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Today’s Goals 

1  7 Things We See About Professional Learning in Contemporary 
Literature 

2  7 Things We See That Work in Professional Learning: Observations 
from CIRCLE’s Consulting Practice 

3  7 Things for Every’s Educator’s Professional Learning: Observations 
from CIRCLE’s Consulting Practice 

4  Conclusions – Building a Strategy for Professional Learning 



1. 7 Things We See About Professional 
Learning in Contemporary Literature 
Drawn from a comprehensive scan of over 250 major works 
and reports representing the thinking of our global 
community on professional learning over the past decade 
with a special focus on research published between 
2011-2016 



7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 

1. PL works best within a strong, sustained and pervasive 
culture of research 

Teachers need to be lifelong learners; active, ongoing habits 
of reflection and enquiry are at the heart of the conversion of 
personal theories of knowledge about learning into an 
authentic and valid understanding of the relationship 
between intention, practice and outcomes that is routinely 
and rigorously tested by individual and collective processes 
that are conducted over a significant period of time. 



2. PL works best when teachers work together to 
improve student outcomes 
Students can benefit from teachers working together on their 
professional knowledge and skills, but the existence of professional 
learning communities does not of itself lead to better student 
outcomes – it’s what they do and how well they do them that 
counts. In other words, professional cooperation is not a bad thing 
but genuine collaboration based on structured dialogue and group 
work leads to better outcomes for students. 

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



3. Proper PL builds professional self-efficacy and adaptive expertise 

Teacher self-efficacy leads to better and more confident practice that 
contributes to better outcomes for students. The best indicator of 
professional learning in this respect occurs when more teachers display 
characteristics of adaptive expertise: they are deeply knowledgeable 
about what to teach and how to teach it, they understand when to cling to 
and when to let go of aspects of their practice, they are rigorous in 
organising their professional knowledge and seeking the right help when 
required, and they are constantly vigilant about their students’ 
engagement, learning and wellbeing. 

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE 

4. PL must draw on a tangible body of internal and external knowledge about 
what actually works in helping teachers improve their practice and 
performance 
We now know what characterises good PL that is more likely to benefit students: 

1.  Start with a clear vision of the desired changes in a group of learners and 
work through staged goals to attain this outcome 

2.  Focus significantly on a formative process of learning for teachers 
3.  Differentiate for teachers at different stages of the learning cycle 
4.  Link to individual teacher learning opportunities and responsibilities 
5.  Plan PL activities, especially department meetings, as carefully as teaching 

lessons to optimise outcomes 
6.  Contextualise generic pedagogical PL to specific classes and students 
7.  Moderate PL against standards and evidence-based peer review of the 

impact of PL on outcomes 
8.  Evaluate the effectiveness of PL 



5. The effectiveness of PL is boosted by strong 
instructional leadership 

We know how to lead PL that is more likely to benefit students 
1.  Share a student learning focus 
2.  Cultivate involvement and distributed leadership 
3.  Nurture respectful, trusting relationships 
4.  Promote collaborative enquiry that leads to deep learning 
5.  Seek evidence about PL processes and outcomes 
6.  Ensure supportive structures 
7.  Draw on external facilitators and critical friends  

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



6. PL needs to be both aligned and personalised  

Professional learning activity needs to be intentionally 
designed and connected to standards, school needs and 
individual teacher needs to enable genuine ongoing teacher 
learning outcomes. 

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



7. PL needs to sit within an effective coaching and goal-setting 
process 

A standards-based process of coaching involving collaborative enquiry, 
reflection on practice and data, goal-setting and review is essential to 
build a culture of professional trust, challenge and improvement. This can 
be facilitated further by facilitating mentoring relationships and also 
cultivating relevant professional networks within and between schools. 

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



1.  PL works best within a strong, sustained and pervasive 
culture of research 

2.  PL works best when teachers work together to improve 
student outcomes 

3.  Proper PL builds professional self-efficacy and adaptive 
expertise 

4.  PL must draw on a tangible body of internal and external 
knowledge about what actually works in helping teachers 
improve their practice and performance 

5.  The effectiveness of PL is boosted by strong instructional 
leadership 

6.  PL needs to be both aligned and personalised  
7.  PL needs to sit within an effective coaching and goal-

setting process 

What should this look like in a girls’ school? 

