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Abstract 

Recently, there has been a need to apply research knowledge to improve the quality of 

professional development. The purpose of this paper is to give research-based guidance to school 

leadership by outlining major themes from Desimone’s (2009) five-featured conceptual 

framework for professional development. The five features are content focus, active learning, 

coherence, duration and collective participation. Using Desimone’s definition of the features, and 

various studies to exemplify these features, a comprehensive guide to successful professional 

development is shaped. Upon effective application of the five features schools will experience 

the following positive changes: commitment from school leaders and teachers, strong 

relationships between the professional development researchers/trainers, leadership, and teachers 

and strong collaborative efforts among professional development participants. 
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Introducing the Model for Leadership 

As a high school special education teacher I would dread the days that were set aside for 

professional development (PD) because I felt they were a waste of time. I believed that such 

sessions would undoubtedly have some expert tell me what I already knew. Moreover, I knew I 

would likely be given information on several pieces of paper (usually color coded), I would scan 

them and finally file them away. The purpose of professional development is to improve or 

reform teachers (Desimone 2009) and I often did not feel the professional development I 

attended, created that change in me. I am not alone. In a large special education department, my 

special education colleagues would all groan or scoff at the days set aside for professional 

development.  

The purpose of this paper is to share Desimone’s (2009) model of PD (see Figure 1) so 

that it can be used and understood by educational leaders. School leaders initiate PD, support 

implementation of PD and ensure the sustainability of PD. Figure 1 shows the core features of 

the Desimone model which should affect change in teacher instruction to improve student 

learning. Desimone’s definitions for these key concepts should be a guide for leadership in 

districts and schools to adopt. In order to substantiate the model Desimone recommends, several 

studies will be examined for a match between these five features and actual PD interventions. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Insert Figure I. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Following the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and with the advent of Race to 

the Top (RttT), PD is required to meet the need for highly qualified teachers. The NCLB (2001) 

definition of PD refers to activities and skills that improve, increase and/or facilitate teacher and 
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administrator knowledge, so that all students will have fair opportunities to access learning (See 

Appendix). Desimone’s (2009) definition of PD is “any activity that is partly or primarily to 

prepare paid staff members for improved performance in present or future roles in school 

districts.” (p. 182). NCLB and Desimone’s PD definitions are very similar and the five core 

features of the Desimone PD model will guide school leaders in developing initiatives. 

Content Focus 

The first element of Desimone’s (2009) model, content focus, is when professional 

development is designed to focus on activities concerning subject matter (e.g., biology, history, 

algebra). A deeper sense of what is being taught gives teachers the ability to share better with 

their students. A content focus builds teacher knowledge and develops a more meaningful sense 

of the subject in order to trigger creative ways to impart that knowledge. Among five elementary 

schools in two studies, the focus on content knowledge was apparent (Baker et al. 2004; Vaughn, 

Hughes, Schumm & Klingner, 1998). Three research-based instructional tools to improve 

spelling, comprehension and math, were designed to enhance conceptual understanding for 

students with special needs using peer collaboration and teacher facilitation. The salient factors 

that built and sustained focus on content were an understanding and belief of the innovation for 

the teacher and the student. As a result, teachers learned and implemented the innovations to a 

high standard. 

Understanding Content Focus 

When PD content is not well understood by teachers, there is a disconnect between 

implementation and the aim of the innovation.  To demonstrate this disconnect, Klingner (1999) 

identified eight teachers that were trained in four reading/writing strategies. The teachers did not 

understand the innovations enough and went about making changes not designed for the 
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particular innovation. As a result, teachers made comments about the strategies like, “I need a 

refresher” or “I don’t like it. It’s boring” and “… it was too difficult for …students” which all 

imply a foundational lack of understanding or a lack of belief in the PD innovation.  

Belief in the innovation being taught is necessary for the implementation to be successful 

(Fullan, 2007). Belief in the innovation encourages the use of it (Klingner et al., 1999). However, 

the belief in the strategy was not the only characteristic a teacher needed. Belief leads to 

commitment (an autonomous behavior) and commitment leads to better enhanced 

communication (giving feedback, voicing issues, sharing positive attributes). Once there is buy-

in from teachers (Baker et al., 2004) who must also get buy-in from students (Klingner et al. 

