
Research Summary

Professional development for teachers (i.e., staff devel-
opment, in-service education, continuing education, teacher
training) is the range of formal and informal processes
and activities that teachers engage in both inside and
outside of the school, in order to improve their teaching
knowledge and skills (Jackson & Davis, 2000). It should
be targeted, ongoing, and embedded into a teacher’s
workday (National Staff Development Council, n.d.). 
The ultimate goal of teacher professional development
is improving student learning outcomes (Guskey, 2003). 

Professional development for middle grades teachers
should include three critical areas of knowledge: 

•  Content knowledge (deep understanding of their
discipline), 

•  Pedagogical knowledge (instructional strategies), and 
•  Knowledge about the uniqueness of young

adolescent learners.

Research supporting the benefits of effective teacher
professional development has become highly sought
after in light of the focus on highly qualified teachers in
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (2002). At
least 100 studies in the past decade have documented
that highly skilled, highly effective teachers help students
learn more. Teachers who are well prepared and trained
are more effective in the classroom and therefore have
the greatest impact on student learning (Killion, 1999).
We also know that the best way to increase teacher
effectiveness in the classroom is through regular, high
quality professional development. Teachers themselves
report that the more time they spend in professional
development activities, the more likely they were to
indicate that it had improved their instruction (Killion,
1999; National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).
One study also identified two important factors that
influence the impact of professional development on

teaching--the extent to which teachers felt that their
professional development was linked to other program
activities at the school, and whether the professional
development activity was followed up with school-
based activities (NCES, 2001). Researchers also agree
that the success of school improvement and reform
initiatives hinges, in large part, on the qualifications and
effectiveness of teachers (Killion, 1999; Garet, Porter,
Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001). 

Professional development activities also can be
linked to increased student achievement. The National
Staff Development Council (NSDC) identified 26 staff
development programs for middle grades teachers with
documented evidence to demonstrate the link between
staff development and increased student achievement
(Killion, 1999). Further evidence linking professional
development to student achievement can be found in 
a 1998 study involving a half million elementary and
middle grades students in 3,000 Texas schools.
Researchers found that the most important factor in
student achievement was teacher quality (Hanushek,
Kain, & Rivkin, 1998). A national study of over 1,000
mathematics and science teachers found similar results.
Sustained and intensive professional development is
more likely to have an impact on enhanced teacher
knowledge and skills, and ultimately student achievement,
than shorter professional development activities (Garet
et. al., 2001). The results from this study also indicate
that professional development that is focused on subject
matter, provides teachers with opportunities for “hands-
on” work, and is integrated into the daily life of the
school is more likely to produce enhanced knowledge
and skills that positively impact student achievement. 

Numerous experts have studied what constitutes
effective professional development (Garet et. al., 2001;
Guskey, 2000, 2003; Killion, 1999; NCES, 2001; NSDC,
n.d.; Pate & Thompson, 2003; Richardson, 2003;
Shulman, 1987; Sparks, 1997; Sparks & Hirsh, 1997).
The characteristics that influence the effectiveness of 
professional development, however, are multiple and 
highly complex (Guskey, 2003). Of the many characteris-
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tics that have been examined, the ones most commonly
supported by educational experts as improving the quality
and effectiveness of professional development include: 

•  Enhances teachers’ content knowledge and
pedagogical knowledge 

•  Based on the best available research evidence 
•  Incorporates principles of adult learners 
•  Relevant and focused (i.e., results-driven) 
•  Standards-based 
•  Ongoing and continuous 
•  Embedded in day-to-day responsibilities 
•  Aligned with school-wide improvement goals 
•  Collaborative and collegial 
•  Provides opportunities for discussion, reflection, 

and follow-up 

The need for teacher professional development,
particularly in the middle grades, is fully recognized by
experts. In This We Believe, National Middle School
Association (NMSA) states that teachers need specific
teacher preparation before they enter the middle level
classroom and continuous professional development as
they pursue their careers (NMSA, 2003). In Turning
Points 2000, one of the seven recommendations is to
staff middle grades schools with teachers who are
expert at teaching young adolescents, and engage
teachers in ongoing, targeted professional development
opportunities (Jackson & Davis, 2000). Despite these
recommendations for ongoing professional develop-
ment, middle grades teachers are not currently engaged
in regular professional development. In a study of 8,300
middle grades teachers in four U.S. states, researchers
found that the frequency and depth of most professional
development currently provided to classroom teachers
falls well short of meeting their needs. Middle grades
teachers participate in professional development
activities an average of only several times a year
(Flowers & Mertens, 2003). Another study has similar
findings in that for 9 out of 10 content areas of
professional development, teachers typically report 
that they had spent the equivalent of one day or less 
on the activity during the previous year (NCES, 2001). 

Research also shows, however, that the number of
hours spent in professional development activities is
related to the extent to which teachers believe that the
participation improved their teaching. Results from a
national study conducted in 2000 indicate that teachers
who participated for more than eight hours in profes-
sional development activities were more likely than
those who spent one to eight hours to report that it
improved their teaching (NCES, 2001). 

How often should teachers engage in professional
development activities? NMSA supports the NSDC
resolution that quantifies the frequency with which
teachers should be engaged in professional development.
Schools should dedicate a minimum of 10 percent of
their budgets, excluding salaries and benefits, to
professional development and devote at least 25
percent of a teachers’ work time to learning and
collaborating with colleagues (NSDC, n.d.). 

Schools should offer a wide variety of professional
development opportunities to teachers. The one-size-
fits-all approach to professional development is not
effective. Middle level teachers have different needs 
for professional development that are related to factors
such as their teaching experience and the type of
certification they hold (Flowers & Mertens, 2003). An
effective design for implementing professional develop-
ment is one that integrates district-wide and site-based
experiences. A thoughtful combination of large-scale
(district) and context-specific (school) experiences can
optimize the benefits of each while improving the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of professional development
(Guskey, 2000). According to research, middle grades
teachers are not currently getting balanced professional
development. The most frequent types of professional
development activities occur within their own school.
Professional development activities outside the school
occur much less frequently. In addition, middle grades
teachers indicate a high level of need for additional
professional development in multiple areas, not just
one or two (Flowers & Mertens, 2003). 

Formal professional development experiences 
can include: 

•  Attending classes or workshops 
•  Attending conferences 
•  Visiting another school 

Informal professional development experiences 
can include: 

•  Regular collaboration with other teachers 
(e.g., study groups, interdisciplinary teams) 

•  Joint lesson planning 
•  Peer coaching 
•  Collaboratively reviewing student work 

More research is needed that investigates the rela-
tionship between high quality professional develop-
ment and student learning outcomes. Schools
should continually request research results from any
professional development provider that they consid-



er working with so that they can select the most
effective training activities. Schools should also
include evaluation procedures in any professional
development activity that they implement so that

they can understand the impact of the activities on
student learning. 
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