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The Implementation 
Standard

Professional learning that increases educator effective-
ness and results for all students applies research on 
change and sustains support for implementation of profes-
sional learning for long-term change.

T he primary goals for professional learning are changes in 
educator practice and increases in student learning. This is a 

process that occurs over time and requires support for implementa-
tion to embed the new learning into practices. Those responsible for 
professional learning apply findings from change process research to 
support long-term change in practice by extending learning over 
time. They integrate a variety of supports for individuals, teams, and 
schools. Finally, they integrate constructive feedback and reflection 
to support continuous improvement in practice that allows educators 
to move along a continuum from novice to expert through applica-
tion of their professional learning.

APPLY CHANGE RESEARCH

Effective professional learning integrates research about individual, 
organization, technical, and adaptive change through supporting and 
sustaining implementation for long-term change. Those responsible 
for professional learning, whether leaders, facilitators, or participants, 
commit to long-term change by setting clear goals and maintaining 
high expectations for implementation with fidelity. Drawing from 
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multiple bodies of research about change, leaders provide and align 
resources, including time, staff, materials, and technology, to initiate 
and sustain implementation. Individuals, peers, coaches, and leaders 
use tools and metrics to gather evidence to monitor and assess imple-
mentation. Leaders and coaches model salient practices and maintain 
a sustained focus on the goals and strategies for achieving them. 
Leaders create and maintain a culture of support by encouraging 
stakeholders to use data to identify implementation challenges and 
engage them in identifying and recommending ongoing refinements to 
increase results. They engender community support for implementa-
tion by communicating incremental successes, reiterating goals, and 
honestly discussing the complexities of deep change.

Understanding how individuals and organizations respond to 
change and how various personal, cognitive, and work environment 
factors affect those experiencing change gives those leading, facili-
tating, or participating in professional learning the ability to differ-
entiate support, tap educators’ strengths and talents, and increase 
educator effectiveness and student learning.

SUSTAIN IMPLEMENTATION

Professional learning produces changes in educator practice and stu-
dent learning when it sustains implementation support over time. 
Episodic, periodic, or occasional professional learning has little effect 
on educator practice or student learning because it rarely includes 
ongoing support or opportunities for extended learning to support 
implementation. Formal professional learning, such as online, on-site, 
or hybrid workshops, conferences, or courses, is useful to develop or 
expand knowledge and skills, share emerging ideas, and network 
learners with one another. To bridge the knowing-doing gap and inte-
grate new ideas into practice, however, educators need three to five 
years of ongoing implementation support that includes opportunities 
to deepen their understanding and address problems associated with 
practice.

Ongoing support for implementation of professional learning 
takes many forms and occurs at the implementation site. It may be 
formalized through ongoing workshops designed to deepen under-
standing and refine educator practice. It occurs through coaching, 
reflection, or reviewing results. It may occur individually, in pairs, 
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or in collaborative learning teams when educators plan, implement, 
analyze, reflect, and evaluate the integration of their professional 
learning into their practice. It occurs within learning communities 
that meet to learn or refine instructional strategies; plan lessons that 
integrate the new strategies; share experiences about implementing 
those lessons; analyze student work together to reflect on the results 
of use of the strategies; and assess their progress toward their 
defined goals. School- and system-based coaches provide extended 
learning opportunities, resources for implementation, demonstra-
tions of the practices, and specific, personalized guidance. Peer sup-
port groups, study groups, peer observation, co-teaching, and 
co-planning are other examples of extended support. When educa-
tors work to resolve challenges related to integration of professional 
learning, they support and sustain implementation. Professional 
learning is a process of continuous improvement focused on achiev-
ing clearly defined student and educator learning goals rather than 
an event defined by a predetermined number of hours.

PROVIDE CONSTRUCTIVE FEEDBACK

Constructive feedback accelerates implementation by providing for-
mative assessment through the learning and implementation process. 
It provides specific information to assess practice in relationship to 
established expectations and to adjust practice so that it more closely 
aligns with those expectations. Feedback from peers, coaches, 
supervisors, external experts, students, self, and others offers infor-
mation for educators to use as they refine practices. Reflection is 
another form of feedback in which a learner engages in providing 
constructive feedback on his or her own or others’ practices.

Effective feedback is based on clearly defined expected behav-
iors, acknowledges progress toward expectations, and provides guid-
ance for achieving full implementation. Giving and receiving 
feedback about successes and improvements require skillfulness in 
clear, nonjudgmental communication based on evidence, commit-
ment to continuous improvement and shared goals, and trusting, 
respectful relationships between those giving and receiving feedback.

To add validity and reliability to the feedback process, educators 
develop and use common, clear expectations that define practice so 
that the feedback is focused, objective, relevant, valid, and purposeful. 
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Educators consider and decide what evidence best demonstrates the 
expected practices and their results. Frequent feedback supports con-
tinuous improvement, whereas occasional feedback is often consid-
ered evaluative. Feedback about progress toward expected practices 
provides encouragement to sustain the desired changes over time. 
Tools that define expected behaviors facilitate data collection and 
open, honest feedback.

Source: Learning Forward. (2011). Standards for Professional Learning. Oxford, 
OH: Author.
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