1999) then there is a better chance of implementation and sustainability (Pugach et al., 2009) of 

the innovation. 

Establishing Content Focus  

Identifying the content for PD is a process in and of itself. The process to choose the 

innovation in a particular content area begins by building trust, relationships and discourse to 

agree on the innovation. In four studies, teachers were asked to identify problem areas that 

needed instructional change and then asked to choose the innovations for PD training (Boudah, 

Blair & Mitchell, 2003; Englert & Tarrant, 1995; Klingner, Ahwee, Polonieta & Menendez, 

2003; Vaughn, Hughes, Schumm & Klingner, 1998). Englert and Tarrant, in addition to Klingner 

and colleagues, were the researchers who participated in PD efforts on reading, writing and 

literacy needs. In those efforts, the partnership between the researchers and teachers did not 

develop without an initial session to define everyone’s roles. The introduction between the 

teachers and the researchers was crucial to the rest of the PD effort.  Teachers had to be 

convinced that the researchers would not come in, run the show, railroad the whole effort and 
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change the choice of innovation needed. Once that hurdle was overcome, the two teams sat at the 

same table both physically and mentally, and only then did genuine focus on content happen. In 

Englert and Tarrant’s 1995 study, teachers entered their initial meeting with identified needs for 

curriculum development for literacy and they believed this was what their students with special 

needs required. The aim was to promote better readers and to have better comprehension skills, 

especially among students with special needs.  

Leadership in schools should be aware of the following principles when choosing the PD 

innovation or the content focus they need:  1) teachers need to initiate a call for an innovation 

and be the agents for change; 2) the teachers need to believe the innovation being taught is what 

they need for student success; and 3) the teachers need the time and space to build a relationship 

with the researchers. 

Active Learning 

 Active learning, the second element in Desimone’s (2009) model, is the act of listening, 

learning, synthesizing and crystallizing information from an array of strategies. PD activities 

should promote and inspire active learning in the teacher. Researchers identify five strategies that 

supported active learning in PD (Desimone 2009): 1) observations (trainer observes teacher or 

the teacher observes other teachers who became the school ‘expert’); 2) interactive and 

constructive feedback (learning what’s right what works); 3) interactive discussions (learning 

from each other, sharing); 4) reviewing student work (looking for patterns); and 5) 

initiating/leading discourse between teachers and teachers, and teachers and researchers. Like the 

students, teachers also wanted to enjoy what they learned because it is learned better.   

Experience is the best teacher. Instead of just sitting and getting the information on an 

innovation, the teacher needs to practice the innovation, test it in a practical way, and understand 
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the mechanics of the innovation. For the teachers to be able to have a genuine feeling for the 

innovation, they need to experience it for themselves rather than rely on descriptions and infer its 

use in practice, (Elmore & Burney, 1997). The studies involving innovations to improve reading, 

comprehension and math among special education students were taught by giving the teachers 

ample opportunity to learn the practices in theory, to observe the innovation being practiced, and 

to practice it among themselves, critique themselves and critique others constructively (Abbott et 

al., 2006; Baker et al. 2004; Klingner, 1999). Finally, teachers need to reflect on the experience 

crystallizing the meaning of the innovation.  

During the learning process, there must be a comfort zone where teachers are ‘free’ to 

learn, and time and planning are not hindrances but enhancements. What prevents learning are 

the lack of time, and the lack of support. When leaders are physically active in the PD process by 

personally taking care of logistics, and continuously asking teachers what they need in order to 

learn the PD innovation and sustain the innovation, then teachers have the time and support to 

learn the innovation without reservations (Klingner, Ahwee, Polonieta & Menendez, 2003). 

Leaders can support active learning among their teachers by encouraging collaborative problem 

solving, sharing, communication, and networking with their teachers so that they can eventually 

be open to take responsibility of their own learning (Boudah, Blair & Mitchell, 2003; Englert & 

Tarrant, 1995; Klingner, Ahwee, Polonieta & Menendez, 2003; Vaughn, Hughes, Schumm & 

Klingner, 1998).  

