core content.    

 Structures for Distributed Leadership – Venetia Valley offers numerous leadership 
opportunities for teachers, including content-area committees, an ILT, and a Training of Trainers 
model in which a small group of teachers receives intensive training and then teaches their 
colleagues the strategies they have learned. All of these models promote a culture in which 
teachers play an active role in their professional development.  

  

Based on what I’ve heard over the last 
few years and what I’ve seen this year, I 
do think that there’s a really strong 
common foundational language and 
commitment to what it means to be a 
school that is focused on equity, and that 
people see themselves as working in a 
school that is trying to shift outcomes for 
historically underserved kids.  

Professional Development Provider 

A lot of SEAL is alignment in my grade 
level, and that is much better than it’s 
ever been. I thought I was aligned before 
but now- we do the exact same thing, just 
in two different languages. And that is 
fantastic. Not only do we know that we’re 
all hitting the standards and nobody's 
missing out on anything, but we all know 
that they’re going to be ready for first 
grade, it doesn't matter what class they’re 
in, they're all going to go out being taught 
the same thing. And that's really great. 

Teacher 
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In Their Own Words… 
 
 
The big question we’re always asking is what’s the larger vision around language and development 
here, and how can we draw the lines between solid Pre-K education and K-3 in ways that enrich both.  
- Professional Development Provider 
 
We're trying to mirror that whole process of learning and knowing that it's all connected. Because 
that's the piece, even in education - if teachers are just doing activities one after another in the 
classroom but it's not connected to an end goal, kids don't learn as much, and I think as educators, it's 
the same thing.  - School Administrator 
 
We have been teaching each other and teaching the staff under the guidance of the NEP how to use 
the ILT effectively. Not to be afraid of them, they're not the rulers, they're not the rule makers. 
They're here to bring your voice to the table. […][Because of the ILT] most often things are accepted 
that in the past have either not been instituted or there was absolute refusal to do it. Now people try 
as a team, because they have a leader at that grade level.  - Teacher  
 
[Professional development is] both about the overall building expectations of every student 
succeeding or achieving high levels, and also some of the technical facilitation and analysis skills 
needed to understand what’s going on with students. - Professional Development Provider 
 
With the National Equity Project (NEP) we were able to see not only our children differently, but also 
ourselves differently. And what has evolved is that now I have teacher leaders on every single 
committee at the District level, and they are really strong leaders…I really attribute this more than 
anything else to the professional development we have gotten with NEP. - School Administrator 
 
There has to be an investment in teacher understanding about the "why.” It can’t just be “here’s a 
strategy, master the strategy, now go do it.” And I say that because every strategy to some degree 
has to be adapted to who the kids are, who the teacher is, and the context of what you’re teaching. So 
really being able to leverage and activate teachers’ professional thinking and wisdom and knowledge 
in the application of any instructional strategy or curriculum is really important.  
- Professional Development Provider 
 
My staff is just eating up all of this [professional development] opportunity, and it’s really having a 
systemic change effect here to the betterment of us all. Because no matter who’s the principal here, I 
want to see them continue this work and continue to be leaders and be able to sustain this work for 
years and years… Distributed leadership is about sustainability. - School Administrator 
 
Before, we all taught these great things but they weren’t necessarily aligned. If you’re teaching one 
way in 2nd grade but then 3rd grade does it differently, what [the students] learned gets lost. Having 
the same curriculum helps the students move along a lot faster. - Teacher 
 
PD that allows teachers at various levels to do a really rigorous analysis of root causes behind 
student performance is key. And then having some level of embedded support throughout the school 
year I think is really essential… It's not just "I went to this training" but there's this sense of "we all 
have some understanding of what we're trying to do, and we have to embed it throughout the year to 
be able to respond to what comes up when we try to do that." - Professional Development Provider 
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Appendix: Methods 
 

To develop this learning brief, LFA engaged in an iterative process, drawing upon both secondary and 
primary qualitative data sources. The process involved five key steps: 
 
1. Identify key topic areas: LFA surveyed Marin County PreK-3 stakeholders (Superintendents, 

District staff, Principals, PreK-3 Site Design Team members, and community partners) to gather 
input on the specific implementation topics to focus each learning brief. Results indicated that 
stakeholders were most interested in the following four key topic areas: PreK-3 Partnerships, 
Kindergarten Readiness, Family Engagement, and Professional Development.  
 

2. Explore existing literature: LFA began by reviewing the literature associated with the topic of 
professional development in schools. This allowed us to ground the learning brief in the most 
current concepts, research, and policy, as well as provide an initial set of principles for identifying 
those practices in Marin County that reflect “pockets of excellence” in implementation to 
highlight in the brief.  
 

3. Identify promising practices: To determine the final list of practices for this learning brief, LFA 
looked to both the existing literature and knowledge of key staff overseeing the implementation 
of a PreK-3 model in Marin County. This included multiple conversations with staff at the Marin 
Community Foundation, Marin Office of Education, and school staff as needed, resulting in a list 
of the promising practices to highlight in the brief and the set of stakeholders to interview to 
learn about each practice. 
 

4. Conduct stakeholder interviews: To learn about each of the promising practices highlighted in 
this brief, LFA spoke with key staff and community partners involved in implementing the 
identified models. These conversations provided an opportunity for us to learn about each 
program or practice in depth, understanding (1) how these practices have looked on the ground, 
(2) what has made it possible to engage in these practices successfully, and (3) any evidence that 
these practices have become an integrated part of the school culture or operations. 
 

5. Triangulate findings to develop a framework for effective implementation: LFA combined 
the core concepts from existing research with themes that emerged from stakeholder interviews 
to identify the key components and critical factors that comprise a framework on how best to 
implement an effective system of professional development in schools. We have used the 
framework to guide this brief, providing a summary of each component and critical factors, as 
well as the practices that embody this framework in action.  

 
 


