
1
Accelerating Literacy Learning Breakthroughs Through Effective Professional Learning
lexialearning.com

EDUCATION INSIGHTS

Accelerating 
Literacy Learning 
Breakthroughs 
Through Effective 
Professional Learning



2
Accelerating Literacy Learning Breakthroughs Through Effective Professional Learning
lexialearning.com

Table of Contents

Introduction 3

Professional Development vs. Professional Learning: What’s the Difference? 4

Why Professional Learning Is Essential to Both Educators and Students 5

Qualities of Effective Professional Learning 6

What High-Quality Professional Learning for Literacy Instruction Should Include 8

Conclusion  9

References  10



3
Accelerating Literacy Learning Breakthroughs Through Effective Professional Learning
lexialearning.com

Introduction

Whether experienced or novice, all teachers face new challenges every year, from evolving instructional 

methods to technological advances to unique student learning needs (Mizell, 2010). As a result, 

educators across the country routinely participate in some form of professional development 

(Gulamhussein, 2013).

Despite this ongoing participation, however, most teachers aren’t satisfied with their professional 

development experiences. In fact, less than a third of teachers find any of the professional development 

activities they’ve participated in “very useful” (Garcia & Weiss, 2019).

Why?

A primary reason may be that most professional 

development experiences are a “top-down, 

one-size-fits-all, one-shot model,” directed 

at teachers rather than engaging them and 

catering to their specific classroom experiences 

(NCTE, 2019). This is unfortunate, because studies 

have shown that one of the most important 

factors in student achievement is teacher quality 

(Hanushek et al., 1998)—and teacher quality 

can be improved through effective professional 

learning (Garcia & Weiss, 2019).

Because of this, many organizations have started to rethink and reframe professional development 

for teachers as professional learning—a more collaborative, interactive experience that’s customized 

to a teacher’s individual needs (NCTE, 2019). As such, professional learning can be a more effective 

approach, particularly for literacy or language arts educators who teach the science of reading.

This white paper will discuss the difference between professional 
development and professional learning; the connection between 
professional learning, teacher quality, and better student outcomes; 
and the qualities of effective professional learning programs, 
specifically as they relate to successful literacy instruction.
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Professional Development vs. Professional 
Learning: What’s the Difference?

Teachers want and need support to improve the skills that will 

enable their students to succeed. But many report that the 

professional development opportunities they’re offered are “neither 

relevant nor effective” (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014). 

That’s because the professional development formats supported 

by many district leaders are not meeting teachers’ needs (Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014). Professional learning, on the other 

hand, has proven to be more effective (NCTE, 2019). So what’s the 

difference between the two?

is spent annually on 

professional development

$18 billion 

Professional development typically involves one-time workshops, seminars, or lectures utilizing a one-size-

fits-all approach—it happens to teachers, rather than engaging them in their own learning (Scherff, 2018).

Professional learning is interactive, sustained, and customized to a teacher’s specific needs. It 

encourages educators to take responsibility for their own learning and to practice what they’re learning 

within their own teaching contexts (Scherff, 2018). Through professional learning, teachers are more 

likely to develop a mindset of lifelong learning, which can benefit both their instruction and their 

students’ progress (NCTE, 2019).

In 2019, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) 

issued a statement entitled “Shifting from Professional 

Development to Professional Learning: Centering 

Teacher Empowerment.” This statement stresses the 

importance of professional learning for English language 

arts teachers, in particular, and calls upon educational 

leadership to “rethink the notion of professional 

development” (NCTE, 2019).

is the average amount of time a 
teacher spends on professional 
development

68 hours/year

Source: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014.

Source: Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014.
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Why Professional Learning Is Essential to  
Both Educators and Students

Research identifies teacher quality as the most important school-related factor influencing student 

achievement—more important than school quality, class size, teacher education, and teacher experience 

(Hanushek, et al., 1998). As shown in Figure 1, multiple studies support this (Goldhaber, 2016).

To maintain and improve the quality of their instruction and address new challenges—like the literacy 

skill gaps brought about by interrupted learning during the pandemic—educators need targeted 

professional learning (Williams, 2021). In fact, educators who don’t experience effective professional 

learning do not improve their skills, and student learning can suffer (Mizell, 2010).

Professional learning is especially important for literacy instruction, as many colleges and teacher training 

programs don’t adequately prepare educators to teach reading with the science of reading background 

in language that is imperative for the development of successful readers and learners (Ordetx, 2021). 

Note: All variances are corrected for test 
measurement error and, except for Kane 
and Staiger (2008), are estimated within 
school-by-year or within school-by-
grade-by-year. Source: Goldhaber, 2016.