Active learning is increased when opportunities present themselves at different stages of 

PD. For example, an opportunity is presented when two teachers meet in a school hallway and 

discuss a recent PD innovation, share, and most likely learn something from each other’s 

experience. Another opportunity is presented when there is a collaborative decision between 
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teachers and trainers/researchers. The bulk of learning actively takes place when the trainers 

have the PD participants listening, practicing, observing, and being able to ask questions and 

evaluate the innovation. The most salient factor during implementation is immediacy of 

feedback. For example, when a student makes a mistake in writing a sentence and receives 

immediate feedback, the student will learn from that mistake as opposed to feedback received a 

day later. 

 To sustain PD, active learning must continue with collaborative problem solving, 

sharing, and communication, keeping learning of the innovation current and active. The irony of 

‘active learning’ is that the teacher becomes the learner and the act of learning is compellingly 

similar to what students need from their teachers: increased and enhanced learning opportunities 

(Boudah, Blair & Mitchell, 2003; Englert & Tarrant, 1995; Klingner, Ahwee, Polonieta & 

Menendez, 2003; Vaughn, Hughes, Schumm & Klingner, 1998).   

Coherence 

Coherence is the third element of Desimone’s (2009) model and it is the understanding of 

federal/state PD statutes for school systems. These statutes first arrive in the human resource 

offices and the necessary administrators make the first wave of ‘translations’ to help their 

schools stay in compliance with the new plans. This ‘translation’ is put into language that school 

building administrators will be able to share with their teachers. With every new statute and plan 

emerges new ideas to make the plan work. Those plans entail PD for teachers to meet the 

standards of the new legislation.  

Coherence is also the connections the teachers make between the reform and the 

innovation chosen for their classroom instruction and student achievement. To enhance the 
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connections, there has to be a belief that the innovation for the reform will work and produce 

desired results (Elmore & Burney, 1997).  

 Vaughn and colleagues (1998) collaboratively implemented four reading strategies to 

improve students with learning disabilities in an inclusive setting in an elementary school. 

Initially, coherence was established by teachers correlating their understanding of current reading 

strategies, as well as the implications of the ones they had chosen to implement. However, this 

study illustrated coherence during implementation rather than establishing it only at the 

beginning. The researchers and teachers worked with a strong feedback and debriefing schedule 

to develop a deep sense of the innovations content, aligning the content to their classroom 

instruction, their beliefs and their need to see student improvement. The feedback and debriefing 

not only made active learning a reality, but also made the teacher a change agent. Change is a 

result of an understanding and readiness for reform.  

 Administrators have a very important role in establishing coherence. The first task is to 

take legislation and convert it to readable language for the teachers that will implement the 

reform. Their second task is to relay the information to the teachers in ways that influence their 

motivation, knowledge, affect and/or practices (Fullan, 2007). To support their teachers as 

change agents, administrators must provide the facilities and resources that give the teachers a 

sense of trust and stability in their own administration (Mayrowetz & Weinstein, 1999; Salisbury 

& McGregor, 2002). 

Duration 

Duration is the fourth element and is time spent on PD. It begins when the need arises for 

PD and it is continued until the teacher can teach the PD content to another teacher. Desimone 

(2009) says “sufficient duration” (p.184) is the time spent on PD however long it takes to learn 
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the innovation and be able to see the results if that innovation. Fullan (1993) explains sufficient 

time as the time from the initiation of PD to its implementation, continuation and outcome. This 

could range from 20 hours to a full semester, to a few months or even years. There is no 

conclusive research that suggests a definite time or duration for PD. 

 Among several studies, there were seven ways in which time was spent: 1) realizing PD 

is needed to affect a change; 2) researching best practices and selecting the most appropriate; 3) 

planning for PD; 4) learning the innovation; 5) debriefing and evaluating; 6) refining the 

innovation; and 7) recycling the innovation to other teachers. These sections of time vary with 

the type of PD being offered: informational PD would require a shorter PD session whereas 

learning a new innovation can take 20 hours or more. However both the types of PD would 

require time to plan, prepare, and perform. The sections would also vary with the nature of the 

task at hand. For instance building relationships between teacher and researcher may take the 

first hour of the initial meeting or five hours. The duration for PD should be until ownership of 

the innovation or reform is realized. 

The most successful studies had two patterns that showed up with respect to investment 

of time. First, time spent to set the PD wheel spinning does not need to be a large amount as it 

pertains to building relationships among people with the same goals and scheduling logistics. 