7 THINGS WE SEE IN CONTEMPORARY 
LITERATURE 



CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE ON PL 

1.  PL works best within a strong, sustained and pervasive 
culture of research 

2.  PL works best when teachers work together to improve 
student outcomes 

3.  Proper PL builds professional self-efficacy and adaptive 
expertise 

4.  PL must draw on a tangible body of internal and external 
knowledge about what actually works in helping teachers 
improve their practice and performance 

5.  The effectiveness of PL is boosted by strong instructional 
leadership 

6.  PL needs to be both aligned and personalised  
7.  PL needs to sit within an effective coaching and goal-

setting process 

How do I rate my school in each of these?  

1= Below expectation 
2 = Meets expectation 
3 = Above expectation 

Your School’s PL 
Practice 

Add up your scores 
and divide by 7. How 
did you rate yourself?  

Table Talk 

What’s working well?  
What needs 
attention? 



Your questions 



One thing: 
•  You know more about 
•  You feel more confident about 
•  You might use at your school tomorrow 
•  You might think about carefully for a long time before 

using at your school 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING IN SCHOOLS 

Your takeaways: 



2. 7 Things We See That Work in Building 
Professional Learning: 
Observations from CIRCLE’s Consulting 
Practice 

Drawn from a synthesis of our work with schools 
around the world in over 250 consulting and 
research projects over the past three decades and 
with a special focus on 2010-2016. 



7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 

1. Do it properly 

Use a strategic cycle to establish collective and collegial 
intent, collect data, elicit feedback and conduct intelligence-
based planning – many schools just don't do this at all 



2. Capture people’s hearts 

Plans will only work when people want to build them and 
inhabit them – many teachers just don't like planning and 
habitually live in a responsive and organic world that 
overwhelms their sense of personal growth and achievement  

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



3. Measure what you do 

Beware substituting a feeling or perception about a 
successfully run event or program for real data about long-
term impact on practice and performance – most schools 
never measure the impact of PL, especially on teacher 
capability and student learning 

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



4. Consider a Centre for Amazing Things 

Organising PL around a centre for amazing things (research, 
innovation, creativity, professional learning, etc) can be a 
really effective way to concentrate focus and energy on 
improving the culture of professional learning – the scope 
and mandate for this centre needs to be very tightly 
controlled or else its impact may be diluted, and the 
leadership of the centre should be shared with the school's 
leadership team  

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



5. Take Your Time 

Effective PL takes at least 2-3 years to show tangible 
improvement and typically can take up to 5-6 or even 10-12 
years to contribute to lasting positive cultural change – 
schools that rush these expectations can end up with little 
significant reform for the investment.  

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



6. Work from Your Knowledge of Your 
Staff 
Audit your staff (Including their learning and working 
preferences) and work from this knowledge carefully to 
stretch their capability – be aware that even in situations of 
significant cultural transformation, teachers most often 
privilege a relational and instinctive paradigm that can work 
against a strategic and performance driven learning culture  

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



7. Coach for Personal and Collegial Success 

A coaching model really helps to build an environment in 
which teachers feel safe and can establish the high levels of 
trust in their colleagues and leaders before they will engage 
in constructive risk-taking behaviours that seek to change 
practice – existence proofs are essential for mitigating fear 
and anxiety about change, and  cynicism about motive and 
scepticism about what the future really looks like 

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



1.  Do It Properly 
2.  Capture People’s Hearts 
3.  Measure What You Do 
4.  Consider a Centre For Amazing Things 
5.  Take Your Time 
6.  Work from Your Knowledge of Your Staff 
7.  Coach for Personal and Collegial Success 
What should this feel like in a girls’ school? 

7 THINGS WE SEE THAT WORK IN PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



THINGS THAT WORK IN PL 

1.  Do It Properly 
2.  Capture People’s Hearts 
3.  Measure What You Do 
4.  Consider a Centre For Amazing Things 
5.  Take Your Time 
6.  Work from Your Knowledge of Your Staff 
7.  Coach for Personal and Collegial Success 

How do I rate my school 
in each of these?  