Figure 1. An Effective Teacher’s 

Impact on Learning 

The median finding across 

10 studies indicates that an 

effective teacher produces 

additional learning gains for 

students in math and reading 

as compared to an average 

teacher (Goldhaber, 2016).
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Qualities 
of Effective 
Professional 
Learning

The Learning Policy Institute 

identifies the following seven 

characteristics of effective 

professional learning for 

educators. Successful 

programs generally  

feature a number of these 

characteristics simultaneously 

(Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

1.  Be content-focused

Professional learning that has been shown to impact student 

achievement is focused on the content that educators 

teach. It is typically job-embedded, meaning it’s situated in 

teachers’ classrooms. Context-specific professional learning 

is especially important for addressing the diverse needs of 

students and teachers in different settings. For example, in a 

program targeting teachers of Latinx dual-language learners, 

monolingual teachers were provided with a range of strategies 

to support their students’ primary language development in 

Spanish (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

 

2.   Incorporate active learning that utilizes adult 
learning theory

Professional learning programs must address how teachers 

learn, in addition to what they learn. Programs should engage 

teachers in the practices they’re learning and connect to  

their classrooms and students. Active learning incorporates  

collaboration, coaching, feedback, and reflection, as well as  

the use of models and modeling (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

3.  Support collaboration, typically in job-embedded 
contexts

Teacher collaboration is an important feature of effective 

professional learning. This can include a variety of formats, 

from small-group interactions to schoolwide collaboration to 

exchanges with other professionals beyond the school. Studies 

focusing on districtwide collaborative professional learning have 

revealed larger-scale improvements to teaching and learning 

(Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

4.  Use models and modeling of effective practice

Professional learning should incorporate models of effective 

practice. This can include video or written cases of teaching; 

demonstration lessons; unit or lesson plans; observations of 

peers; and curriculum materials such as sample assessments 

and student work samples (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).
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5. Provide coaching and expert support

One-on-one coaching has been shown to be effective for  

professional learning. Experts can also share their knowledge  

as facilitators of group workshops or as remote mentors via  

technology. Recent studies suggest that coaching can support 

the effective implementation of new curricula, educational tools, 

and approaches (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

6. Offer opportunities for feedback and reflection 

Reflection and feedback are two powerful components of  

effective professional learning. Programs associated with gains 

in student learning frequently offer built-in time for teachers to 

think about, receive input on, and make changes to their practice 

(Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017).

7. Be of sustained duration 

Effective professional learning requires time. Research  

demonstrates that for professional learning to be meaningful—

translating to changes in practice—it can’t be accomplished  

in short, one-off workshops. Rather, it should offer multiple  

opportunities for teachers to engage in learning around a single 

set of concepts or practices (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2017). 

Qualities 
of Effective 
Professional 
Learning,  
continued
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What High-Quality Professional Learning for Literacy Instruction 
Should Include

The seven characteristics of effective professional learning can be incorporated into literacy-specific 

professional learning for both elementary and secondary educators. It should include both ways to deepen 

educator knowledge and skills related to teaching students how to read, so they can read to learn.

1.   To be content-focused, professional learning 

in literacy instruction should focus on teaching 

the essential components of reading that 

are aligned with the science of reading (e.g., 

phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, comprehension) to build students’ 

reading proficiency. When educators are 

prepared to teach the essential components, 

the result is higher student success rates. 

2.   Incorporating active learning that utilizes 

adult learning theory means professional 

learning must address how teachers learn. 

To effectively teach reading, educators need 

training and coaching that strengthens their 

knowledge of the structure of language and 

literacy, the development of the reading 

brain, and how to nurture the development of 

proficient reading.

3.   Support collaboration, which—in  

job-embedded contexts—can typically be 

offered in literacy professional learning formats 

that are tailored to reach schoolwide educator 

audiences or delivered in small-group 

interactions by way of in-person or virtual 

training environments.

4.   Literacy professional learning that uses 

models and modeling of effective practice 

can include video classroom modeling of 

evidence-based literacy instruction strategies 

and application activities that show how 

learning can be used in the classroom.

5.   Providing coaching and expert support in 

the literacy professional learning arena can 

be facilitated by inviting literacy leaders 

and reading educators who can share their 

knowledge of teaching reading or literacy 

success in group workshops or in-person and 

remote mentoring classes.

6.   Since reflection and feedback are valuable 

tools in professional learning, literacy 

instruction training should also offer 

opportunities for novice and veteran teachers 

to deeply understand how to reach their 

“professional goals, build self-efficacy, and 

establish long term growth”—all factors that 

can result in higher student achievement. 

(Marvel, 2018)

7.   With regard to the characteristic of sustained 

duration, literacy professional learning can 

result in improved student literacy outcomes 

when the material that teachers learn during 

initial training is focused on improving 

educator skills and knowledge. (Sedita, 2016)

High-quality professional 
learning for literacy instruction 
should offer flexibility that 
enables educators to customize 
their implementation plans.
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Conclusion

High-quality professional learning programs that engage educators and impact student achievement 

are more important than ever. This is especially true for literacy or language arts teachers as they work 

to address COVID-19–related interruptions and potential gaps in student literacy skills. 

Administrators can better support their teachers—not with the same old professional development 

seminars that most educators deem ineffective, but rather with professional learning opportunities 

that are relevant to their specific classroom needs, that offer time for reflection and feedback, and that 

model effective practices, among other features. These opportunities could make all the difference—

because when it comes to improving student reading outcomes, there is nothing more important than 

a fully engaged, knowledgeable, quality teacher.
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