Between two studies, four to six hours proved to be “sufficient duration” to build relationships 

and plan logistics. Second, the time spent in training is better spread between the introduction of 

the PD innovation and the implementation of the PD rather than heavy on one or the other 

(Boudah, Blair & Mitchell, 2003; Vaughn, Hughes, Schumm & Klingner, 1998). Both the 

studies spent, on average, five and a half hours on training. A schedule to involve initial 

implementation to follow up sessions of PD was divided up per week, over ten months. Klingner 
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and her colleagues (2003) had spent a lot more time in the pre-PD efforts, while less time was 

spent between PD training and post PD sessions. This was the study where teachers made so 

many changes to the innovation that it was no longer being practiced correctly.   Evidently, huge 

amounts of time spent on pre-implementation did not pay-off, and there was a point of 

diminishing returns. 

Administrators and school leaders need to carefully factor in the time needed to engage in 

reform and PD. Administrators can be supportive by being active in creating feasible schedules 

and allowing ample time for their teachers to plan, evaluate and refine an innovation. The 

administrator can approve a schedule the teachers deem fit to implement, creating a relationship 

of trust between administration and teachers.  

Collective Participation 

 Desimone explains (2009), that collective participation, the fifth element of PD, is the 

interactive and constructive discourse between PD planners and participants. Collective 

participation is co-planning, co-teaching and partnering (Vaughn, Hughes, Schumm & Klingner, 

1998) and also creating a community of professional learners (Englert & Tarrant, 1995). 

Developing trust and partnerships between teachers and trainers/researchers is vital to 

collaborative participation. Building a sense of community where co-planning, co-teaching and 

partnering become practice is the ultimate goal to achieving collaborative participation among 

PD participants.  

 A collaborative effort is intertwined among the four other features of Desimone’s (2009) 

model for PD. It takes a team to select an innovation and agree that it is the one needed for 

reform. When several people are involved with the innovation, learning it together, discussing it, 

and watching it being modeled together they are all participating collectively and collaboratively. 
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Leaders for reform and the teams they create show positive steps towards collaboration when 

they can agree on scheduling time and make schedules that relieve teachers from other duties. 

Table 1 shows the patterns and efforts of what collective participation is according to 

Desimone’s (2009) model. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Insert Table I. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

In summary, the information in Table 1 stresses the language that the researchers used to 

illustrate cooperative and collective participation. ‘Collective participation’ had degrees of 

‘collectiveness’: First, while co-planning, collective or cooperative participation meant building 

relationships by collaboratively identifying needs, strategies, skills and goals. Second, while co-

teaching, when participants knew each other better, the route was clear to collaboratively put the 

plan in place and to begin to give each other constructive feedback. Moreover the teachers 

enjoyed the feeling of ownership. Partnering is the most solid relation among participants 

because innovation becomes routine, partnerships are bearing deeper understanding of the PD, 

the commitment is natural and the recipients of the PD become the “informed agents….getting 

teachers together….[and becoming] a powerful vehicle for producing change” (Englert & 

Tarrant, 1995. P. 325). 

 

Concluding Guide for Leadership 

For school leadership to put an evidence-based model of PD in practice, they need to 

understand the five features proposed by Desimone (2009) in the context of current times. This 
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means taking the PD model, aligning the features to their schools needs, the teacher’s beliefs 

about what students need, and the support system needed for the whole PD process. 

Desimone’s (2009) five-feature PD model reinforces three additional outcomes other than 

transforming teacher instruction: 1) commitment from school leaders and teachers to enhancing 

student learning; 2) strengthening relationships between the PD researchers/trainers, leadership, 

and teachers; and 3) creation of strong collaborative efforts. Collaborative efforts help to spread 

the responsibilities more evenly among staff and faculty. Building belief systems, trust, time, and 

sincerity towards the PD efforts are actions that make commitments a reality. When everyone is 

collaboratively involved in PD efforts that are designed for teachers to be more effective, then 

their students have a better chance of being more successful students. 

In the context of a guide for effective PD, Desimone’s (2009) PD model is simple and 

allows for school districts to develop custom-made PD that will suit their individual needs.  For 

example, in a school district that believes in inclusion, administrators should take a survey 

(keeping collective participation in the forefront) of how that would work, what inclusion would 

look like and what are the outcomes they seek for their schools.  From that initial step, 

administrators have a starting point to create a PD effort or efforts towards that goal, using the 

features of Desimone’s PD model.  Ultimately Desimone’s model provides leaders knowledge 

about change. Finally, as Fullan (2007) and colleagues stated, “the presence of change 

knowledge does not guarantee success, but its absence ensures failure” (p. 54).   
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Appendix 

Professional Development: NCLB Definition  

The following partial definition of professional development is taken from section 9101(34) of 

the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Professional development that reflects the principles in 

this definition is considered to be “high-quality” professional development under the Act. 