1= Below expectation 
2 = Meets expectation 
3 = Above expectation 

Your School’s PL 
Culture 

Add up your scores 
and divide by 7. How 
did you rate yourself?  

Table Talk 

What’s working well? 
What needs 
attention? 



Your questions 



One thing: 
•  You know more about 
•  You feel more confident about 
•  You might use at your school tomorrow 
•  You might think about carefully for a long time 

before using at your school 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING IN SCHOOLS 

Your takeaways 



3. 7 Things for Every Educator’s 
Professional Learning: 
Observations from CIRCLE’s 
Consulting Practice 
Drawn from a synthesis of our work with schools around the 
world in over 250 consulting and research projects over the 
past three decades and with a special focus on 2010-2016. 



7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 

1. Plan to Grow 

Set goals for achievable challenge and incremental 
improvement that focus on something you know and are 
good at, something you don’t know, and something you are 
not so good at. 



2. Plan for Autonomy 

Resolve to make choices about professional standards and 
time management that build positive solutions for 
professional directions and vocational trajectories 

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



3. Plan to Collaborate 

Join together teams of practitioners who collaborate to share 
planning and implementation of research about activity that 
improves student learning outcomes 

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



4. Plan to Align 

Choose positive and constructive pathways for you to realise 
whole-school strategies in your daily practice 

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



5. Plan to Lead 

Seek out opportunities for staff, students and parents to 
contribute to school decision-making at all levels  

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



6. Plan to Use Data 

Collect data on performance and use it to affirm good 
practice, correct ineffective activity, set goals and identify 
specific areas for individual and professional learning  

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



7. Plan to Be Validated 

Identify formal and informal systems and processes for staff to 
work with each to construct valid and meaningful feedback 
loops that contextualise and validate standards of 
performance.   

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



1.  Plan to Grow 
2.  Plan for Autonomy 
3.  Plan to Collaborate 
4.  Plan to Align 
5.  Plan to Lead 
6.  Plan to Use Data 
7.  Plan to Be Validated 
How does this resemble the way you teach your girls?

7 THINGS FOR EVERY EDUCATOR’S PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING 



EVERY EDUCATOR’S PL 

1.  Plan to Grow 
2.  Plan for Autonomy 
3.  Plan to Collaborate 
4.  Plan to Align 
5.  Plan to Lead 
6.  Plan to Use Data 
7.  Plan to Be Validated 

How do I rate myself 
in each of these?  

1= Below expectation 
2 = Meets expectation 
3 = Above expectation 

Your Own PL Culture 

Add up your scores 
and divide by 7. How 
did you rate yourself?  

Table Talk 

What’s working well? 
What needs 
attention? 



Your questions 



One thing: 
•  You know more about 
•  You feel more confident about 
•  You might use at your school tomorrow 
•  You might think about carefully for a long time 

before using at your school 

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING IN SCHOOLS 

Your takeaways 



4. Conclusions – 
Building a Strategy for 
Professional Learning 



BUILDING A STRATEGY FOR PROFESSIOANL LEARNING 

•  Everything with PL must be aligned with school strategy – PL events 
and initiatives need to be aligned to clearly articulated school goals 

•  Schools need to optimise internal resources first and supplement this 
with strategic and targeted use of external resources 

•  The marketing implications and benefits of PL are tangible and 
beneficial as parents become more educated as to its importance – the 
marketing tail, however, should not wag the PL dog 

•  REMEMBER THAT WE ARE A PROFESSION THAT GROWS PEOPLE: 
We draw a certain type of person into our profession so when we ask 
them to learn on an ongoing basis, we need to begin with who they 
are. Can we ask people to be who they are not? Or do we work with 
who they are and how they might build from strengths rather than 
deficits?  



Today’s Goals 

1  Professional Learning in Contemporary Literature 
2  7 Things We See That Work in Professional Learning: 

Observations from CIRCLE’s Consulting Practice 
3  7 Things for Every’s Educator’s Professional Learning: 

Observations from CIRCLE’s Consulting Practice 
4  Conclusions – Building a Strategy for Professional Learning 



Your questions 



Do you want to know more? 

Dr Phil Cummins phil@circle.education 
www.circle.education 

www.mytouchstones.com  
@CIRCLEcentral 
+61410439130 