The term ‘professional development’- 

(A) Includes Activities that- 

(i) improve and increase teacher’s knowledge of the academic subjects the teachers teach,   

and enable teachers to become highly qualified; 

(ii) are an integral part of broad schoolwide and districtwide educational improvement 

plans 

(iii) give teachers, principals, and administrators the knowledge and skills to provide 

students with the opportunity to meet challenging State academic content standards and 

student academic achievement standards; 

(iv) improve classroom management skills’; 

(v) (I) are high quality, sustained, intensive and classroom-focused in order to have a 

positive and lasting impact on classroom instruction and the teacher’s performance in the 

classroom; 

 (B) may include activities that – 

(i) involve the forming of partnerships with institutions of higher education to establish 

schoolbased teacher training programs that provide prospective teachers and beginning 

teachers with an opportunity to work under the guidance of experienced teachers and 

college faculty; 
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(ii) create programs to enable paraprofessionals (assisting teachers employed by a local 

educational agency receiving assistance under part A of title I) to obtain the education 

necessary for those paraprofessionals to become certified and licensed teachers; and 

(iii) provide follow-up training to teaches who have participated in activities described in 

subparagraph (A) or another clause of this subparagraph that are designed to ensure that 

the knowledge and skills learned by the teachers are implemented in the classroom. 

The full definition can be retrieved from: www.doe.state.la.us/lde/uploads/1439.pdf   
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Figure 1 

Proposed PD Model by Desimone (2009) 

 
     
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Context such as teacher and student characteristics, curriculum, school leadership, policy 

environment 

Proposed core conceptual framework for studying the effects of professional development on 

teachers and students by L. Desimone, 2009, Educational Researcher , 38(3) 181-199: Improving 

impact studies of teachers' professional development: Toward better conceptualizations and 

measures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improved 
student 
learning 

Change in 
instruction 

Increase teacher 
knowledge and 
skills; change in 
attitudes and 
beliefs 

Core features of 
professional 
development:  

1. Content focus 
2. Active 

learning 
3. Coherence 
4. Duration 
5. Collective 

participation 



	   	   17	  

 

Table 1 

Characteristics of Collective Participation 

Collective 
participation 
characteristic 

Boudah, Blair & 
Mitchell, 2003 

Englert & 
Tarrant, 1995 

Klingner, Ahwee, 
Polonieta & 
Menendez, 2003 

Vaughn, Hughes, 
Schumm & 
Klingner, 1998 

Co-planning Building 
relationships, 
understanding 
the task at hand, 
collaboratively 
delegating ideas 
and tasks 

Building a 
trusted and 
valued 
relationships, 
leadership 
support and 
recognition, 
enquiring, 
examining and 
identifying goals 
and practices,  

Building a belief 
system, 
community 
building, display 
and 
acknowledgement 
of information 
and practices 

Building mutual 
respect, sharing 
knowledge, 
identifying 
instructional 
strategies, 
organizing 
meeting times 
and logistics 

Co-teaching Finding 
relationships to 
and for content, 
understanding of 
content to where 
generating 
questions and 
answers show 
understanding at 
the same level, 
finding ways to 
monitor progress 

Acknowledge 
variance in  
teacher styles 
and skills, 
building 
ownership of the 
content, 
discourse, 
sharing to 
motivate change 

This was not the 
case with this 
study.  

Finding the right 
match and 
building that 
rapport, sharing 
with colleagues 
and modeling 

Partnership Commitment to 
effort, support, 
recognition of 
effort, giving 
feedback 

Deeper, longer 
relationships 
develop, sharing 
doubts and 
providing 
constructive 
feedback, 
keeping each 
other 
accountable 

Meetings, 
identifying 
barriers and 
facilitators and 
finding solutions 

Commitment, 
support and 
understanding of 
innovation from 
recipient to being 
able to ‘pay-it-
forward’ 
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